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of benefits resulting from such
alliances.

Praxis: A Writing Center Journal (2003-
2011)

Sections
Focus
Columns and Reviews
Consulting
Training
News & Announcements

Archives
Browse past issues of Praxis

About Us
About Us

Submissions
Submit an article to Praxis

Home » Spring 2011 (Volume 8, Issue 2) - From Triage to Outreach:
Raising the Institutional Profile of Writing-Center Work

Bridging the Great Divide: Creating Partnerships
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by Mckinlaye Harkavy, University of South Carolina

Due to increased college enrollments, diminished budgets, and higher
institutional expectations for student learning, English departments are
struggling to financially support writing centers. In order for writing centers to
maintain their funding levels, they must prove that they are assisting a large
number of students and having a measurable impact on students' ability to
write effectively. But how can writing centers meet the needs of an expanding
student population during this time of decreased resources? The answer may lie
in the creation of new campus alliances.

Many higher education institutions are seeking to create integrated learning
experiences for students that help them blend curricular and co-curricular
experiences. Thus, new partnerships between academic affairs and students
affairs officesare becoming more common on college campuses. Writing
centers, although academic in nature, should consider exploring possible
partnerships with student affairs offices because of the plethora of benefits
resulting from such alliances. The purpose of this essay is to provide a model
for such collaborations by highlighting how the University of South Carolina
has created a partnership between residence life, an academic support office,
and a writing center to meet the writing needs ofits students. Additionally, this
article will demonstrate how such a partnership saved the University of South
Carolina's Writing Center from being eliminated altogether.

Academic affairs and student affairs
professionals often have different
educational backgrounds,
responsibilities, and priorities. Joan Hirt,
a student affairs professional, points out
that these differences can lead to
misunderstandings, as "There is a
deeply entrenched belief that
academicians either do not understand
or do not appreciate the important roles
that student affairs administrators fulfill" (245). In reality, though, "they
compete for the same overall university resources and for student involvement
in their respective programs" (Pace, Blumreich, and Merkle 302). Knowing that
both academic and student affairs units attempt to meet the needs of their
shared student populations, it makes sense to establish partnerships in order to
bolster attendance at programs and remove the "competition" between these
two groups.

Creating and sustaining cross-campus partnerships can be a challenge,
especially when the offices do not have a history of working together. However,



these partnerships have the potential to be mutually beneficial to students and
the partnering offices. Benefits of such partnerships can include increased
student attendance at programs, retention rates, and efficiency in the inception
of "cross-functional linkages that merge resources and expertise from separate
entities to address the learning needs of students" (Nesheim, Guentzel, Kellogg,
and McDonald 437). Students benefit from these partnerships by gaining a
better understanding of institutional processes and the resources a campus has
to offer (440), while the academic and student affairs offices are able to pool
their respective knowledge and human capital to create programs or services
that positively shape student learning both in and out of the classroom. Given
that many senior leaders on college campuses are encouraging these types of
collaborative efforts between academic and student affairs, it seems to be an
ideal time for writing centers to seek out newer and stronger partnerships with
the hopes of reaching a wider population and serving students more efficiently
and effectively.

University Housing at the University of South Carolina, in an effort to
uphold its mission to create "a sustainable living and learning community that
promotes the academic success and personal development of students," has
developed an academic support office known as Academic Centers for
Excellence (ACE). Created in 1995, one of ACE's first initiatives was to bring
academic support services directly to students in the residence halls. To
accomplish this task, ACE formed a partnership with the university's Writing
Center, first established in 1980), and then housed in the English department,
thus linking an academic department with a division of student affairs. The
initial arrangement between ACE and the Writing Center involved offering
writing consultations in satellite locations outside of the Writing Center's main
location. Because ACE has offices in three large residence halls and the main
campus library, offering appointments in those centers allowed the Writing
Center to reach a much broader student audience. This is especially important
since as of 2010, 99% of first-year USC students (4,400) and 15% of
upperclassmen (2,453) reside in campus residence halls (Institutional
Assessment). Over the years, the partnership has evolved, and ACE is now able
to provide students additional writing appointment times during more
convenient hours for students (early evenings), hours that are outside of the
main Writing Center operating hours (Table 1). In addition, ACE now provides
administrative support as well as appointment scheduling and tracking software
with online scheduling capabilities.

Table 1: Number of hours and appointments offered by each location
(2010)

Writing Center Ace Locations

Hours open/day 6 (10am - 4pm) 3 (4-7pm)

Appointments/day (30 min.
each)

12 6

Appointments/day (30 min.
each)

12 6

Average number of
tutors/locations

4 1

Number of locations 1 4



Number or days open/week 5 (Monday -
Friday)

4 (Monday -
Thursday)

Total number of
appointments/week

240 96

The increase in the number of appointments available to students is not the
only benefit of this partnership. For example, in August 2009, ACE adopted the
use of Tutor Trac, a scheduling and tracking software, and since then the office
has been able to accurately track the number of students who met with writing
consultants at ACE locations each semester. The following chart highlights that
there was an increase of over 400 student appointments in the four ACE offices
from fall 2009 to fall 2010. Making writing consultations available to students
later in the day and at more convenient locations has resulted in increased
usage of Writing Center services at ACE locations. Unfortunately, the
appointment data for the main Writing Center for the same timeframe is not
available, but data from previous years (2006-2008) showed an increase in the
number of appointments at the original Center location as well. Overall,
between the ACE locations and the central Writing Center, writing services are
being used more frequently and by more students, indicating increased
exposure for both offices.

The ability to schedule Writing Center appointments online also makes the
services more accessible to students. Previously, if a student wanted to
schedule an appointment at the main Writing Center location, the student
would have to call or leave a voice mail message at the Writing Center. In
contrast, students that want to sign up for ACE writing consultations have been
able to schedule those appointments online at any time since ACE began using
the Tutor Trac software in 2009. Since January 2011, ACE has given the Writing
Center access to the Tutor Trac software, enabling students to schedule their
appointments for the central Writing Center and all four of the ACE locations
online.

Aside from appointment scheduling and tracking, the use of the Tutor Trac
software has greater implications for future assessment efforts. Now that both
offices are using the same software to track appointments, administrators from
both programs will be able to comprehensively assess which locations are being
utilized most by students, the reasons why students are using the Writing
Center's services, and who is taking advantage of the services. ACE gathers this
assessment data annually in an effort to maximize the services it offers and the
space it utilizes, and now the Writing Center will be able to similarly assess
their efforts as well.



The Writing Center's need for current and valid assessment data is certainly a
concern, as the Center nearly closed for the 2010-2011 academic year. It was
announced during the Summer of 2010 that funding for the English department
had been cut, including the staff position of the Writing Center's administrator.
The English department at that time decided that it could no longer financially
support the Writing Center's main location and its tutors without administrative
support, and made the difficult decision to close the Center. With funding from
University Housing and thus unaffected by the English department's budgetary
cuts, ACE decided that it would continue to provide writing consultation
appointments at its offices. Unfortunately, the campus' overall capacity to
provide writing consultations would have been significantly diminished if the
Writing Center had closed. However, in August 2010, the Provost's Office
quickly announced that the Writing Center would not be closed, the reason for
the reversed decision being an "embarrassing miscommunication between
offices" ("In Our Opinion" 4).

Once the Writing Center reopened, administrative duties were handed over to
ACE in an effort to streamline the efforts of the program. This gave the Writing
Center access to ACE’s administrative assistant and scheduling software,
creating the opportunity for students to sign up for writing consultation
appointments at all of the Writing Center locations, a new advantage added
solely because of the partnership. The temporary closure and scramble to re-
open, however, has placed the Writing Center in a delicate situation, and it is
likely that it will be reviewed by the Provost’s Office in order to retain funding
for this coming fiscal year. Therefore, a top priority this year has been to collect
assessment data on student usage and whether the Writing Center is meeting
its specific student learning outcomes. The partnership between ACE and the
Writing Center, or on a broader level, Student Affairs and the English
department, saved the Writing Center from complete closure, and assessment
data will be crucial in keeping the Writing Center open in the years ahead.

The partnership between the Writing Center and ACE at the University of South
Carolina clearly demonstrates that successful and sustainable partnerships
between student affairs and academic affairs can indeed be created. The
pooling of financial and human resources has the potential to benefit both
partners. For ACE, the benefits include increased usage of their offices, while
the Writing Center gains more visibility among the residential student
population and access to new technology and assessment data. Students
benefit by gaining more access to Writing Center services through extended
hours for writing consultations, an increase in available appointments, ease of
online appointment scheduling, and consultations within their living
environments. Literally, the partnership brings Writing-Center services directly
to students that may otherwise have never accessed them.

Creating a partnership between a student affairs office and academic affairs is
not as impossible as some may think. The language between the two offices
may differ, but they do share a common goal in that they both seek to help
students succeed. Given many institutions’ desire to help students integrate
their in-class and out-of-class learning, the Writing Center-ACE collaboration at
the University of South Carolina is a great example of a partnership that
benefits all parties involved, especially the students. Both offices exist to serve
the same student population, and with pressure being placed on integrative
learning, building smaller partnerships between offices like ACE and the Writing
Center is a great first step. Programs can grow out of such partnerships,
longitudinal assessments can be conducted, and offices can be saved from
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threatening budget cuts. Additionally, alliances between academic affairs offices
such as Writing Center and student affairs can work together to reach a broader
student population and raise the profiles of both divisions.
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