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FROM THE EDITOR: PERSPECTIVE ON THE WRITING CENTER 
 

Tristin Hooker 
University of Texas at Austin 

praxisuwc@gmail.com 
 

 
This summer, Praxis is proud to bring you a 

collection of articles that ask us both to expand and to 
examine our perspectives on the writing center and 
writing center work. This is a discipline that is rooted 
in practice and embedded in particular communities, 
which means that we are uniquely suited to considering 
how those particular communities and the experiences 
we have in the writing centers they serve can teach us. 
We can gain both strength and flexibility from critically 
examining experiences from places and from situations 
that we have not yet encountered, and we have the 
opportunity to consider whether we may have 
encountered situations that we did not yet know how 
to notice.  

We begin with Roxanne Zech’s reflection on the 
particular challenges and opportunities presented by 
working with d/Deaf students in the writing center, 
and the necessity of creating not just an accessible 
space, but well-designed tutor training programs to 
facilitate this work and to include these students.  

Next, William De Herder gives a critical 
examination of the history and design of the Michigan 
Technological University writing centers, focusing on 
how the centers have changed during their life, and on 
the significance of those changes. Ultimately, De 
Herder suggests, this kind of critical history can point 
the way forward to designing versatile, resilient writing 
centers for the future.  

Barbara Rau Kyle then asks us to consider the 
needs of primarily non-native speakers of English, 
particularly in terms of serving graduate students 
who are also multilingual writers. This situation 
becomes all the more relevant, Kyle argues, as 
research and publication have become more 
globalized. 

We then move to Kastner et al.’s collaborative, 
RAD study of course-embedded tutoring in a 
criminological theory course. In this piece, not 
only do the authors find evidence for the 
effectiveness of course-embedded tutoring, but, 
even more, they find compelling reasons to argue 
for greater collaboration in our work and in our 
research across the disciplines. Their study 
presents a case, too, for continuing to meet the 
call for RAD research in our own discipline.  

Jing Zhang closes our issue with a review of 
Mark Hall’s, Around the Texts of Writing Center 
Work: An Inquiry-Based Approach to Tutor Education, 
finding it a valuable text for any writing center 
director hoping to build not only an effective 
support center, but a learning community.  

Finally, we include our Call for Papers for our 
Spring 2019 special issue (submission deadline 
approaching soon!) on Race in the Writing Center, 
which includes our collaboration with Dr. Mick 
Howard of Langston University and Dr. Karen 
Keaton Jackson of North Carolina Central 
University as co-editors.  

We here at Praxis are proud to share these 
explorations with our readers, and we look 
forward to the conversations these pieces will join 
or begin. We look forward, too, to our next year 
of submissions, and to tackling new situations and 
new challenges with you, our colleagues.  
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DEAF WRITERS IN THE UNIVERSITY WRITING CENTER 
 

Roxanne Zech 
University of Texas-Austin 
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!
When I first began interning at my University 

Writing Center, I was impressed by the careful 
consideration given to student with disabilities as well 
as English language learners. Accommodations such as 
quiet rooms and extended time were paired alongside 
physically accessible spaces and consultants trained 
extensively in ESL writing pedagodgy. But as I have 
experienced through working with d/Deaf, blind, and 
DeafBlind children, no accommodation is one-size-
fits-all.  

During the end of my time as a Writing 
Consultant, I began to truly understand how writing 
consultants were struggling to serve d/Deaf and hard 
of hearing students. During one of my own 
consultations, I was working with a woman who 
identified as hard of hearing. She shared that she feared 
the writing center would be unable to work with a 
student like her. She had visited the center two times 
before and had unsuccessful, stressful sessions; this 
was her last attempt at seeking writing center services.  

On a separate occasion, I witnessed a consultation 
with a Deaf student who utilized interpreting services. 
The student began by sharing with the consultant that 
English was not her first language. Unfamiliar with the 
unique grammar of ASL, the consultant responded, 
“Oh, what is?” As the consultation continued, the 
consultant struggled to understand the needs of the 
student as well as howto work with an interpreter.  

For every unique experience encompassed by the 
term “disability,” there are equally as many possible 
accommodations. However, in the case of university 
writing centers, some accommodations cannot stand 
alone and instead must be paired with education and 
training. At the same time, University Writing Centers 
fueled by undergraduate consultants face a revolving 
door of knowledge and experience, making training 
and education a formidable task. Many strategies 
employed by consultants are learned through 
experience, but how often does this learning curve 
come at the cost of students with disabilities?   

d/Deaf Americans account for two to four of 
every 1,000 births in the nation (roughly 0.38%).1 Of 
that .38%, a portion of deaf Americans identify as 
culturally Deaf. These culturally Deaf Americans have 
a rich history of linguistic heritage,2 cultural 
development, and community building, commonly 

referred to as Deaf culture. Deaf culture formed 
through centuries of shared life experiences, struggle, 
and linguistic marginalization. While many college 
campuses accommodate d/Deaf students through 
services such as the University of Texas’s Services for 
Students with Disabilities, it is imperative that all 
university institutions and resources provide equal 
access to d/Deaf students. In order to be effective 
tutors at university writing centers, writing consultants 
must be cognizant of the variance in Deaf writers’ 
educational, linguistic, cultural experience and needs in 
terms of accessibility.   

The history of deaf education is rooted in centuries 
of alternating perceptions about d/Deafness and how 
d/Deaf students learn. Shadowed by centuries of 
ableism, many fallacious perceptions have prevailed 
despite scientific and scholastic inquiry into the minds 
of d/Deaf learners. Up until 1970, the American model 
of deaf education stood firm in the practices of 
teaching speech and lip reading to deaf learners.  The 
recognition of American Sign Language (ASL) as a true 
language by linguist William Stokoe in 1970 ushered in 
a new pedagogy for deaf education: Bilingual Bicultural 
Education. Bilingual Bicultural education operates 
under the linguistic interdependence hypothesis, 
arguing that if a deaf child has a strong language 
foundation in a signed language such as ASL, they “can 
use this language to buttress their learning of the 
majority language in its written form, without exposure 
to the majority language through speech or a manually 
coded system” (Mayer 2). However, Connie Mayer, 
author of “Bilingual-Bicultural Models of Literacy 
Education for Deaf Students,” argues,  “there is no 
evidence of a correlation between oral ability in the 
first language and the subsequent ability to read and 
write in the second language” (2). If there is no 
correlation between a person’s oral ability in a first 
language and the ability to read and write in a second 
language, why would we expect to see a linguistic 
transfer between the ability to sign in ASL and read 
and write in English (2)? 

The theory of linguistic interdependence breaks 
down when faced with the bi-modality of English and 
ASL. Because signed languages such as ASL do not 
have written forms, Deaf students face barriers when 
transferring literacy skills from their first language to 
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the written form of a spoken language. There is no 
one-to-one correspondence between signed language 
and written text. Instead, native signers “develop the 
cognitive power that supports broad conceptual and 
cognitive transfers across language” (Mayer 2).  Having 
a strong foundation in language—spoken or signed—
enables writers to elaborate and expand on ideas and 
aids students in making successful lexical, 
morphological and syntactic choices (Mayer 4). 
However,  

without full proficiency in a second language, 
[the constraints of writing] may impose 
psychological limitations on people’s abilities 
to conceptualize their intended meanings and 
its organization in discourse. (Freedman, 
Pringle, et al. 10, qtd. in Mayer, “Shaping at 
the Point of Utterance”)  

Language and literacy development are independent, 
not interdependent. As d/Deaf students get older, their 
writing begins to resemble that of hearing peers who 
are learning English as a second language. However, 
audible English immersion is impossible for deaf 
students, and as a result, “deaf writers face much 
greater difficulties in overcoming English writing 
barriers and meeting American academic standards 
than their non-native hearing counterparts” (Schmidt 
8). 

ASL differs from English in a number of core 
grammatical components. Most obviously, as a visual 
language, ASL does not have a codified written form. 
While many visual representations of ASL have been 
attempted, there has yet to be a commonly accepted 
form that is capable of capturing all of the languages’ 
Non-Manual Markers (facial expression, mouthing, 
role-shift, eye gaze, etc.) that indicate meaning far 
beyond the movement of the hands. For teaching 
purposes, a tool called ASL Gloss can be used—a way 
to visually represent ASL vocabulary through the use 
of English. ASL Gloss is written in all capital letters. 
Typically, English follows subject-verb-object word 
order. ASL however, utilizes a time-subject-verb-object 
word order. When constructing a sentence, ASL users 
will establish a time frame at the beginning: for 
example, WEEK-PAST MY CAR ME WASH versus 
its English counterpart, “I washed my car last week.” 
ASL is also characterized by the use of rhetorical 
question: for example, MY CAR? WEEK-PAST ME 
WASH. This variation in sentence structure is 
accompanied by an absence of possessive markers, 
plural markers, articles, to-be verbs, and varied verb 
tenses. Reports indicate that compositions written by 
d/Deaf children in English tend to be shorter, use 
more articles and nouns, use fewer adverbs and 
conjunctions, and reiterate words and phrases 
(Albertini 130). 

Rebecca Day Babock, the Chair of Literature and 
Languages at the University of Texas of the Permian 
Basin, has done extensive research with regard to 
disability in writing centers. She pays particular 
attention to d/Deaf and hard of hearing students in 
her book, Tell Me How it Reads. Babcock’s studies of 
Deaf students in writing consultations show instances 
of tutors having difficulty understanding deaf students’ 
attempts to paraphrase written material from 
textbooks, research materials, or the internet.  Bi-
modal bilingualism can present challenges not only in 
writing production, but also when synthesizing text. 
Consequently,“[it] is difficult to paraphrase something 
one does not understand” (Babcock 168). When 
tutoring d/Deaf writers, it is crucial that writing 
consultants recognize the linguistic variations between 
ASL and English and do not assume that ASL is a 
visual representation of English. Understanding these 
linguistic differences will help tutors recognize and 
understand recurring local concerns as well as larger 
global issues.  

There are distinct cultural components to consider 
when working with Deaf writers. For those who are 
culturally Deaf, deafness is more than a medical 
diagnosis. There is a culture behind Deafness that 
encompasses a unique language, social norms, faux pas, 
and shared history. Deafness is an identity. 
Understanding Deaf culture can both explain 
behavioral norms of Deaf writers and make for a more 
productive consultation. For example, the Deaf 
community has a cultural emphasis on being direct and 
explicit. For this reason, the Non-Directive, Non-
Evaluative (NDNE) approach may not be appropriate 
when working with Deaf writers (Babcock 180-81). 
NDNE inquiries may leave Deaf clients unsure of how 
to respond and looking for more pointed questions. By 
asking direct, wh- questions rather than ones that 
require only yes or no answers and by using 
imperatives, consultants will generate more discussion 
within the consultations (Johnson 34). Consultations 
with Deaf students function very similarly to 
ESL/ELL consultations. For many signing Deaf 
students, English is a second language, and “Deaf 
tutees, like ESL students, are more likely to ask for 
explanation of points of grammar” (Babcock 91). 
While consultants may feel being more direct is 
inappropriate given a Writing Center’s NDNE 
doctrine, Deaf writers can greatly benefit from 
grammar revision. In fact, Nancy Grimm argues that 
refusing editing and proofreading to non-mainstream 
students privileges those students who are already 
members of the dominant discourse and may even 
violate disabled students’ legal rights (Grimm). 

Tutee’s choice in communication style (interpreter, 
no interpreter, speech, ASL, or signed English, etc.) 
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plays an important role in the foundation of a client-
tutor relationship. Allowing a tutee to lead, meanwhile 
emphasizing their comfort, will help writers maintain 
autonomy over their writing and the session as a 
whole. Respecting variations in communication styles 
leaves room for more confidence and trust between 
consultant and consultee. Often with ESL tutoring, it’s 
common practice for the tutor to read the paper out 
loud in order for the student to hear his or her errors. 
However, “Deaf people can perceive English on paper, 
on the hands, and on the lips [and] [t]he choice of 
whether to read aloud and have it transliterated or to 
read together on the paper must be negotiated between 
tutor, tutee, and interpreter” (Babcock 169). 

When working with d/Deaf writers, greater 
attention to environmental detail may be necessary. If a 
Deaf student arrives at the writing center with an ASL 
interpreter, they will require a more strategic choice in 
seating arrangement (Babcock 125). A well-lit area 
where the writer can see the tutor, the writing, and an 
interpreter easily will help alleviate and prevent 
communication breakdowns.  

These communication breakdowns can be prevented through 
a series of best practices: When speaking, tutors must be 
sure to address the student. It is disrespectful to direct 
comments to an interpreter that are meant for the Deaf 
tutee (182). An interpreter should only be spoken to if 
a point of clarification is required. Speak clearly, 
without overemphasizing words, and with a mouth free 
of chewing gum or food. This provides ideal settings 
for students who utilize speech reading. These three 
points of contact and information (tutor, writing, 
interpreter) require more processing time for both 
consultant and student. Providing time for the student 
to process the information from the interpreter, assess 
the writing, and ask clarifying questions, will develop 
clear channels of communication.  These sessions may 
require a time extension. Additionally, in both Deaf 
culture and ASL, eye contact illustrates attention, 
respect, and communication. It is best to maintain eye 
contact with the student throughout the consultation 
and to visually stimulate the conversation as much as 
possible. Using visual aids and learning any amount of 
sign language (the alphabet is a good start) will narrow 
the communication gap between the tutor and tutee. 
Finally, it is not the job of the Deaf writer to educate 
tutors on d/Deafness (183). The student came to the 
writing center to work on their writing, not to teach 
consultants about d/Deafness (183). Consultants 
should not waste session time on questions regarding 
d/Deafness that are unrelated to the task at hand.  

The individual, tailored nature of writing 
consultations lays the foundation for successful 
exchanges. Much of working as a writing consultant is 
asking the right questions and working with students 

with disabilities is no different—it is simply dependent 
on knowing which questions to ask to facilitate equal 
access. Through my work with d/Deaf, hard of 
hearing, and DeafBlind students, I have found success 
and comfort in starting with the question “What can I 
do to meet your communication accessibility needs 
today?”—a question that extends well beyond just the 
needs of d/Deaf and hard of hearing writers. This sets 
the stage for many of the strategies and techniques 
discussed earlier.  

Babcock’s observations in the University Writing 
Center environment parallel decades of conversations, 
dilemmas, and debates within the fields of Deaf 
Education, linguistics, and disability advocacy. When 
d/Deaf students visit writing centers, hearing tutors 
may not be properly prepared to consult them. This 
lack of training can, in effect, violate the students’ right 
to university resources. However, addressing d/Deaf 
tutees with the same tactics as their hearing 
counterparts leaves space for cultural insensitivity, 
prejudice, and, potentially, a failed consultation. By 
hiring d/Deaf and hard of hearing staff as well as 
providing basic training on cultural sensitivity and 
linguistic differences between Deaf and hearing 
students, university writing centers expand to be more 
inclusive, beneficial institutions. 
 

Notes 
 

1.  d/Deaf refers to people who do identify as 
culturally Deaf as well as those who only refer to 
deafness in medical terms. 
2.    Deaf with a capital ‘D’ refers to the community of 
people who identify as culturally Deaf and use a signed 
language as their preferred mode of communication. 
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Abstract 
Writing center history, design, and pedagogy are often connected 
and have significant influence over how writing centers work with 
students. As technologies change, physical locations are altered, 
pedagogies evolve, and social projects grow, it may become 
necessary for centers to critically reflect on the history, design, and 
pedagogical connections within their own workplaces to address 
misaligned behaviors and designs. This article illustrates how the 
Michigan Technological University (MTU) writing centers have 
changed over time and what effects those changes have had on 
their work. The history was assembled through recovered historical 
documents and interviews with past center administrators. This 
evidence is used as a platform for exploring writing center design, 
drawing from actor network theory, ambient rhetoric, usability 
design, and multiliteracies theory. The article concludes with an 
exploration of how other centers might develop flexible writing 
center designs that may enhance the effectiveness of time with 
writers and encourage resiliency, resourcefulness, and creativity in 
center staff. This is accomplished through investigating concepts 
such as interstitial space, affordances, mapping, and social objects 
and their influence on work culture. 

 
Introduction 

There are innumerable factors that influence the 
material spaces of writing centers, many of them out of 
the control of writing center administration. And yet, 
the material spaces we operate within can have major 
effects on our work. Years ago, I worked in a 
university writing center as a professional tutor. All of 
the learning center support worked together in one big 
room with rows of rectangular tables with six wheel-
less chairs each. New students would invariably sit 
across from their writing tutors until the tutor asked to 
sit next to them, making students feel they had done 
something wrong before the session had even started. 
Students were not provided handouts very often 
because most of them were “filed away” in a jam-
packed filing cabinet by the front door. The IT 
department had also made it clear that students were 
never allowed to put flash drives into any of the 
computers in case one of them had downloaded a 
virus. To make things worse, students were not 
allowed to print anything in the building. The nearest 
printer for student use was across the street, in the 
library. Possibly the worst flaw, however, was that the 
center closed before most non-traditional students 
could leave their full-time jobs. The program tried to 
compensate for this by offering asynchronous email 

tutoring. In these online sessions, tutors were told that 
they could not write on student papers (just as they 
could not in their face to face sessions), and so they 
avoided using comment bubbles or the Track Changes 
function. Instead, they were instructed to write long 
lists in a reply email, detailing errors they had found in 
the writer’s work, each point in the list painstakingly 
describing the location of each error. (“In the fourth 
line in the third paragraph on page two, you wrote ‘he’ 
when you meant ‘the. . . .’”) The replies sent back to 
students would go on for pages, presenting a 
formidable scavenger hunt. 

These problems of design were not present 
because the staff did not care about their students. On 
the contrary, the tutors were extremely dedicated to 
helping anyone who sought advice from them. One 
tutor was sent a bouquet of roses after helping a 
student in an asynchronous session. I myself was asked 
into the hallway by a student, where he pointed to his 
name on the dean’s list and told me he would not have 
been there without me. The staff had strong 
connections with the people they worked with. But, 
despite their enthusiasm and commitment, the staff 
were determined to employ particular methods and 
designs that at times contradicted their work. When I 
took on a position at The Michigan Technological 
University Multiliteracies Center (MTUMC),1 I saw a 
similar phenomenon in play, one where sacred cows of 
method and design were allowed to disrupt the 
counter-hegemonic efforts of the center. 

Carino and Boquet have published separate broad 
histories of writing centers that serve to help us reflect 
on our current pedagogies. In response to Boquet’s 
suggestion that writing center history can be conceived 
in terms of method and space (467), I would like to 
offer that history itself can have a part to play, acting as 
a node in a feedback loop with practices and the 
material, because as we write history, history affects us, 
just as the spaces and practices we design influence our 
behavior. Certainly, a lack of historical awareness can 
blind us. When we cannot see the development of a 
work culture, the culture ceases to exist and instead 
becomes an immovable norm. Summerfield phrases 
the act of tracing individual center history as, 
“evaluating, making sense of, interpreting, criticizing. 
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We are now spectators of our own lives, of our 
makings and doing” (3). Denny has also captured some 
history of his center, focusing on the stories of his staff 
in order to bring awareness to differences in class, sex, 
gender, and race. However, what is missing from these 
broad and narrow histories is an illustration of how 
they influence an aging and changing center. 

The problematic design features and practices of 
my previous center had become cemented in place by 
history we were largely unaware of, ultimately 
presenting barriers to our daily work and acting as 
microaggressions against students who were already 
facing economic or social obstacles. As I continued to 
work at the MTUMC, I found resistance to change, no 
matter the improvements that change might bring. As 
centers age, they grow in ways we often cannot control. 
Centers are composed through a mutually constitutive 
negotiation of competing factors: the spaces we inherit, 
the funds we are provided, the particular needs of the 
institution, the vision of the center’s administrative 
staff, and so on. Without histories, centers are limited 
in their ability to improve their work. What I would 
like to suggest here, however, is that an active 
investigation that traces the histories and connections 
in our spaces and pedagogies can evoke awareness and 
break through sacrosanct practices and designs, 
challenging center staff to critically reflect on how their 
centers can transform to meet the demands of new 
social projects and technologies. Perhaps we can 
exorcise our haunted spaces and rethink how we can 
address histories of inequity and offer support to 
writers with new tools and designs. 

Writing center studies frames its discourse within 
the bounds of a space where tutors and students meet, 
exploring the growth and conversations that occur 
within the walls of what we call centers. Centers can 
act as nexuses or hubs, providing a floor for activity, 
but they often change, either slowly or through broad 
redesigns, and these changes affect how tutors work 
with students. To make things more complicated, 
history lingers after a room is altered, and work 
cultures can develop redundant or misaligned routines 
that run against writing center activities, which are 
driven by pedagogies that may also change over time. 
This can make the identification of successes or 
shortcomings difficult, and can turn the most practical 
questions, like “How should we organize our 
workspace?” and “Who should do what, and when 
should they do it?” into challenges that are hard to 
address. My intention here is to offer an abbreviated 
history of the MTUMC to illustrate how tracing 
connections between history, material spaces, and 
practice can expose paths to improvement. 

Over the decades, the many writing centers of 
Michigan Technological University have morphed into 
new identities with new locations and practices. These 
identities, practices, and locations have all responded to 
each other to compose an environment for literacy 
support. Spaces often play a crucial role in the way we 
interact and accomplish our communication goals 
(Vandenberg et al. 173). As Gresham states, “Both 
intuitively and intentionally, we know that spaces shape 
what happens in a student text” (39). Perhaps, then, a 
key component of writing center work is 
understanding our relationships with our material 
centers. How did the center you work in come to be 
and how has it grown? What is the center’s mission, 
and how can the physical space support your current 
intentions? Through an exploration of history and 
design, material objects and physical space can intersect 
with pedagogy to assist a center’s goals. Here, I will 
trace these intersections throughout an abbreviated 
history of MTU writing centers in an effort to argue 
for flexible writing center designs that may enhance the 
effectiveness of our time with writers and encourage 
resiliency, resourcefulness, and creativity in center staff. 
 
A Short History of the MTU Writing 
Centers 
 While cleaning out the cluttered closet of the 
MTUMC, I recently discovered a heavy plastic tub of 
old tutoring handbooks, written materials, and 
photographs. I am a relative newcomer to the center, 
so I looked on this find as something that could help 
me understand the space I strove to improve. Through 
conferences with Sylvia Matthews, a previous assistant 
director and staff tutor of the center, I was able to 
work from these documents to assemble a short 
history of MTU writing centers and maps of three of 
these centers. Diana George, the MTU Director of 
Tutor Education from 1978-1983, was also able to 
provide details of the MTU Writing Center’s early 
variations. 

The earliest version of the MTUMC was the MTU 
Language Skills Lab of the 1970s, which operated as an 
auto-tutorial remedial English course (George). Diana 
George describes the lab as “an odd conglomeration 
that was antithetical to anything I would ever call a 
writing center.” It was directed by Richard Mason and 
staffed by professional tutors working ten hours a 
week. The program was housed in a computer lab 
where students who were assigned the course or sent 
to the lab by an instructor would study independently 
to teach themselves correct English grammar. There, 
the staff worked to “solve a number of language-
related problems,” according to the employee 
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handbook of the time (Freisinger 2). The lab of 
computers, printers, and bound resources on writing 
hosted three courses that functioned as weekly 
appointments, each worth one course credit: HU011, 
for students with low ACT scores in need of “remedial 
work;” HU022, for all other students who needed help 
with writing; and HU021, for students interested in 
improving their reading skills (3-5). Weekly 
appointments were required to spend two hours a 
week composing in the lab (per every one credit hour 
they registered for) in the presence of a tutor, and 
tutors were expected to plan assignments for their 
students to help them improve (1).  

Nancy Grimm recalls this center, where she 
worked as one of the tutors, as running “skill-and-drill 
remediation lessons,” which were followed by 
individualized instruction (“New Conceptual 
Frameworks” 12). She also recalls the room was filled 
with carrels (a sort of cubicle combined with a table) 
and shelves of workbooks, tapes, and audio equipment. 
Diana George remembers students would work from 
audio cassettes to fill in the blanks in their workbooks. 
There was no staff training, and tutor roles were 
undefined. When students would finish with their 
books, they would bring their work to the lab 
coordinator, who would often sit with his feet up on 
the front desk, flip through the completed book, and 
toss it aside in full view of the student. As George 
describes the lab’s activity, “It was pretty bleak.” Some 
staff members were ill-equipped to tutor reading and 
writing because of the lack of training. Others failed to 
appreciate the social, institutional, or economic 
inequalities that brought students to the lab’s door. 

In 1978, Diana George was tasked with developing 
training for Language Skills Lab tutors. Although 
Richard Mason strongly defended the lab in its current 
state, he was largely uninvolved with running it. This 
allowed George enough agency to eventually reshape 
the center from the inside out, ignoring the auto-
tutoring elements she had inherited. It would be years 
until the Language Skills Lab would change its name, 
but material and pedagogical shifts began. George says, 
“I made two really important decisions in terms of 
training tutors.” First,  

Tutors had to meet as a group every week, and 
that hour would be paid. . . . I had been 
heavily influenced in grad school by the work 
of people like Ken Macrorie, Ken Bruffee, and 
others who were talking about new ways of 
thinking about teaching writing. I wanted my 
tutors to know that stuff and to work with 
students and papers they brought to the 
Center; not on workbooks or anything close to 
that.  

Second, George said,  
I demanded a separate space for tutoring, and 
that space was simply an empty classroom 
with five tables. I didn’t want equipment or 
barriers. I just wanted tables and chairs where 
tutoring could happen. I wanted students to 
see other students being tutored and to know 
there was no shame or punishment in that. 

Thus, the Language Skills Lab began to operate out of 
one classroom intended for thirty students that had 
been partitioned off into two separate areas. There was 
no front desk where a coordinator could apathetically 
prop their feet, but while students met in half of the 
classroom, the other half beyond the partition had 
been transformed into the director of tutor education’s 
office and a meeting room. The meeting room became 
a place for tutors to relax, talk about sessions, and 
share food, allowing for more professional activities in 
the lab. To George, this was when the Lab became a 
writing center. As she says,  

The regular meetings talking about 
composition theory and pedagogy, that 
became the basis for what I think of as a 
writing center...That’s when we began 
presenting at conferences and, eventually, 
publishing in the field.  

She says she wanted to make the center as student-
oriented and current in writing pedagogy as possible. 
All further variations of MTU writing centers would 
continue with these core changes as they developed. 

In 1989, Nancy Grimm coordinated a new 
program titled “The Reading/Writing Center” (RWC). 
The tutors were moved into a boxy single room within 
the Humanities Department where they could observe 
the sprawling wilderness across Portage Lake through a 
long line of wide windows (see Fig. 3 in Appendix). 
The handbook of that year states the RWC’s goal was 
to make “the student writer’s world a bit more 
perfect.” In this center, weekly appointments and 
credit courses were still the norm, and tutors were 
expected to report “teaching notes” back to 
instructors, which would assess the “strengths and 
weaknesses” of each student (Grimm, 
“Reading/Writing Center Tutor Handbook” 19). 
Tutors were instructed to always sit next to students at 
small rectangular tables, but the rolling chairs had arms 
that would never fit underneath the table surface, 
forcing the tutor and writer to distance themselves 
from the student’s writing (Matthews). Though 
unintentional, this element of the room’s design 
worked against the postmodern philosophy the center 
would later adopt. 

In 1992, the RWC program ended, and the first 
peer tutoring program at MTU began, directed by 
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Nancy Grimm and named The MTU Writing Center. 
This version of the center thrived for several years and 
resembled in many respects what we would currently 
consider a typical writing center. Tutors became 
“coaches.” Students collaborated with other students 
to learn about writing. Photographs of the time show a 
cluttered but intimate center, where a small staff forged 
strong connections with students (Figs. 4-7 in 
Appendix). False walls of filing cabinets and shelves 
were erected to carve out an office for a secretary near 
the entrance (Matthews). On the false wall closest to 
the entrance, an enormous bulletin board displayed the 
weekly appointment schedule.  

The 1993 MTU Writing Center handbook 
envisioned the program as a support service “beyond 
the realm of the classroom” where “students can turn 
to when institutional expectations are confusing or 
challenging” (Grimm et al., The MTU Writing Center 
Handbook 3). Both graduate and undergraduate 
students were employed and served. However, legacies 
of practice haunted this new site, as they continue to 
haunt the current center. The Language Skills Lab 
functioned as an extension of a classroom, offering 
courses for students that had been identified by the 
institution as in need of remediation. To help tutors 
mend their student’s inadequacies, an hour of 
preparation time was provided to them each week 
(Grimm et al., The MTU Writing Center Handbook 7th 
ed. 8-9). In the MTU Writing Center, this tradition 
continued for all coaches. Although emphasis was 
placed on collaboration in learning, coaches were 
expected to somehow prepare and plan for sessions. 
The assumption was that coaches should know 
something more than writers and administer the 
appropriate information. In addition, even though 
tutors were no longer designing course assignments for 
their students, writers were still enrolled in writing 
center courses that would appear on their official 
transcripts. The courses would be graded in a 
satisfactory/unsatisfactory binary, based on attendance. 
The enrollment was justified as a way to help promote 
the visibility of the center’s work, while the grades were 
seen as a way to hold students accountable. At some 
point, these courses would also be used to track 
student success throughout the college experience, but 
they would also unfortunately forever mark students 
who sought help. 

This new writing center identity was eventually 
followed by a comprehensive remodel of the physical 
center space in 2007. The solid hallway wall was 
replaced with stainless steel framed windows. The wall 
of the classroom next door was knocked down to 
create a conference room and offices. The wall on the 
opposing side was likewise demolished to create a 

break room and two more conference rooms 
(Matthews). The result was an open center surrounded 
by side rooms for noisy groups. A back hallway 
slithered behind all of this, leading to the break room, 
where coaches could hang their coats and enter the 
center. The session tables were also round—a feature 
also identified as helpful by Berry and Dietrle (28)—to 
assist coaches and students sitting at the proper angle 
to view the same document. The tables also had a dark 
natural wood finish to provide an atmosphere of 
established equanimity. The chairs, colorful and 
wheeled, did not have armrests so they could be 
pushed under the tables. The administrative desks 
featured rounded peninsulas to accommodate side 
conferences with coaches and writers. Fig. 2 (see 
Appendix) is a map that was created at the time. The 
arrows are meant to illustrate constant activity in a 
complex new space. This map is described in the 
recovered document as “a map of our interactions” 
where students and coaches “are all connected by our 
diverse, dynamic, and worthwhile experiences” 
(“Welcome to the Michigan Tech Writing Center” 1). 
The 2009 tutor handbook reflected this new 
environment. “Our job as writing center coaches,” the 
introduction reads,  

is to work with people and figure out what’s 
expected in new situations. . . . You’ll find that 
your job in the Writing Center. . . involves 
struggling with complex issues, questioning 
commonplace assumptions, and regularly 
monitoring your interpersonal skills and self-
awareness. (Grimm et al., Michigan Tech Writing 
Center Handbook 2)  
The 2007 map and 2009 handbook engage issues 

that Nancy Grimm had been writing about for some 
time, and the alterations to physical space reflected the 
development of her pedagogy. In her 1995 dissertation, 
Grimm wrote,  

A postmodern writing center practice shifts 
the writing center function from one of 
upholding standards to one of understanding 
the systems of relations by which our words 
become intelligible. Writing centers were 
initially established to maintain standards. . .  
now they can be places that raise questions 
about how standards function and whose 
interests they protect. (Making Writing Centers 
Work 274) 

By 1999, these ideas had solidified into a book aiming 
to conceptualize a new type of postmodern writing 
center that disregarded the problems of modernity. 
Grimm writes,  

In the writing center, an emphasis on 
relationship rather than individualized 
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instruction allows me to leave behind 
defensive concerns about how much help is 
too much and whether the tutor is adequately 
enacting the teacher’s desires. Instead I can 
keep the focus on the ways the writing center 
supports students’ efforts to enter into 
relationship with academic values, disciplinary 
texts, mainstream literacy. I can remember that 
literacy is the achievement of a relationship 
with other minds, with a culture’s texts, and 
with a discipline. (Good Intentions 18-19) 

Later, Grimm would cite the New London Group 
book, Multiliteracies: Literacy Learning and the Design of 
Social Futures (originally published in 2000), as a major 
influence on the center’s pedagogy (Balester et al.). 
This strengthening in direction ultimately led to a 
distinct new identity for the center.  

In 2010, The MTU Writing Center became the 
MTUMC in order to  

recognize the range of negotiating activity 
required for learning and communicating; [the 
name] replaces the notion of “norm” with the 
recognition that different situations call for 
different kinds of literacies. (Grimm and Arko 
9).  

The physical and aesthetic design of the center 
endeavored to support this framework. At this time, 
wicker baskets arrived in the center to hold office 
supplies, suggesting the interlaced relations in our 
work. Donated cultural artifacts from all over the 
world rested on every surface. Dolls in traditional 
Chinese robes. A painting of a Hindu religious figure. 
Native American pottery. Terracotta figurines. Most 
notably, however, was the addition of the 37-inch-wide 
Geochron clock, which was acquired at considerable 
expense and mounted by carving a hole into the wall. 
The clock swiftly broke, and despite being repaired 
once, has not moved in several years. This highlights a 
key feature of this version of the MTUMC: a de-
emphasis of the role of technology in writing center 
work. Despite technological advances, the center 
persisted in the use of physical paper records stuffed 
into filing cabinets placed in offices, the closet, the 
break room, and even the open space. Every coach’s 
prep time turned into data management time, in order 
to provide a place on the schedule to complete 
paperwork. Attendance data was divided and kept in 
separate locations, and there was no active shared 
document drive on the campus network. Assembling 
the annual report was a huge undertaking that persisted 
throughout the summer. The computers in the center 
were pushed to the edges of the room to optimize 
them for individual work, but not collaborative use in 
sessions. The computers also only provided students 

with basic spreadsheet and word processing software, 
so they were not ideal for composing multimodal texts 
or developing visual designs.  

Nancy Grimm retired from MTU in 2012, and 
with her left decades of MTU writing center history. 
This historical vacuum created a work culture where 
the staff continued to do things with little thought to 
purpose. Karla Kitalong directed the center for a year, 
providing mentorship as Abraham Romney prepared 
for the position. In 2014, Abraham Romney was 
appointed to be the new director, and the MTUMC 
began to shift into a new identity, one that included 
technological literacy into the larger framework of 
multiliteracies. As Bancroft explains, 

Digital literacy functions in a system of power 
of those who have versus those who have not. 
. . . Multiliteracy centers must be aware that 
digital literacy can be key to students’ success 
and provide access to the resources students 
need to succeed in their 21st-century 
communication tasks. (51) 
In this new center, paper files were immediately 

done away with and replaced with Accudemia, an 
electronic web-based attendance tracker and scheduler, 
which also eliminated the need for prep time. (This 
realization about prep time dawned on us sometime 
later). New desktop computers were purchased. A 
sign-in station with a tap card reader was installed at 
the front desk. A flat screen television was acquired to 
display slides through the wall of glass. Laptops were 
procured for use in sessions. In 2016, we renamed one 
of our conference rooms “The Writing Studio” and 
installed a digital design station within it. The station 
features a computer with the complete Adobe suite 
(supporting visual and aural composition), monitor 
headphones and speakers, dual monitors, a recording 
interface, and three microphones. 

Changes in the work environment occurred 
rapidly, and many coaches did not quite know how to 
react. Even a year and a half after the web-based 
system was implemented, several coaches continued to 
secretly keep paper files on their appointments, 
slipping them into unused file cabinet drawers. Most 
coaches also expressed anxiety at using the new 
technology. They didn’t know how to use Photoshop 
or Premiere, and were uncomfortable with the idea of a 
session involving such software. The coaches were very 
comfortable working within other literacies, but using 
unknown technology seemed to stop these normally 
resilient minds in their tracks. 

Growing centers need to critically reflect on not 
only their session pedagogies, but also their material 
traditions and managerial practices. During the 
MTUMC’s latest transitional period, a graduate student 
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was shocked to find me working with a few of our 
more creative coaches to paint a mural on the wall in 
the Writing Studio. She was quick to criticize my 
judgment, even after I told her it was washable paint, 
and in a place where we could just hang a bulletin 
board over it if we didn’t like it. As the 2012 MTUMC 
handbook states “writing centers are ‘haunted’ sites” 
(Grimm and Arko 150). True, they are haunted by 
legacies of systemic inequalities, but they can also be 
haunted by legacies of centers past, and it is up to us to 
ferret out the ghosts in our work. 

The anxiety and unrest of the staff remained until 
we began assembling the history of the MTUMC and 
understanding how certain features and practices came 
to be. Why were we organizing study teams for 
anthropology classes? Why were we enrolling weekly 
appointments into classes when we could track them 
with more detail a different way? Why didn’t that huge 
world clock ever move? With history came the 
perspective necessary to move the center into new 
territory. We were able to identify what the MTUMC 
was and what it did, and use that knowledge to expand 
and improve. We realized we needed patient, resilient, 
careful thinkers, not experts in writing, audio, or visual 
design. We offered training sessions in a computer lab 
where our staff could work with new software. We 
walked the coaches briefly through a few basics in 
Photoshop and Audition and then left them free to 
explore on a low-stakes creative project. We began to 
encourage coaches to use our design station to create 
promotional videos and images for the center. The 
trick was to give them a little orientation and then let 
them explore and create. Instead of dictating exactly 
what a coach should know or assuming what was going 
to be useful in a session, our aim was to help coaches 
develop the ability to approach unfamiliar texts in 
multiple modes and problem solve. For these projects, 
administrative staff assumed the role of the non-
directive coach, providing feedback, offering 
technology support, and modeling problem-solving 
behavior.  
 
Defining a Space  

Writing centers can certainly be relaxed spaces of 
open conversation, exploration, and collaboration, but 
center staff often have trouble articulating exactly what 
their work entails. When it comes to planning the 
physical space of a center, James Inman advises, 
“Design begins with an evaluation of what clients will 
actually be doing” (22). Can we say we “help” 
students? Don’t writing center sessions often concern 
things other than written text? Are sessions really a 
form of tutoring? Staff will have to navigate these 

questions to find a satisfactory description of writing 
center work in order to consider how center design can 
support session activity. 

In the current Multiliteracies Center, the activity of 
the staff is just as important as the activity in sessions. 
Coaches are actively encouraged to work together in 
order to gain experience with unfamiliar technologies 
and composing in multiple modes. Driven by a 
philosophy of continual improvement through 
collaboration and revision, outreach materials such as 
workshops, graphics, blog posts, and videos are 
developed, refined, and deployed. Our process is 
similar to the refactoring strategy proposed by 
Benjamin Lauren, which “suggests internal processes 
and procedures can be improved incrementally as 
stakeholders interact with the system” (72). 
Refactoring, Lauren explains, is “used by software 
programmers to work with legacy, or inherited, code, 
which speaks broadly to the historical institutional 
context many centers work within” (72). This approach 
allows our staff to become more skilled in working 
with others on unfamiliar terrain. 

In sessions, coaches interact with writers from all 
over campus and the world. We work to make them 
feel welcome so that we might learn from each other. 
As Joseph Bianco describes multiliteracies:  

The Multiliteracies Project aims to develop a 
pluralistic education response to trends in the 
economic, civic and personal spheres of life 
which impact on meaning-making and 
therefore on literacy. These changes call for a 
new foundational literacy which imparts the 
ability to understand multiple modes in which 
those codes are transmitted and put to use; 
and the capacity to understand and generate 
the richer and more elaborate meanings they 
convey. (92)  

From this viewpoint, coaching becomes a process of 
discovery, where the coach not only learns with the 
student, but from the student’s life experiences, using 
them to construct meaning in each session. Coach 
training, then, moves away from building specialized 
writing expertise and toward developing resiliency, 
patience, and problem-solving skills. This principle 
guides us through weekly, one-time, and walk-in 
appointments, as well as our graduate writing groups, 
synchronous and asynchronous online appointments, 
conversation circles, workshops, and study teams.  

The center reserves space in The Writing Studio 
and along the open space’s back wall for students to 
work individually. Composition instructors often assign 
multimodal projects that incorporate text, audio, and 
visuals, and so our equipment has grown useful to 
students who need to compose these texts. Graduate 
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students and researchers are also common in the 
center. Sometimes they require help with designing 
presentation posters, other times formatting 
dissertations. MTUMC sessions, above all else, aim to 
promote literacy access, cognitive modeling, 
transliteracy, and cultural understanding. 

 
Hybrids in the Center 
 The task of optimizing a center’s design is also a 
challenge to understand the social, technological, and 
natural elements of the institutions and populations 
that centers serve. When I first arrived at the MTUMC, 
there was a tendency for the staff to think of the 
material center as a stable identity, and there was little 
sense of the relationship we had with our material 
space, even as some of the cultural artifacts became 
sun-faded and the room became increasingly cluttered 
and disorganized. Bruno Latour wants us to think 
about our relationship with our physical surroundings 
as a composite of multiform actants who must work to 
compose a common world (4). Essentially, he asserts 
that our environment is not a stable place to be 
maintained, but an inconceivably complex network of 
human and nonhuman influences that together create a 
habitat. Designing a center, then, is not as simple as 
deciding what the administrative staff would like to do. 
It involves negotiating the material and the work 
culture that has grown around it to produce what 
Thomas Rickert would refer to as ambient rhetoric, a 
design intended to persuade both staff and writers 
toward a particular perspective or writing behavior 
(206). If we want to stress collaboration in learning 
about writing, shouldn’t all computers in the center 
have two mouses and two keyboards? If we want to 
stress inclusivity and access, shouldn’t we play soft 
music from a diverse range of cultures in the 
background? How would the center staff or institution 
react to such changes? How could these new features 
be misused?  

Examining space and activity is a complicated 
endeavor that incorporates design, hybridity, rhetoric, 
and tracing networks of actors throughout history. 
Don Norman stresses that design should take into 
account the perceived affordances of the landscape. As 
Norman explains, “Affordances are the possible 
interactions between people and the environment” 
(19). Norman also contends that the discoverability 
and strategic location (what he calls mapping) of 
objects also play a huge role in how tasks are 
completed (2, 113).  

Center design should attempt to accommodate 
Jonathan Mauk’s description of third space, a place 
“where academic space is dispersed throughout 

students’ daily lives, a dimension emergent from the 
generative collision of academic, domestic, and work 
spatialities” (214). It should reach to act as a space 
where writers can recognize composition in their 
homes and workplaces. Many centers strive to 
accomplish this through dressing their centers as 
homes or offices. Natalie Singh-Corcoran and Amin 
Emika describe typical writing center decor as 
“comfortable, inviting, friendly, non-threatening, non-
institutional, relaxed, informal, and attractive.” The 
intention is to often use coffee pots, couches, 
houseplants, and art to mark the space as on the 
fringes of the academic world, thereby merging 
academic work with the realities elsewhere. These 
material choices encourage us to interact with our 
physical surroundings as we take on mental composing 
tasks.  

One of the first material changes I made to the 
MTUMC when I started was to place office supply 
organizers at each session table. True, the organizers 
lent a distant business/professional air to our coaches, 
but they also held recycled scrap paper for notes, 
pencils, and bookmarks with our hours, services, and 
web address. It did not take long for coaches and 
writers to begin using these organically in their 
sessions. If the student forgot a pencil, they would find 
one right in front of them; coaches would snag pieces 
of scrap paper to explain writing concepts without 
drawing all over a draft; and when time in the session 
ran out, students could grab a bookmark for 
information on how to schedule another appointment. 
This was just logical mapping. Landon Berry and 
Brandy Dieterle write of interstitial and surrounding 
space in multiliteracy center sessions. In the sessions 
they observed, interstitial space primarily concerned 
material objects. A pencil and scrap paper, positioned 
into the right space, could act as a conduit between 
two minds. Common material objects that a session 
would require were on hand at the table. The writer, 
coach, and environment were able to converge and 
compose. When students or coaches bring their 
smartphones, tablets, or laptops into the session, 
interstitial space is widened across the world, providing 
access to knowledge, communication tools, or an 
online appointment scheduler (25-28). Each table can 
come to operate as a miniature writing center, fractal 
representations of the whole capable of responding to 
the chaos of writing center work. 
 Margaret Heffernan asserts that success in any 
work relies on the helpfulness of the workers. “And 
what drives helpfulness,” she explains, “is people 
getting to know each other.” The key to this strategy is 
to promote empathy, equality, and diversity, while also 
scheduling time for workers of diverse expertise to 
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socialize. One way she suggests to accomplish this is 
through scheduled employee coffee breaks, where staff 
members from different project teams can congregate 
around a coffee machine, socialize, and learn from 
each other. Heffernan claims that this organization 
“routinely outperforms individual intelligence” in every 
company she has started or worked for. Successful 
career professionals, she remarks, are the successful 
collaborators who found the best in themselves by 
finding the best in others. Laszo Bock supports similar 
claims about emphasizing diversity and social networks 
over promoting individual achievement (“How 
Google’s”), but he also insists that everything must 
begin with a shared goal, what he calls giving work 
“meaning” (Bock, Work Rules 348). This suggests that 
making social objects more central to a center’s activity 
could facilitate composition, if the goals of the center’s 
work could also be materially represented. However, 
these material rhetorical moves will still need to 
negotiate with history and practices. An awareness of 
history can expose material and methodological 
connections and allow critical reflection. 

In the 2017 MTUMC, the material representation 
of our values and goals comes in the form of the 
international cultural artifacts displayed throughout the 
center, as well as the world map mural. The artifacts 
have been donated throughout our history by past 
coaches. The mural was my addition, one that caused 
some controversy. For other centers, their goals might 
be represented in catchy phrases on posters, slideshows 
on screens, or quotes painted on walls. Social objects 
such as hospitality bowls, handout displays, coffee 
machines, teakettles, or popcorn machines can also be 
positioned into an easily discoverable location where 
students and coaches might find opportunities to 
interact. Social objects, however, can be anything that 
attracts people. Music or art. Games like Table Topics, 
Storymatic, Rememory, or Keep Talking and Nobody 
Explodes. One center that seems to have taken 
advantage of a social object in their work is the Grand 
Valley State University Knowledge Market, which 
consists of a kiosk in the university library’s busy lobby 
(“Knowledge Market”). Piggybacking off the attraction 
of the newly built and very stylish library as a study and 
research hub, the Knowledge Market is simply a place 
where students can bump into a consultant and ask for 
help.  
 
Laying It All Out 
 When I first arrived in the MTUMC, I was not 
aware of the complete history of MTU writing centers, 
and I was ill-equipped to negotiate with the disturbance 
my refactoring efforts inflicted on the staff’s work 

culture. I could not move so much as a bookcase a few 
feet without upsetting the staff. Even removing empty, 
unnecessary filing cabinets from the break room raised 
some eyebrows. After each adjustment, I would watch 
the room to see how writers and coaches used the 
space. Eventually, we arrived at our present 
configuration, which seems to function well (See Fig. 1 
in Appendix). Norman advocates for constraints in 
design, which limit possible outcomes (82). For this 
reason, we have positioned a walk-in coach at a 
rectangular table, which visually blocks off the rest of 
the room while maintaining a sense of openness. The 
walk-in coach acts as a guide for those who enter. If 
they are here for an appointment, they are directed to 
turn to their left and sign in. If they cannot be seen 
immediately, they are directed to turn right and sit in a 
chair. If they are here to work independently, they are 
pointed to the Writing Studio to their right.  

Some students only briefly duck their heads in 
after spying our bowl of mints at the sign-in station 
desk. (Sometimes, when the center is closing and the 
lights are off, students dart in to steal a mint). 
Positioned next to this bowl is our handout display, in 
case they need any materials. In the 2007 version of the 
center, the handouts were kept in a filing cabinet at the 
back of the room. The intent was that if students 
wanted a handout, they would have to make an 
appointment. Because the Internet is so accessible 
now, and contains so much information (accurate or 
otherwise), it would be better for a student to snag one 
of our handouts and make an appointment later if they 
need any of the information on it explained. The key to 
this strategy, of course, is to have our logo and contact 
information at the top of each document. Again, this 
engages with Heffernan’s point about creating a culture 
of helpfulness. The challenge isn’t always getting 
students to sign up for an appointment. Sometimes it is 
getting them to realize what we have to offer. 

Writing centers are by necessity chaotic places of 
dissent and collaboration, of directiveness and non-
directiveness, of encouragement and crisis counseling, 
of independent expression and learning to conform to 
institutional standards. Centers need to be capable of 
responding to this chaos. In the 2017 MTUMC, 
function flexibility is a key design feature. The open 
space tables have been scattered randomly to purposely 
avoid the neat order of a classroom (this is a distinct 
departure from the 2007 and 2000 center maps, as can 
be seen in Figs. 2 and 3 in the Appendix), and the 
center now has laptops for session use. When I first 
arrived, as is indicated in the 2007 map, the session 
computers were crammed into the far corner of the 
room, on a circular table that was not nearly big 
enough to accommodate two computers and coaching 
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sessions. So, we removed two rectangular tables from 
what is now The Writing Studio (which at that time 
was just being used as another meeting room) and set 
the computers on those so students and coaches can 
now work side-by-side and have equal access to 
viewing the screen, or work independently at separate 
computers. The spare circular table was added to the 
center of the open space, which then became too 
cluttered. We then decided to develop The Writing 
Studio, and set two round tables in there for individual 
work, along with a new computer station for digital 
design. The Writing Studio also served a second vital 
function. Because we had set up session tables in a 
smaller room with a door, we could now afford to use 
the open space for large workshops and presentations 
while also holding one-on-one sessions.  

When the side rooms were added to the center in 
2007, they were used for study teams and group work. 
However, as was mentioned before, each table in a 
center can operate as a miniature version of the larger 
center without any conversion time. If relevant tools 
are organized and discoverable at each table, and 
enough center resources are digitally available online, 
certain areas of the center can be optimized for certain 
appointment types, while every space can be made to 
support the most common types of appointments. 
This allows center activity to be diverse and actors to 
connect seamlessly. For the 2017 MTUMC, this meant 
that we no longer had to closely monitor the number 
of students who signed up for study teams or attended 
our workshops.  

Design flexibility, however, depends on a culture 
that is willing to engage with it. If a center’s furniture 
configurations were flexible, if every table, chair, and 
resource was mobile, the center could reshape itself to 
respond to every situation. Amanda Bemer et al. 
suggest, “giving students the ability to create and adapt 
their technological spaces will help them work in 
collaborative ways” (152). If coaches, tables, and chairs 
become wheeled, and laptops are made available in 
place of desktop computers, a center can easily be 
composed by the network, facilitating collaboration 
and understanding. Bemer et al. tried just this for 
classroom use, composing a room of wheeled couches 
and tables, but what they found was that, even though 
everything was on wheels, students would not move 
any of the furniture for group work. Likely, this is 
because students have been conditioned to comply to 
traditional classroom decorum, which requires students 
to refrain from disruption, and students lack sufficient 
moral development to know when to act against this 
social script. This mentality is not ideal for 
collaborative and creative activities; ultimately, the 
authors advised that collaborative writing spaces with 

wheeled furniture display posters to make it clear that 
users are allowed to manipulate the position of objects 
and offer possible configurations for different activities 
(Bemer et al. 161). This material adjustment pushes 
back against classroom culture and encourages 
students to enact better methods of collaboration, 
which in turn can drive them to engage in moral 
development where they take into account “the 
perspective of every person or group that could 
potentially be affected by [a] decision” (Sanders), a 
philosophy that reaches for Latour’s theory of how we 
interact with the world. 

In the 2017 MTUMC, the chairs are wheeled, and I 
am constantly bringing them back to their proper place 
as I walk through the room. Sometimes all the chairs 
from one table will form a crowd with the chairs at 
another. Sometimes chairs intended for the session 
tables will rest at the grad student desk, possibly 
seeking guidance. Sometimes the heavy round tables 
are pushed away so the chairs can form an unbroken 
circle of support. This is a material representation of 
the chaos of the center. Our work is messy and 
unpredictable. The freedom with which the furniture 
now moves marks this place as the opposite of a 
classroom, a postmodern center, but it only exists 
because together the center staff has worked to shift its 
work culture, which grew from a history we had to 
make ourselves aware of. My hope is that other centers 
might learn from our experience and consider 
deploying similar strategies to question and reflect on 
how their work can accommodate new technological 
realities and pursue social projects. Centers need to see 
themselves as always in motion, and they need to be 
capable of always responding to the emerging context 
shaping our material and cultural realities. 
 
 

Notes 
 

1. We normally call our center “The MTMC” 
(Michigan Tech Multiliteracies Center), but for the sake 
of clarity, the full acronym is used throughout. 
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Appendix  

Figure 1: The MTU Multiliteracies Center - 2017
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Figure 2: The MTU Multiliteracies Center - 2007 
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Figure 3: The MTU Multiliteracies Center - 1989-2006 
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Figures 4-7: Photos of the 1989-2006 MTU Writing Center 

 

The schedule board also served as a false wall. 
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The center’s windows provided a view of the Keweenaw wilderness. 

 

A coach and a student work with a draft. 
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Dr. Glenda Gill (center) and Dr. Nancy Barron (left) attend the annual African American Read-In at the 
center. 
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Abstract 
Graduate students often find a mismatch between their needs and 
the services offered at university writing centers, a problem that has 
recently gained considerable attention from graduate writers and 
their advocates. Second language scholars have long challenged and 
modified writing center pedagogy to better serve non-native 
speakers of English (NNS), and similarly, the demand for more 
specific graduate writing support has resulted in various 
alternatives. Separate graduate writing centers are better able to 
accommodate the length and technical nature of graduate writing, 
and separate editing services meet the students’ need to begin 
publishing their papers. When the students are graduate 
multilingual writers (GMLW), that is, both graduate and NNS, 
graduate needs are compounded by second language issues. The 
graduate writing center faces challenges that may entail two of the 
greatest divergences from accepted practice: relocating the balance 
of attention to process and product, and the resultant redefinition 
of the role of writing tutors to that of combined tutor-editors. This 
paper addresses those reconceptualizations, and applies them 
toward balancing pedagogical values with situated needs at the 
nascent Tongji University Writing Center. This small English-
language graduate writing center at a Chinese university is being 
built upon a loosely connected writing support system for the 
university’s Department of Traffic Engineering, in which outside 
editors have been assisting the department’s GMLW in publishing 
in English-language international journals. The globalization of 
research and concern for equal access to publishing suggest our 
situation is not isolated. 

 
The writing center has, in recent decades, become 

higher education’s primary model for student writing 
support in North America and, increasingly, 
worldwide. Although Muriel Harris’s 1988 observation 
that “[w]riting centers, because of their variations from 
institution to institution, do not have a single model to 
follow or a mold by which to shape themselves” still 
holds, most centers must focus their attention on the 
largest population of users: undergraduate native 
speakers (NS) of English. It is on this model that 
standards of practice have been set. Those standards 
have been further cemented by what Jackie Grutsch 
McKinney terms the grand narrative—the story we tell 
of ourselves by which certain of the writing center’s 
aspects, such as student responsibility, have come to be 
seen as crucial to the writing center’s definition (60). 
That the grand narrative has helped make its role 
“legible” on campus (66) has no doubt contributed to 
the writing center’s proliferation. But Grutsch 
McKinney is troubled by aspects the narrative might be 
erasing (5), and this proliferation, ironically, has 

brought to the center an increasing diversity of 
students whose needs draw our attention to those 
erasures. Challenges to various standard practices have 
long come from non-native speakers (NNS) of English 
and advocates, such as Ben Rafoth; more recently, the 
concerns of graduate students have been addressed, for 
example, by the Consortium on Graduate 
Communication. When the graduate student is also 
NNS, the needs that fall outside the narrative are 
compounded (Simpson, “New Frontiers” 3), and 
challenges to two of the most basic writing center 
principles become apparent: writing centers seeking to 
accommodate the graduate multilingual writer 
(GMLW) must find a suitable balance between process 
and product, and, consequently, must often 
reconceptualize the role of tutors as tutor-editors.  

The conflicts between process and product, and 
between tutoring and editing, are perhaps exacerbated 
when the employment of product-driven editing 
precedes the establishment of a process-oriented 
tutoring environment. I had been one of a few editors 
working remotely with the traffic engineering program 
at Shanghai’s Tongji University when I was asked to 
help establish a writing center. The idea seemed timely. 
The center’s scope, at the outset, would be restricted to 
the department’s approximately fifteen graduate 
student researchers, and the program head was 
sufficiently familiar with writing centers to appreciate 
and want to replicate the writing center’s process-
oriented goals and approaches.  The center was to be 
funded, however, by an international traffic research 
organization whose primary goals included publication 
in international journals. 

The majority of prestigious international journals 
are English-language (Belcher; Rafoth; Renck Jalongo 
and Saracho), and the pressure to publish in China is 
heavy, with an increasing number of programs 
requiring publication from their graduate students (Li 
and Flowerdew, “Shaping”; Cargill et al.). The cultural 
nationalism that promotes Mandarin over English 
(Mao 77) is balanced by the equally nationalist desire 
for a global research presence. Of the language 
ideologies discussed by Bailey et al. (314), the ideology 
of this group of Tongji engineers is overwhelmingly 
practical: they are prepared to make compromises and 
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ready to use whatever language best serves their 
purposes (Mao 81). Not only are Chinese researchers 
eager to enter the international academic 
conversations, but with China’s “R&D workforce 
estimated at 32 million in 2006,” the international 
community is just as eager for their entry (Cargill et al. 
60).  

Publishing, of course, is far more difficult for 
researchers with limited English proficiency. Following 
the challenging task of writing in a non-native 
language, NNS authors receive more language-related 
criticisms from journals’ peer reviewers, and fewer of 
their papers are published (Belcher; Li and Flowerdew, 
“Shaping”; Pandey). Their manuscripts are rejected 
largely for the same content-related shortcomings as 
those submitted by NS authors, and high NNS 
rejection rates might also be attributable to their 
limited access to technology and current research in 
their fields (Belcher; Burrough-Boenisch, “Shapers”; Li 
and Flowerdew, “Shaping”). Yet Li and Flowerdew 
noted in 2007 that “in at least one set of cases” a high 
rejection rate was ascribed to multiple language errors 
(“Shaping” 101), which, in any case, can reduce 
authors’ credibility and predispose reviewers to look 
more critically at their methodology (Belcher; 
Burrough-Boenisch, “Shapers”; Pandey; Renck Jalongo 
and Saracho; Li and Flowerdew, “Shaping”). As if 
these were not sufficient obstacles, many NNS authors 
also experience difficulty responding satisfactorily to 
peer reviewer feedback (Renck Jalongo and Saracho; 
Rocco et al.). It is likely, of course, that the current 
strict adherence to standard written English (SWE) is 
being relaxed, as Li and Flowerdew observe that 
acceptance rates for Chinese scientists have increased 
(“Shaping). Our Tongji team has seen a growing 
proportion of GMLW in engineering, which could 
increase the number of reviewers who are themselves 
NNS, a prediction supported by Anita Pandey, who 
notes that the general increase in global contact and 
audience should improve the sense of NNS texts’ 
acceptability (218). Yet for the present, writing in 
English is still problematic for NNS, and authors are 
often advised by reviewers to get language-editing 
assistance (Canagarajah et al., 122; Li and Flowerdew, 
“Shaping”).   

The English proficiency of Tongji’s GMLW is 
sufficient to draft their research, but not to produce 
publication-ready articles; the focus of their academic 
careers has been on engineering, not English. Their 
curriculum is taught in Chinese, and, as is common for 
Chinese graduate students, they no longer attend 
English classes (Turner). Also common in China, 
regardless, are English programs that have traditionally 
focused on undergraduates passing the necessary tests, 

rather than academic writing (Li and Flowerdew, 
“Finding” 106). Interest in English for Academic 
Purposes (EAP) at Tongji is growing, but, at the time 
of this writing, is not yet taught on campus. Writing 
centers in China are still only in evidence at partnership 
universities with English-delivered curriculum, such as 
NYU Shanghai and Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool 
University in Suzhou.  

My first visit to Tongji preceded the request to 
start the writing center. During the visit I conducted a 
student seminar addressing some typical NNS writing 
issues I had observed while editing their papers, and I 
worked with one student face-to-face in what I 
anticipated would be a standard writing conference.  I 
left that visit with three main impressions that were to 
guide both my subsequent agreement to start the 
writing center and the policies that would shape it. 
First, the students were interested. A few were eager to 
improve their writing in English, but all echoed on a 
personal level the national interest in publishing, not 
only for its prestige, but also for its societal value: 
traffic engineering is important work in the developing 
world, and they were proud to contribute their 
research. Second, they were ready. They had become 
accustomed to participating in the tutoring dialogue 
through our remote editing exchanges, and their 
feedback from the seminar reinforced my sense of 
their interest. Like the Chinese scientists in a project 
reported by Cargill and O’Connor, these writers 
wanted “more examples to be analysed . . . , more 
writing time, more one-to-one consultation on 
draughts” (216). Last, while my individual student 
consultation was not unproductive, circumstances had 
demanded a four-hour time block that frustrated and 
exhausted both of us in our efforts to understand and 
communicate. I resolved that if I were invited to 
return, I would not deviate from the shorter standard 
writing center session. I deliberated on how to manage 
it, however, as even the extended time was insufficient 
to both read the paper and discuss it. Previewing 
papers is not standard writing center practice, and the 
grand narrative exerted its pull on me. However, I 
reflected that previewing would not only have saved 
time better spent in conversation, but also, by getting 
an earlier overall understanding of the paper, my 
questions and suggestions would be more informed 
and concise—not a small matter when the other party 
is listening and responding in a non-native language.  

I felt confident in my decision to preview and that 
I would be able to find an effective balance between 
tutoring and editing, but I also had a real confidence in 
writing center practice that pushed me to further 
investigate those practices before making 
modifications. I needed to trace back through the 
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second-language scholarship and the more recent work 
on graduate support to be certain I was clear on the 
rationales, problems, and existing solutions before I 
could set policies appropriate to this context. As 
research tends to do, this process raised new questions 
for me; for example, I began to realize how little I 
knew about the editor’s perspective.  

My two subsequent—longer—visits to campus 
were thus devoted mainly to using my own tutor-
editing sessions to informally test out a groundwork 
that could be developed into a writing center model 
that would best serve our immediate goals. This paper, 
then, tells one of the stories missing from the grand 
narrative (Grutsch McKinney 86). It presents one set 
of solutions to the problem of balancing pedagogical 
values with practical editing needs, and it presents the 
reconceptualization that finding those solutions 
entailed. The increasing globalization of research 
across the disciplines and concern for equal access to 
publishing suggests that Tongji is not alone in its need 
for a dual-goal NNS graduate writing center. 

 
Writing Centers and NNS 

To avoid any semblance of promoting academic 
dishonesty, writing centers that serve a general student 
population must be very clear to both students and 
faculty that they do not provide proofreading or 
editing (Harwood et al., “Proofreading”). Directly 
supporting the no-editing policy, a core element of the 
grand narrative, are two of the main tenets of writing 
centers: prioritization of global issues such as thesis 
and organization over local concerns such as grammar 
(Phillips, “Tutor”), and the emphasis on a non-
directive over a directive tutoring approach (Harris). A 
non-directive approach keeps editing choices in the 
hands of the student, not the tutor, and attention to 
global concerns steers the session away from the 
sentence-level issues that encourage editing. Neither 
tenet arose, of course, simply as a guard against 
academic dishonesty; rather, both are generally good 
pedagogy. For example, a non-directive approach helps 
students more actively think through their ideas. Yet its 
universal value has been successfully challenged from a 
number of corners, including second-language 
researchers who maintain that directivity has an 
important role in the presence of cultural and language 
differences (Burrough-Boenisch, “Shapers”; Min; 
Rafoth; Vorhies).  

Likewise, clarity of purpose and communication 
can be overlooked if excessive attention is paid to local 
errors (Burrough-Boenisch, “Shapers”). It is on largely 
pedagogical grounds, however, that second-language 
advocates have argued that the no-proofreading stance 

underserves NNS students. For NNS, work on 
grammar is basic to their learning; and, as is the case 
with NNS researchers intending to publish, attention 
to grammar helps them over the hurdle of sentence-
level clarity that will permit their papers to be judged 
on content (Harwood et al., “Proofreading”; Phillips, 
“Tutor”; Rafoth; Blau et al.; Min). Indeed, local issues 
such as erroneous transitions, conjunctions, and 
prepositions can create global issues of reader 
miscomprehension (Blau et al.; Burrough-Boenisch, 
“Editing”; Li and Flowerdew, “Shaping”; Rogers et al.), 
as can flawed sentence structure that may misplace 
emphasis or affect level of assertion (Burrough-
Boenisch, “Editing” 9). Additionally, although local 
errors are often due to limited English proficiency, 
they may also be due to a writer’s inadequate 
understanding of content or the paper’s required 
structure (Burrough-Boenisch, “Shapers”). Attention 
to these errors unmasks them and permits 
interrogation of larger problems that may have been 
overlooked. Because NNS needs add to rather than 
replace the time spent in a standard NS session, Ben 
Rafoth suggests expanding the typical 30-60 minutes to 
two hours (57). 

 
Graduate Students: From Writing Support 
to Writing Centers  

With their lengthier papers, the longer tutoring 
sessions that benefit NNS students benefit graduates as 
well (Reardon et al.; Phillips, “Writing”; Vorhies). 
Graduate students have also indicated they prefer to 
work with graduate tutors who have expertise in the 
genres in which they write (Renck Jalongo  and 
Saracho; Li and Flowerdew, “Shaping”; Phillips, 
“Writing”), a background in their disciplines (Li and 
Flowerdew, “Shaping”; Reardon et al.; Phillips, 
“Writing”; Vorhies), and a familiarity with research 
methods (Phillips, “Writing”). As hiring specialty tutors 
and making other accommodations for graduate 
students can be unsuitable or unwieldy for writing 
centers serving large undergraduate populations, 
alternatives have been found, including peer writing 
groups  (Caplan and Cox; Freeman; Hixson, et al.; 
Simpson et al.) and writing workshops and courses for 
graduate students (Caplan and Cox; Cargill et al.; 
Freeman; Rocco et al.; Tierney). The coordination of 
these programs can be inadequate (Caplan and Cox), 
however, especially for the additional assistance 
GMLW may require (Burrough-Boenisch, “Shapers”; 
Cargill et al.; Tierney; Harwood et al., “Proofreading”; 
Li and Flowerdew, “Shaping”; Simpson, “New 
Frontiers”). Establishing separate graduate writing 
centers is an increasingly common solution (Caplan 
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and Cox; Hixson-Bowles; Rocco et al.; Vorhies; 
Waldman). It permits significantly longer sessions 
(Phillips, “Writing”; Vorhies; Rocco et al.) and 
provides greater ability to employ tutors with the 
genre, discipline, and research expertise demanded 
(Freeman; Phillips, “Writing”).  

Heather Vorhies reports that tutors at the 
University of Maryland Graduate Student Writing 
Center comment directly onto writers’ drafts, modeling 
“sentence structure or wording when appropriate” (8).  
Vorhies explains that once writers know their 
sentence-level concerns are addressed, they feel freer to 
engage in discussions on global questions such as 
organization and research. The author’s point is 
familiar, that tutors’ respect for writers’ local concerns 
permits the shift of focus to global issues that actually 
require dialogue, but also worth noting is the 
importance she places on the tutor recording 
comments on the draft itself. A similar move with an 
NS undergraduate might justifiably be seen as 
undermining the student responsibility of the grand 
narrative; but because graduate writers tend to be more 
invested in their writing, the concern carries much less 
weight. Finally, it is notable that Vorhies is speaking 
not only of GMLW: even NS graduate students have 
indicated they want more assistance with local issues 
(Mannon; Vorhies). 

 
Editing 

The sentence-level concerns of many graduate 
students go further: they want editing (Reardon et al.; 
Cirillo-McCarthy et al.). Indeed, both NS and NNS 
faculty researchers frequently hire editors, often funded 
by their departments, to bring their papers up to 
publishable standards (Burrough-Boenisch, 
“Negotiable”; Caplan and Cox; Erard). Graduate 
students’ advisors want cleaner papers, too. As 
advisors often have little time, and sometimes ability, 
to engage in careful language reviewing (Li and 
Flowerdew, “Shaping”; Rogers et al.), some 
departments employ editors for graduate students as 
well as faculty (Caplan and Cox; Harwood et al., 
“Cleaner”). Most writing centers acknowledge the 
demand. Some maintain lists of outside editors that can 
be hired (Freeman; Cirillo-McCarthy et al.), and others 
have established editing services separate from the 
writing center (Li and Flowerdew, “Shaping”).   

It can be assumed that such arrangements are not 
merely concessions to students’ desires for shortcuts, 
but rather recognition that editing assistance is 
sometimes appropriate. Moreover, in the quest for 
better written products, attention to process is not 
disregarded. Many editing services include teaching 

students to self-edit (Harwood et al., “Cleaner”; Rocco 
et al.; Waldman). NNS Dutch scientists typically have 
access to on-campus English-language teachers as well 
as editors (Burrough-Boenisch, “Negotiable”), and on-
campus proofreaders are sometimes connected to their 
institutions’ EAP programs (Harwood et al., 
“Proofreading”). Yet editing within the graduate 
writing center is still uncommon (Blau et al.). One 
factor that may be responsible is the persistent line 
drawn between product and process.  

Harwood et al. observe the contrast made in U.S. 
writing center literature between tutors and 
proofreaders: 

 where proofreaders are said to prescribe, 
writing centre tutors are said to elicit; 
proofreaders identify problems and supply 
corrections, while writing centre tutors enable 
the writer to do this for him/herself. . . . 
Global, rather than local, errors take priority . . 
. . The difference, then, is that proofreading 
services apparently do not constitute “a 
learning experience.” (572) 

It is generally agreed that the main job of proofreaders 
and editors is to prioritize the text, or product 
(Harwood et al., “Cleaner” 572), and, conversely, that it 
is the role of teachers and tutors to prioritize learning, 
or process. As undergraduates move on to become 
graduate researchers, however, and their attention 
focuses on their chosen discipline, their concern with 
their writing shifts in the direction of product, writing 
simply becoming the medium that will communicate 
their research. With some variation depending on 
discipline, their advisors share their priorities (Rogers 
et al. 70).  

Just as scholars and practitioners have softened the 
line between directivity and non-directivity, as well as 
between local and global issues, Kelsey Hixson-Bowles 
emphasizes that neither is product-process the 
dichotomy conventional usage has made it appear. 
Product and process form, instead, a continuum. When 
Stephen Kuntz protests that to “bail out on them at 
the last moment,” as the stakes for graduate students’ 
papers become higher, does not “make pedagogic 
sense” (Waldman), his concern is with the learning 
opportunities that will be missed. Kuntz’s sentiment is 
echoed by others, who are increasingly finding it within 
the proper scope of tutoring to give graduate writers the 
editing support they want and need (Cirillo-McCarthy 
et al.; Hixson-Bowles; Min; Phillips, “Tutor”; 
Waldman).  

Harwood et al. note that a number of proofreaders 
in their study, many of whom could be considered 
comprehensive editors, work with the writers as much 
as with the texts. They see helping make writers aware 
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of purpose and audience as part of their role, and offer 
their clients, for example, reader interpretations so 
writers can make better decisions (“Proofreading”). 
Many editors meet with writers for discussions that 
resemble writing center conferences (Turner; Coogan; 
Harwood et al., “Cleaner”), and writers report that 
responding to editors’ questions helps them focus their 
thinking and clarify their writing (Buell and Park; 
Churchill). For GMLW, these editors seem to be 
“literacy brokers” (Poe 178) more than gatekeepers of 
SWE. However, Harwood et al. note that some 
hesitate to intervene on global issues on student texts, 
finding commenting on structure, argument, and 
content, for example, to be appropriating and 
unethical. The authors suggest that a willingness to take 
a less directive dialogic approach would permit learning 
without appropriation (“Proofreading”). This 
proofreader hesitance indeed makes an illuminating 
parallel with the scruples of many tutors who find 
attention to local, rather than global, issues, similarly 
appropriating and unethical. Just as it might be 
assumed that the hesitant tutors feel committed to 
non-directivity, it could be assumed that the hesitant 
proofreaders feel bound by the traditional directive 
role. Directivity, often appropriate for local-issue 
intervention, is rightly avoided for global issues since it 
can easily evolve into rewriting.  

Although the proofreaders studied by Harwood et 
al. worked in different settings that may account for 
their variation in role perception, many of them were 
frankly uncertain of the boundaries (“Proofreading”). 
Like tutors, editors search, often uncomfortably, for 
proper balances when working with student writers 
(Harwood et al., “Proofreading”; Burrough-Boenisch, 
“Shapers”). Some flexibility is necessary for tutors and 
editors to respond appropriately to particular issues 
with particular clients (Turner; Erard), and graduate 
writing centers and campus editing services generally 
do set broad guidelines regarding, for example, 
rewriting and texts acceptable for editing (Harwood et 
al., “Cleaner”; Rocco et al.; Waldman). However, the 
extent of editor confusion has led Harwood et al. to 
recommend that much clearer guidelines be set 
(“Cleaner”). Insistence on the product-process 
dichotomy may have made tutor-editing a false ethical 
dilemma. 
 
Technology  

Related to my concerns with combining tutoring 
and editing was my plan to preview and annotate the 
students’ papers prior to face-to-face conferences, 
asynchronously and online. The richer face-to-face 
environment is fundamental to the grand narrative 

(Grutsch McKinney 58). It remains the preferred mode 
for tutoring, as the reduced interaction in the average 
online environment tends to encourage directivity, 
greater attention to product over process, and editing 
(Breuch; Wolfe and Griffin), all of which I wanted to 
delay until later in our interactions. Yet the growing 
popularity of the graduate writing center is increasing 
this demand for online tutoring (Phillips, “Writing”), 
and the demand, especially for the GMLW, may be 
partly attributed to the online conferences’ use of 
written comments. Written comments can be easier for 
NNS to understand (Ryan and Zimmerelli) and more 
effective at instilling the confidence that encourages 
learning (Vorhies). Frank Tuzi’s study of NNS writers 
showed that while they tended to prefer oral feedback, 
written feedback had greater impact on revision, 
especially on global revisions, such as adding 
information or emphasis.  

Despite the advantages of synchronous sessions 
(Carino; Simpson et al.; Wolfe and Griffin), many 
writers prefer asynchronous sessions for the 
convenience of time and distance (Simpson et al.), and 
many scholars and practitioners are finding it 
pedagogically effective (Coogan; Erard; Hewett; 
Breuch). Lee-Ann Kastman Breuch observes that 
asynchronous send-reply delays may be an advantage, 
as they give the writer a sense of more time to draft, 
without the pressure to revise and converse 
simultaneously. Breuch was speaking of writers in 
general, but it is clear how a perceived slower pace 
might particularly benefit NNS writers. Tutor-editor 
Adam Turner finds the combination of online and 
face-to-face feedback “the most effective and flexible 
for writing center work” with Korean writers, and 
suggests that the traditional separation of online and 
face-to-face sessions “may need to be reexamined.” 
Previewing writers’ texts prior to the face-to-face 
tutoring conference is, in fact, fairly commonplace 
(Turner, Vorhies). Vorhies emphasizes that while it is 
optional elsewhere, previewing is standard at Maryland 
in order to accommodate the density and technical 
nature of the dissertations and articles for publication 
they review.  
 
On the Ground in Shanghai  
 Practical as well as pedagogical demands, of 
course, guided the Tongji Writing Center’s formation, 
and the funding International Laboratory introduced 
affordances and constraints in addition to prioritizing 
the writing product. First, while it was understood that 
the eventual goal was a permanent, if part-time, writing 
center, the immediate on-site support need was 
discontinuous, coordinated with biannual submission 
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deadlines and lasting for two to three weeks per 
occasion.  The remote editing that had been in place 
would continue to suffice at other times of the year. 
Second, because the writers had some obligation to the 
Lab as well as to themselves and their advisors, they 
had already made the commitment to work with 
writing support. The students made their own 
appointments, but this larger obligation forestalled any 
laxity about keeping them. Third, the Lab’s 
participation afforded the on-site assistance of 
international research advisors. Collectively, we 
comprised a team similar to the collaborative support 
Mya Poe finds essential to multilingual writing (176). 

Based mainly on Vorhies’s model, I settled on a 
60-minute face-to-face conference with an additional 
minimum 60-minute preview. Because students—
twelve over the course of two on-site visits—were 
assigned to work with me with the goal of having 
publication-ready papers by the end of the period, I 
saw most of them as often as they were ready with new 
revisions. Including online exchanges toward the end 
of the periods, I worked with some students as many 
as twelve times on a paper, with an average of three 
times each. Face-to-face time with each student 
averaged 5.75 hours, with an additional 7 hours of 
preview time, on average. In practice, the average face-
to-face session lasted 86 minutes, cutting into preview 
time when I had appointments 2 hours apart. I began 
to space appointments further apart when possible, 
and I previewed soon after I received a paper so I 
could return to the student the annotated version prior 
to the appointment. The small number of students, and 
their diligence in sending me papers the day before our 
appointments, made the flexibility in this system 
workable. Our 60 to 90-minute conferences were much 
more relaxed, interactive, and hence productive than 
my earlier experience with the long four-hour session. 
Previewing and pre-annotating allowed me to more 
easily see past mechanical issues so I could better focus 
and prioritize the global during our conferences; 
additionally, providing students the time to review my 
annotations prior to the conference tended to enhance 
their participation.  

 
Global Issues and Other Observations  

The papers the students brought me were solid 
drafts they had completed with input from their 
advisors. These advisors were important offstage 
participants with whom students consulted on my 
questions regarding, for example, background that 
seemed missing and terminology they were using in a 
new way. Despite the multiple stakeholders, and 
contrary to the passivity that has sometimes been 

observed in NNS undergraduate writers (Staben and 
Nordhaus), rare was the writer who accepted my 
suggestions without question. Even students with 
limited oral English proficiency paused over most 
revisions as they prepared to dissent if they perceived 
that my suggested edit would have distorted their 
meaning. Over time, even they were eager to tell me 
about their research.  

With the preparation permitted by preview-
annotating, we were generally able to move directly 
into typical writing center dialogues on global issues, of 
which the largest proportion consisted of the same 
genre issues NS confront (Cargill and O’Connor; 
Douglas; Simpson et al.; Renck Jalongo and Saracho; Li 
and Flowerdew, “Shaping”; Paltridge and Starfield; 
Rocco et al.). While the overall research paper structure 
was usually on target, flawed transitions and misplaced 
or inadequately detailed material often confused or 
misled the reader. For example, the relevance of a 
reference in the literature review might not be clear, 
while the methods section lacked supportive evidence 
and rationale. Discussions and conclusions tended to 
need more interpretative material, while results sections 
needed less; all three needed more context and 
comparison. Some of the students’ genre difficulties 
were likely compounded by their writing in a second 
language. Prompted by my suggestion that an assertion 
needed further explanation, one student chuckled and 
told me he had heard that American readers want more 
detail and feel that Chinese writers “don’t really say 
anything.” I had to refute the latter, but did agree with 
the American concern for detail, reflecting that his 
good-natured challenge illustrated the observation of 
Paltridge and Starfield that cultures differ on reader-
writer responsibility for clarity and interpretation (49). 
Although problems with the placement and balance of 
detail and interpretation are also shared by NS, here 
those problems may be compounded by Chinese 
writers trying to meet the expectations of an unfamiliar 
audience, and even, as in one of Rabbi and 
Canagarajah’s 2017 case studies, making the decision as 
to whether or not to meet them (7). 

In many cases, before we could identify global 
issues, local issues needed attention. Whether tutor or 
editor, a reviewer cannot help a writer convey meaning 
until the reviewer understands that meaning. Often 
excess words needed to be eliminated, words that had 
been added as the writer searched for the best way to 
express an idea. Other problems were more typical 
NNS issues of grammar, word choice, and sentence 
structure. While they were ostensibly surface errors, it 
was not infrequent that they made meaning ambiguous 
or misplaced emphasis. Conversation, mutual turns at 
editing, and often extensive negotiations helped us 
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arrive at solutions clear enough to temporarily accept 
so we could see the passage in context and proceed—
all strategies Suresh Canagarajah has found common to 
successful international English communication (774). 
As we alternated between local clean-up and global 
making of meaning, the students realized that clear 
English sentences could be achieved in a daunting 
number of ways (Denny 130), and that even that 
achievement did not mean the paragraph was finished. 
The process was often so formidable that I was almost 
apologetic when I reminded them that recursivity is the 
norm. While such negotiations would have been 
frustrating if our only goal was the written product, 
they were probably the richest exchanges in terms of 
students learning both the language and the writing 
process. Engineering students that they are, most were 
enthusiastic about the increase in clarity that resulted 
from the revisions, but only a few took the kind of 
initiative in steering the conversation demonstrated by 
the “American reader” student. These were the 
students who were sufficiently linguistically proficient 
to be cognizant of the areas in which they might have 
made inappropriate choices, and who were confident 
enough to question me on those choices and their 
rationale. These were the students with whom I would 
have the chance to fully share the responsibility of final 
copyediting.  

 
Tutoring, Editing, Technology, and 
Deadlines  

Two circumstances worked to move our 
conferences toward the copyediting that was coming 
and the greater directivity that it would entail. The first 
was our use of dual laptops. My intention was to use 
the laptops as usually employed in tutoring sessions; 
that is, the students would make their own revisions in 
response to our discussion, while my laptop was for 
additional observations I would send to the student 
post-session. However, I noticed that I was controlling 
the session with my laptop, just as the tutors in Amber 
Buck’s 2008 case studies had. Although the writer and 
I sat side by side, I found I wanted easier viewing to 
aid my often challenging read of their papers, and I 
wanted easier access to the written word as prosthesis 
to our often stumbling oral communication. As is often 
the case with NNS whose English instruction has 
focused on reading and writing more than conversation 
(Renck Jalongo and Saracho), many of these students 
were better with the written word than the spoken. I 
have always valued the tutor-as-scribe strategy of 
writing down a student’s oral explanations, but I 
discovered in these sessions that following up my own 
oral comments and interpretations with typed 

comments was frequently the best tactic. Typing 
comments in context on my version of the paper, 
sometimes in comment boxes and sometimes directly 
to the paper with Track Changes, further advanced the 
students’ understanding of my words. The reverse was 
also true, and most students quite spontaneously took 
the mouse to my laptop to explain to me a point I was 
not comprehending. This alternation between spoken 
and written communication did not constrain our 
conversation, but, much as adding an illustration 
might, added to and reinforced it. 

The second circumstance moving us toward 
editing was the impending deadline. As it approached, 
my interventions became more selective, directive, and 
focused on local issues. Although, by this time, most 
global concerns had been largely resolved in the papers 
of students I had been seeing, a few students were 
contacting me for the first time. For the former, 
ambiguities that had previously been hidden by local 
issues were by now evident and could be addressed; 
but for the newcomers, the need to be selective meant 
that when no serious problems were immediately 
obvious, hidden problems would remain so. In both 
cases, without the time to engage in dialogue over 
multiple exchanges, my questions on ambiguous 
passages became much less open-ended. I would often 
simply ask, “Did I understand your meaning here?” 
attached to an edit at which I took my best guess. 
Selectively allowing myself this somewhat heavier 
approach permitted us time to interact on issues that 
required interaction.  

As appointment coordination grew more difficult, 
some of the review was moved to an asynchronous 
online mode. That is, we merely exchanged drafts. The 
average hours I spent with online-only students was 
9.63, roughly 76% of the total 12.75 combined face-to-
face and preview hours I spent with the others. For all 
students, online reviewing was faster, due not only to 
the deadline, but also to the absence of the slower face-
to-face dialogue and to the online mode’s enticement 
to edit. These are disadvantages for process, but 
advantages for product, which had become the leading 
goal of the day. Still, there were a few advantages for 
process. The students, of course, were also feeling the 
time pressure, so they revised more independently than 
either of us perhaps anticipated. Also, because multiple 
exchanges with the same students took place within a 
day, the reviews took on some of the high-interaction 
advantages of synchronous sessions, and students 
became more assertive, pointing more frequently, for 
example, to passages about which they were unsure.  

The differences between face-to-face, synchronous 
online, and asynchronous tutoring have been much 
discussed, but this accelerated schedule of working 
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with a small number of students in both face-to-face 
and online modes gave me a chance to observe more 
keenly the differences within the asynchronous mode, 
especially regarding the boundaries where editing 
becomes tutoring. My remote edits, despite their 
tutoring element, had been far less interactive than my 
deadline-driven on-site online reviews. When editing, it 
is often uncertain whether or not the client will reply 
with a new revision or with simply a thank you. 
Consequently, the editor must be as thorough as 
possible in the first round. Because I anticipated at 
least a few exchanges in the on-site reviews, I considered 
them as tutoring rather than editing; that is, I expected 
a return dialogue, so I was clear to initiate one. For the 
same reason, I focused my comments and questions on 
just a few global issues, allowing writers similar focus 
by which they could learn something without being 
overwhelmed by extensive commenting. However, I 
handled the local issues directly as an editor, as 
attention to even slightly awkward phrasing could 
uncover more serious problems once the writer saw 
and possibly rejected the revision. I thus became a 
surer and heavier editor, which ironically opened the 
door to more interaction and learning. If my tutoring 
has shifted toward editing, my editing has also shifted 
toward tutoring. I realized that these shifts represented 
a hybrid tutor-editing that not only was a plausible 
solution to our dual goals, but was also a step toward 
creating a permanent writing center. Time, not mode, 
is the important variable in this case. Increase the time 
available, and the review moves toward the process 
tutoring end of the continuum; decrease time, and it 
moves toward product editing. The online reviewing 
that would bridge face-to-face visits would not mean a 
switch from tutoring to editing. But for the mode 
switch and the demands of time, the tutor-editing 
would be seamless. 

 
Conclusion 

We have had some success on the product side. Of 
the eleven student papers I reviewed in July 2016, five 
were accepted to the targeted conference. Two of the 
year’s total twelve were published within the year, and 
others continue to come under peer review. Informal 
student feedback suggests success on the process side 
as well, but tighter assessment of student learning will 
help us establish guidelines. Immediate next steps 
toward process focus include extending appointment 
times to 90 minutes and expanding the on-site time to 
four weeks.  

This paper has focused on my own discoveries and 
adaptations in the writing center’s first developmental 
year, but on my most recent visit, I was joined by two 

other tutor-editors, one of the visiting NS research 
advisors, and a Chinese NNS Tongji faculty second-
language scholar. The language scholar brings the hope 
of an eventual EAP addition to our program, helps 
ground it in evolving local language politics, and is an 
essential communication bridge between the NS tutor-
editors and NNS administrators. Her role with 
students may indeed foreshadow the future of the 
program, as there is a trend in China toward the use of 
NNS tutors, made feasible by increasing numbers of 
Chinese students majoring in English. Some scholars 
observe a preference among Asian English learners for 
NNS teachers and tutors (Lin et al. 214), with some 
pointing to the advantage of providing tutors from 
similar language and cultural backgrounds who can 
make the conversation more comfortable (Burrough-
Boenisch, “Shapers”; Harwood et al., “Proofreading”; 
Li and Flowerdew, “Shaping”; Simpson, “New 
Frontiers”). Additionally, some scholars, such as Harry 
C. Denny, note that NNS can be valuable models for 
codeswitching (135). 

The NS research advisor is valuable for his 
engineering as well as his writing expertise, and 
together, as native English speakers, we help the 
students increase their conversational proficiency and 
expose them to the expectations of the western reader, 
which continues to be an important audience, if—
increasingly—only one of many international 
audiences. Just as the topics of research are being 
localized as Chinese engineers apply international 
findings to local conditions and offer their own local 
studies for international application, we should expect 
that, in this exceedingly global field of engineering 
publishing, language will also become more inclusive. 
Tutor-editors may eventually be able to reduce their 
attention to SWE, and instead, encourage writers to 
actively use local idioms and codemeshing to appeal to 
broader, more international audiences (Pandey 225; 
Canagarajah 113).  

Yet here, with our English-language graduate 
writing center, is where we start. I am reminded how 
intuitive writing center practice can be, as neither of 
my colleagues has a writing center background. While 
some of our methods differ, my colleagues work well 
with the students, and we have much to learn from 
each other’s perspectives and expertise. Some of the 
procedures and tutor-edit balances I worked out for 
myself may be modified as they are tested by the 
others, as it is in collaboration that we must clarify our 
goals and practices in order to create consistency for 
the students and the guidelines necessary for the 
future. Yet I am certain that we are on a viable track. 
As Michael Erard, tutor-editor for nursing faculty 
observes, 
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Helping people meet professional goals works 
very well with a process-driven approach, as 
long as you’re willing to do product-oriented 
work as well. . . . In the professional model, 
the writing consultant aims to benefit the 
organization as a whole.  
It is likely that a subsequent step will be the 

establishment of graduate writing groups to take 
advantage of these students’ very capable peer support. 
Indeed, such groups would assist the transition we may 
eventually make to accommodate peer tutors. The 
center may also eventually expand to support graduate 
students in other departments, or we may expand 
vertically to engineering undergraduates. Any of these 
changes would require policy adjustments, but the 
inclusion of undergraduate writers, in particular, would 
pose a challenge to our tutor-editing, and would likely 
warrant separate graduate and undergraduate writing 
centers. An undergraduate center, in this case, would 
spring from the graduate center, and would 
accommodate the graduate center’s standards to the 
undergraduate. Such a reversal, originating from 
outside the grand narrative, could only be illuminating.  

As Elizabeth Boquet writes, “the writing center is 
most interesting to me for its post-disciplinary 
possibilities, for the contradictions it embraces, for its 
tendency to go off-task.” She is intrigued, as I am, by 
“new possibilities” and the “unanticipated outcomes” 
that accompany those possibilities (478-79). Writing 
centers have historically found ways to accommodate 
the variety of needs that appear on their doorsteps, and 
the range of collective writing center possibilities grows 
as each center responds to its unique demands. 
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Abstract 
Given numerous calls within the writing center community for 
replicable, aggregable, and data-driven (RAD) research, this article 
presents findings from a study of course-embedded writing center 
impact on student writing in a writing-intensive criminological 
theory course. The research team analyzed papers from two 
semesters of the same course: one where students were given extra 
credit for self-selecting to work with the writing center and one 
where course-embedded writing center support was implemented. 
A total of 162 papers were analyzed using two taxonomies in order 
to study writing center impact on (a) grammatical correctness 
(mechanics, relationships between words, clauses, and the whole 
paper), as well as (b) student engagement with and comprehension 
of course content. Findings show that students in the semester with 
course-embedded writing center support had fewer grammatical 
errors in three out of the four subcategories analyzed, but also 
showed that GPA was the strongest predictor of grammatical 
correctness. Findings also indicate that course-embedded writing 
center support was the strongest predictor of students’ engagement 
with and comprehension of course content for the first of two 
theories in each of their papers, but that the student’s GPA coming 
into the course was a stronger predictor of student’s engagement 
and comprehension of a second theory in each of their papers. 

 
Whether ironic or avant-garde, early scholarship 

put forth an idea for writing centers (or writing labs) as 
rich and experimental research sites (Brannon and 
North; Gillam). Yet historical and contemporary calls 
for increased “data-based,” “emic,” “empirical,” and 
“rigorous” writing center scholarship have been well-
documented (North; Harris; Boquet and Lerner; 
Babcock and Thonus; Pleasant et. al.). Driscoll and 
Perdue make a compelling quantitative case. In their 
analysis of replicable, aggregable, and data-driven 
(RAD) research published in Writing Center Journal 
(WCJ) between 1980 and 2006, they found that of 91 
research articles, 63% relied on qualitative data, while 
only 13% relied on quantitative data. Slightly better, 
17.4% use both qualitative and quantitative data (28). 
While Driscoll and Perdue did find that RAD research 

published in WCJ is increasing both in volume and 
quality, in the span of two and a half decades, only 
13%—or 11.83 articles—were quantitative studies. 
Notably, this is not just a problem in the area of 
writing center research. Richard Haswell framed the 
situation apocalyptically in Nickoson and Sheridan’s 
2012 critical methods text for writing studies 
researchers: “the need for quantitative research in the 
composition field is a crisis in itself” (186). 

Crisis or not, the barriers to responding to these 
calls for RAD and quantitative writing center research 
are considerable and have likewise been well-
documented. Quantitative methods are not standard 
coursework in Composition and Rhetoric programs or 
in the English Departments or other humanities-based 
disciplines that writing center directors may come from 
(Bromley, Northway, Schonberg; Driscoll and Perdue). 
The people who administer and tutor in writing centers 
do not necessarily identify as researchers and may not 
be required or have time to do any kind of research 
and writing as part of their administrative, faculty, or 
staff writing center assignments. In addition to the 
daunting layers of expertise demanded by quantitative 
writing research, this research is time-consuming, 
labor-intensive, and expensive. Despite these 
challenges, Doug Enders’ 2005 WLN “Qualitative Tale 
of a Quantitative Study” brings into focus why it is 
important for writing center directors to engineer their 
storytelling machines to produce direct measures:  

Through reports on the number of students 
served, descriptions of the kinds of work 
center staff perform, and stories of student 
success and faculty satisfaction, writing center 
administrators have attested to the value of 
their centers. Increasingly, however, they are 
being asked to do this by measuring the 
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writing center's impact on student grades or 
retention through quantitative analysis. (6) 
As Enders’ piece demonstrates, the demands for a 

different kind of writing center assessment being 
articulated by institutional stakeholders within local 
contexts are plentiful and related to the scholarly 
literature in our own field that calls for a different kind 
of writing center research. If we look to discipline-
specific journals that invite scholarship on teaching and 
learning, we will find that calls for more and different 
kinds of research on student writing are pervasive. An 
article about a writing-intensive criminal justice course 
that appeared in the Journal of Criminal Justice Education 
in 2006 observes that 

Interestingly, very little formal research has 
been conducted not only in criminal justice 
but in other disciplines that examines either 
the reasons why students cannot write or 
offers practical solutions to remedy the 
problem. Instead, most of the information 
about the problem is shared anecdotally 
among educators. (122)  

There are many ways to process this kind of WAC 
dialogue about student writing. The researchers of this 
article recommend an invitational interpretation: the 
teaching of writing is of interdisciplinary importance 
and our colleagues across the disciplines may have a 
research interest in learning more about what does and 
does not benefit students’ writing development in 
writing-intensive courses. None of us are, or at least do 
not have to be, researching by ourselves. 

 Generally well-trained and experienced text-based 
researchers, members of the writing center community 
are expert analysts, coders, interpreters, and narrators. 
The queries of social scientists often require the use of 
statistical analyses (quantitative methods) to make 
meaning from large amounts of data. This data could 
come from surveys or, just as easily, once it is codified, 
student writing. This article discusses results from one 
such fortuitous merging of writing center and social 
science expertise. Our writing center/criminological 
theory research team conducted a study of error, 
content engagement, and content comprehension in 
writing collected from students enrolled in an upper-
level, required, writing-intensive theory course for 
criminology majors at a large southern research 
university. Four short papers without teacher 
commentary were collected from all students in two 
semesters of the same course, taught by the same 
professor both semesters. In fall 2014, students who 
chose to voluntarily work with the writing center 
received extra credit; in spring 2015, all students 
received course-embedded writing center support in 
the form of in-class mini lessons and were required to 

participate in one-on-one feedback and brainstorming 
meetings with a writing center staffer.  

A total of 162 papers were analyzed using two 
taxonomies in order to study writing center impact on 
(a) grammatical correctness, as well as (b) student 
engagement with and comprehension of course 
content. To study writing center impact on correctness, 
influenced by the work of Lunsford and Lunsford, the 
research team coded twenty-four possible errors in 
student writing that were grouped into four broad 
error categories: mechanics, relationship between 
words, relationship between clauses, and whole paper. 
A lower error rate in the spring 2015 course compared 
to the error rate in the fall 2014 course in any of the 
four primary categories would demonstrate the effect 
of course-embedded writing support.  

To study the writing center’s impact on students’ 
engagement with and comprehension of course 
content, the research team developed a content 
taxonomy for each paper. This taxonomy counted each 
time students listed, defined, and defined correctly 
concepts for each of the two theories they were 
responsible for covering in each of their papers. The 
research team equated correctly defined concepts with 
comprehension. Concepts that were listed and 
defined—regardless of accuracy—were equated with 
engagement. A higher proportion of concepts listed, 
defined, and/or defined correctly in the spring 2015 
course compared to the fall 2014 course demonstrated 
positive course-embedded writing support impact.  

Taking the lead from our colleagues in faculty 
development who use quantitative data to inform 
course design, particularly in the case of courses with 
high impacts (like a writing-intensive required 
disciplinary gateway course), after overviewing our 
findings, we briefly discussed the concrete outcome of 
our impact study: a revised course-embedded model of 
instruction responsive to what we learned from looking 
closely at student writing. 

 
The Necessity of RAD Research in our 
Local Context 

From the reflective student feedback received 
from fall 2014 when writing center visits were 
rewarded with extra credit, we went into our research 
knowing that the few students (five out of twenty-one) 
who did visit the writing center that semester felt, for 
the most part, that they had a positive experience. 
While one student had hoped the tutor they worked 
with had more personal knowledge about APA style, 
other students noted that they would return. Two 
students did return—one student using the writing 
center twice and another three times—and reported 
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that they worked on both higher order (organizational, 
source use) and later order (formatting) concerns:  

• “My tutor helped me to organize my thoughts 
for my paper and helped me format my 
citations page.”   

• “She enlightened me by explaining that one 
can easily avoid similarity by reading 
something three times, turn your computer 
around, and then write down what you got 
from it in your own words.”   

•  “They were all very friendly and helpful.  I 
will definitely go back for help again.”  

• “They were not very knowledgeable of APA 
style. . . . They pull out manuals and point me 
to materials to help me.”  

These student reflections tell specific and valuable 
stories about the writing center. Students who self-
selected to work with the writing center reported 
learning concrete methods to help them with the paper 
they were working on at the time of their appointment. 
Their descriptions of their experiences suggest they 
learned flexible methods that they can use to help them 
with future papers as well—transferable skills, like how 
to incorporate secondary sources into their papers, 
how to structure arguments, and how to identify and 
use resources to answer questions about disciplinary 
style.  

Though data-based, useful, and valuable, student 
reflections are not a direct measure. However, when 
the professor of the criminology course in this study 
was invited to speak at an event where faculty could 
learn more about the writing center, student reflections 
were the only data they could present to validate their 
rationale for incentivizing writing center visits for 
students in their writing-intensive course. They 
experienced a credibility crisis that is perhaps familiar 
to readers of this journal. Babcock and Thonus 
describe this situation in Researching the Writing Center: 
Towards an Evidence-Based Practice: 

[C]omposition/rhetoric and writing center 
researchers need to do “serious researching” 
before we can sit at the head table and be 
taken seriously by our academic colleagues. In 
our view, writing center scholarship has been 
largely artistic or humanistic, rather than 
scientific, in a field where both perspectives 
can and must inform our practices. While 
theoretical investigations build the foundation 
for writing center studies, and anecdotal 
experience points in the direction of best 
practices, empirical research will create a 
credible link between the two. (3) 

As Babcock and Thonus, Enders, and 
especially Neal Lerner’s “Counting Beans” pieces 
attest, our narrative of ourselves needs to be 
qualitative and quantitative. While it may not be 
realistic or even possible for some writing center 
directors to learn to do quantitative research, 
partnering with their WAC colleagues offers the 
possibility for quantitative assessments of the 
writing center in addition to best practice models 
for course-specific co-curricular writing support.  

If our colleagues are teaching writing-intensive 
courses and trying to help students dance that 
WAC/WID tango of learning upper-level course 
content and also simultaneously learning how to 
write in disciplinary genres and styles for the first 
time, they know well the important role that 
writing will play beyond their classroom, and they 
have committed to helping students practice 
writing in their classroom because of it. They know 
how hard it is to teach and to learn writing and yet 
they are doing it anyway. These seem to be very 
good colleagues to build a writing research team 
with.  
 
The Study  

The National Council of Teachers of English’s 
(NCTE’s) 2016 Professional Knowledge for the Teaching of 
Writing suggested that students struggling with 
complicated content may not also be able to focus on 
grammatical correctness:  

On the one hand, it is important for writing to 
be as correct as possible and for students to be 
able to produce correct texts so that readers 
can read and make meaning from them. On 
the other hand, achieving correctness is only 
one set of things writers must be able to do; a 
correct document empty of ideas or unsuited 
to its audience or purpose is not a good piece 
of writing. There is no formula for resolving 
this tension. Though it may be desirable both 
fluently to produce writing and to adhere to 
conventions, growth in fluency and control of 
conventions may not occur at the same time. 
If a student’s mental energies are focused on 
new intellectual challenges, he or she may 
attend less fully to details of grammar and 
punctuation. 
For the purposes of our study, our goal was to 

investigate this hypothesis by identifying patterns of 
error in student writing from CRM 3603: 
Criminological Theory. Given the NCTE’s suspicions, 
we looked at error patterns in grammar and mechanics 
as well as students’ handling of the theoretical course 
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material. We were interested to see if course-embedded 
writing support—not using a traditional, multi-draft, 
undergraduate writing fellows model—resulted in 
decreased grammar error rates and increased 
engagement with and comprehension of course 
content in students’ writing.  

CRM 3603 focused on sociological explanations 
for the causes of crime. As explained to students in the 
course syllabus, the course was built upon foundational 
WID and writing-to-learn principles:  

Through writing, you will learn to synthesize 
and refine your understanding of ideas and 
information. . . . [T]his course seeks to give 
you the opportunity to develop your writing 
and analytical skills within normal class work. 
(Keith) 

Over the course of the semester, students wrote four 
out of a total possible six short papers, wrote a 
multiple-draft longer final seminar paper, and 
completed in-class quizzes as well as midterm and final 
exams. The expectations for student writing in the 
course were field-specific: 

Scholars and practitioners in the criminal 
justice field value independent thought; the 
ability to gather, synthesize, and analyze 
evidence from diverse sources; and the ability 
to interpret theory and to apply theory to 
practice and practice to theory. (Cullick and 
Zawacki 37) 
In fall 2014, the writing center offered a fifteen-

minute presentation in class. Extra credit was offered 
to students who chose to use the writing center as they 
worked on their short papers. In spring 2015, course-
embedded writing support was implemented. The co-
assistant director of the writing center and lecturer in 
the composition program served as course-embedded 
tutors. They attended class meetings and kept in 
regular contact with the course professor and teaching 
assistant.  They also held four open office hours per 
week for students in the course (two in person and two 
online). All students were required to attend three one-
on-one meetings with the course-embedded tutor. As 
opposed to extra credit, in the spring, 20% of three of 
four short papers grades was awarded for students 
having made and attended their thirty-minute 
conference. In conferences, students were encouraged 
to review and reflect on the feedback they had received 
on a completed draft from the professor and/or 
teaching assistant (TA) in order to address or respond 
to that feedback in the context of an approaching 
deadline for their next short paper. These touch-point 
meetings were planned into the course to take place 
between their first and second papers, second and third 
papers, and third and fourth papers. Fig. 1 displays a 

side-by-side comparison of writing support in fall 2014 
and spring 2015 (See Appendix A). 

Based on discussions of students’ needs after the 
course professor and TA evaluated students’ papers, 
the course-embedded tutor also prepared and delivered 
four writing-focused mini lessons throughout the 
semester: (1) introduction to the role of the embedded 
tutor in the course, (2) synthesizing and citing sources, 
(3) peer review, and (4) self-editing. In their in-class 
presentation introducing course-embedded writing 
support, the course-embedded tutor explained to 
students,  

Overall, I’m here to help you better 
understand what good writing means in your 
field, make effective use of your teachers’ 
comments and feedback on your writing, and, 
more generally, help you to build skills and 
strategies to respond, in writing, to particular 
audiences for particular purposes. (Forsythe) 
For the purposes of this article, we analyzed the 

four short papers that students wrote. Though each 
student had only a single draft of each paper and they 
were distinct assignments, each employed an identical 
structure defining, explaining, comparing, and 
contrasting two major theories. The two theories were 
determined by the professor of the course for each 
paper and grouped together because they were related 
to each other. For example, the first theory (Theory A) 
was typically the foundational theory in the field and 
the second theory (Theory B) was an expansion or 
improvement upon the foundational theory.  

We received IRB approval to seek student consent 
in class to collect the writing that students submitted 
for course evaluation and to obtain demographic data 
from the registrar’s office, including race, gender, and 
GPA. For each semester, a teaching assistant archived 
copies of student papers without teacher commentary. 
All identifying information was removed and each 
student was assigned a unique numeral ID. 
Demographic data obtained from the registrar’s office 
was added to our data set after coding results were 
recorded. 

Our decision to implement a course-embedded 
writing support model was both pragmatic and ethical. 
Although we needed more students to make use of the 
writing center in order to have a sample size large 
enough for an impact study, given the misgivings 
surrounding required writing center appointments 
(Rendleman), we were cautious about how we balanced 
time spent on designing a rigorous quantitative writing 
assessment and designing a meaningful pedagogical 
intervention. In the end, course-embedded instruction 
seemed the best model. The success of such programs 
date back to the longstanding writing fellows program 
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Tori Haring-Smith architectured at Brown University 
in the 1980s. Praxis’s 2014 double issue on more 
current course-embedded models of writing support— 
special guest edited by Russell Carpenter, Scott 
Whiddon, and Kevin Dvorak—is likewise testament to 
the continuing vibrancy and success of such programs. 

Like Dara Rossman Regaignon and Pamela 
Bromley, we were interested in learning what the 
impact of course-embedded writing support was on the 
writing that students produced. Regaigon and Bromely 
studied a literature “gateway course” (though not a 
theory course), by collecting three papers from 
students enrolled in two sections of the same course. A 
different professor taught each section, and one 
section had course-embedded undergraduate writing 
fellows who provided written and verbal feedback on 
first drafts. The other section did not have writing 
fellows or multiple drafts. As stated by the authors:  

Our hypothesis, based on the indirect data 
reported in the literature and on an earlier pilot 
study by Regaignon, was that all students’ 
writing would improve over the course of the 
semester, but that the writing of the students 
in the course with writing fellows would 
improve more than that of the students in the 
non-writing fellows course. (44)  
In our own study, we hypothesized that, in the 

semester with course-embedded writing support, 
grammar error rates would be lower and the 
proportion of concepts listed, defined and correctly 
defined for each of the two theories student address in 
each of the four short papers that they completed 
would be higher.  

Regaignon and Bromley’s impact study showed 
that  

requiring students to submit drafts, receive 
written feedback from, and then talk through 
their work and their plans for revision with 
trained peer writing fellows results in a 
statistically significant improvement in their 
overall writing score over the course of the 
semester even when the final assignment is 
more difficult than those that preceded it. (50-
51)  

We were curious if our results would be similar, given 
that the students in our study were working on learning 
to apply feedback across different drafts (as opposed to 
applying feedback from a first draft to a final draft of 
the same paper), and given that our local context did 
not support a peer-to-peer traditional writing fellows 
model.  

More importantly, in addition to the differences in 
the course contexts and course-embedded writing 
support models, the way we analyzed student writing 

and measured improvement also differed significantly 
from Regaignon and Bromley’s work. They asked their 
coders to approach student papers together (in the 
form of a portfolio) and to qualitatively rate each 
student paper, and then the portfolio as a whole, using 
an evaluative rubric. Coders assigned a 0-5 rating on 
five categories—Argument (statement of problem & 
thesis); Organization (structure and coherence); 
Evidence & Analysis; Use of Secondary Sources; Style 
(grammar/clarity as well as stylistic flair)—and then 
assigned a grade to the whole paper (60). In contrast, 
our goal was to use a rubric, a tool for analyzing and 
codifying student writing, that would allow us to 
closely describe what was happening in student writing in 
terms of both content mastery and grammatical 
correctness. In the end, we settled on two taxonomies. 
We built an error taxonomy mirroring Lunsford and 
Lunsford’s model in “‘Mistakes Are a Fact of Life’: A 
National Comparative Study.” and a content rubric we 
created that limited the necessity of qualitative 
judgment as much as possible (Did students list all 
elements of the theory? Did they define the theory, 
even if it was incorrectly defined? Did students 
correctly define the concepts from the theory?). We 
also did not look at student writing holistically, relying 
instead on statistical analyses to confirm or not if 
student writing improved based on objective measures 
(errors) from the beginning to the end of the semester.  

 
Participants 

As illustrated in Fig. 2 (see Appendix A), a total of 
162 student papers were analyzed from 46 students 
enrolled in CRM 3603 during fall 2014 (20 students 
contributed 69 papers) and spring 2015 (26 students 
contributed 94 papers).1 For fall, the average GPA for 
students before the end of the semester was 2.93, the 
lowest being 2.08 and the highest being 3.85. For 
spring, the average GPA for students before the end of 
the semester was 2.99, the lowest being 2.07 and the 
highest being 3.96. The grade point average was 
accessed via student transcripts before the completion 
of the semester under study and is on a standard 4.0 
scale.  

For both semesters combined, the number of 
males and females who agreed to participate was even, 
although the proportions varied by semester. The 
majority of participants were white (75% in fall and 
65.4% in spring). In the fall, 20% of participants were 
African American and 5% were Hispanic. In the 
spring, 30.8% of participants were African American 
and 3.8% were Hispanic (see Fig. 3 in Appendix A).  
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Methods  
Our key dependent variables included (1) grammar 

error rates and (2) the proportion of completion for 
students listing, defining, and correctly defining and 
interpreting all of the concepts central to the two 
theories they wrote about in each of the four short 
papers. In our statistical models, we controlled for 
gender (males coded as 1) and race, including white, 
Hispanic, and black with black as the reference 
(comparison) category. GPA and the addition of 
course-embedded writing center support served as 
independent variables (spring, the-course embedded 
semester, coded as 1). Setting GPA as an independent 
variable and race and gender as controls allowed us to 
temper our findings and acknowledge that all students 
are simply not “starting from the same point” (Lerner 
2) both in terms of social location as well as academic 
preparation.  

As noted, grammar and mechanics error rates were 
determined by developing and applying one taxonomy, 
and content errors were determined by developing and 
applying an additional taxonomy. Four writing center 
staff members formed the grammar/mechanics errors 
coding team. The course professor, spring 2015 
course-embedded writing center tutor, and two former 
teaching assistants for this course—one of whom was 
the TA for the academic year during which data was 
collected—formed the content errors coding team. All 
coding was done in pairs to ensure validity and 
reliability. Data was initially recorded in SPSS and later 
exported to STATA for analyses. Before splitting into 
coding teams of two, each coding group of four 
underwent a norming process. First, the group applied 
a preliminary taxonomy draft to a sample paper under 
the guidance of the associate director of the writing 
center or the sociology professor. As discrepancies in 
application emerged, additional details or rules were 
inserted into the taxonomies to help guide coders’ 
work. It took multiple weeks of meeting to test, revise, 
and re-norm for both taxonomies.  

Once revisions on each taxonomy were finalized, 
each group (grammar and mechanics group and 
content group) got together and applied their 
respective taxonomy to sample papers. Once the full 
group established a working application of the 
taxonomy, the group split into coding teams to apply 
the finalized taxonomy to two papers. After 
independently applying the taxonomy to the same 
papers, the teams met again with the associate director 
of the writing center and/or the sociology professor, to 
compare results. Finally, the full team of four coded an 
additional paper together; again, coders would split 
into two teams to code two additional papers. This 

process was repeated until teams’ independent 
applications of the taxonomies to the same papers 
were consistent. Once consistency in taxonomy 
application emerged, coders split into their teams of 
two, recoding all papers that had been previously 
coded in the norming process as well as the remaining 
papers. 
 
Grammar/Mechanics Error Taxonomy 
 Starting with the twenty most common errors 
identified by Lunsford and Lunsford in 2006, the 
grammar/mechanics team settled on counting twenty-
four different errors that were divided into four 
categories: (1) punctuation and capitalization, (2) 
relationship between words, (3) relationship between 
clauses, and (4) errors involving the whole paper (see 
Table 1 in Appendix A). Our coders used an indexed 
taxonomy to guide their coding. For each error, a 
definition was provided (with a link to additional 
information), and multiple examples of correct and 
incorrect applications were included to help coders 
with their work. 

In order to compare the grammar/mechanics error 
rates between semesters to find out if a course-
embedded writing center implementation resulted in 
fewer errors in student writing between four different 
papers than the fall 2014 course, an average error rate 
for each student was created by summing of all errors 
in each category divided by the total number of pages. 
Partial pages were estimated in quarters. 

 
Content Taxonomy  

Our content taxonomy was created by content 
coders (the sociology professor, embedded tutor, and 
two course TAs) for each paper assignment (four 
papers in total). Content was categorized and counted 
in three ways: (1) the number of concepts listed, (2) the 
number of concepts defined, and (3) the number of 
concepts defined correctly.  

A concept was considered listed if the word or 
phrase was mentioned in the paper. It was considered 
defined if any explanation followed the listing of the 
concept, regardless of accuracy. Finally, a concept was 
considered defined correctly if an accurate definition or 
quotation was given followed by an example in the 
students’ own words.  

For each paper, the number of concepts—listed, 
defined, or defined correctly—was divided by the total 
number of concepts for each theory to create a 
proportion for each student. This was completed for 
each theory expected in the paper with Theory A 
referring to the first theory the student was required to 
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describe and Theory B referring to the second theory 
the student was required to describe.  

Fig. 4 (see Appendix A) provides an example of 
one content taxonomy created for the second paper 
assigned to students, which required them to compare 
Classic Strain Theory (five concepts) with General 
Strain Theory (nineteen concepts).  
 
Statistical Analyses  

To determine if course-embedded writing center 
support increased grammatical correctness in student 
writing, we employed difference of means t-tests 
assuming unequal variances to compare mean error 
rates between the two semesters for our four broad 
error categories: mechanical errors, relationship 
between words errors, relationship between clauses 
errors, and whole paper errors as well as individual 
items within these categories (see Table 1 in Appendix 
A).  

To examine if course-embedded writing support 
and GPA reduced the likelihood of grammar errors in 
student writing controlling for race and gender, we 
used STATA 12 to complete ordinary least squares 
(OLS) regressions with the cluster option, which 
adjusts the standard errors to take into account that 
each student had more than one paper in the dataset 
(see Table 2 in Appendix A). 2 We ran four regressions 
with the error rate for each broad category of error 
serving as dependent variables. Each model included 
the semester the student took the class, the overall 
GPA, and finally, the gender and the race of the 
student as control variables.  

To investigate the impact of course-embedded 
writing center support on student engagement with 
(listed, defined) and comprehension of (correctly 
defined) course content in their papers, we compared 
the percentage of concepts listed, defined, and defined 
correctly for each theory within each of the six papers 
for the fall and spring semesters (see Table 3 in 
Appendix A). In order to assess whether the success 
percentages for each category differed by semester, we 
used equality of proportions tests.  

To assess the impact of course-embedded writing 
support and GPA coming into the course on listing, 
defining, and correctly defining Theory A and Theory 
B, Tables 4 and 5 include ordinary least squares 
regression analyses with the cluster option on student 
identification number (see Appendix A).3 In these 
models, we also controlled for the number of possible 
concepts for the theories described given that students 
may have an easier time covering theories with fewer 
concepts. Looking separately at Theories A and B 
allowed us to investigate not only if student writing 

improved but also if student writing improvement was 
reflected by the entire paper or particular portions of 
the paper, like the first half (Theory A) and second half 
(Theory B). 

 
Findings 

As illustrated in Table 1, we found that students in 
the semester with course-embedded tutoring tended to 
have longer papers, and, as illustrated in Table 1, they 
also had lower overall error rates than students in the 
comparison semester for three out of four of the 
possible broad error categories: relationship between 
words, relationship between clauses, and whole paper 
errors. Students in the spring, however, had a higher 
rate of mechanical errors. It is important to note that 
only the rate of relationship between words errors was 
marginally statistically significant (a rate of 4.92 errors 
per page in the spring as compared to 5.84 in the fall).  

Table 2 provides an overview of results from the 
regression analyses predicting grammar errors. Course-
embedded writing support was not a statistically 
significant predictor of correctness when GPA and 
race and gender were included in the models. 
Regardless of course-embedded writing support, 
students with higher GPAs coming to the course had 
lower mechanical error rates (p < .05) and lower 
relationship between clause error rates (p < .01). 
Course type and background characteristics did not 
affect word errors or whole paper errors.  

Turning to our analysis of engagement with and 
comprehension of course content, it is important to 
note that students in both semesters were required to 
write four out of six short papers: two out of three 
possible papers in the first and second halves of the 
semester. Students in fall 2014 most often chose to 
write papers two, three, five, and six. Students in spring 
2015 were required to write paper one and most self-
selected to write paper three. Students in spring 2015 
were also required to write paper four and most self-
selected to write paper six.  There is some indication 
that students in the semester with course-embedded 
writing support were better able to list, define, and 
define correctly the concepts (see Table 3). For 
example, for ten out of twelve papers, students 
enrolled in the spring semester defined a higher 
percentage of the theories in their papers correctly than 
those who were enrolled in the fall semester. In all 
cases excluding paper one (because students did not 
meet one-on-one with the course-embedded tutor) and 
with the exception of paper number three, students in 
the spring semester with course-embedded writing 
support were more likely to either list, define, and/or 
define theoretical concepts correctly for one or both of 
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the two theories they were writing about (see Table 3). 
For paper six, a paper that the majority of students in 
both semesters self-selected to write, students were 
significantly more likely to define all concepts for 
Theory A and correctly define them in the spring 
semester with course-embedded writing support where 
students met with the course-embedded tutor to 
discuss instructor and teaching assistant feedback on 
their prior drafts before finishing and handing in paper 
six than in the class with no required involvement of 
the writing center. Additionally, students in the spring 
semester were required to meet with the course-
embedded tutor between their first and second papers, 
second and third papers, and third and fourth papers. 

Ordinary least squares regressions were used to 
determine if course-embedded writing support coming 
into the course and/or GPA were predictors of success 
for students listing, defining, and correctly defining 
concepts for Theories A and B. We found strong 
support for our hypothesis that course-embedded 
writing support would increase the likelihood of 
engagement with course content for Theory A. 
Specifically, course-embedded writing support 
significantly improved the likelihood of students listing 
concepts for the first theory they were required to 
write about while GPA, gender, and race were not 
significant predictors of success (see Table 4). 
Likewise, course-embedded writing support increased 
the likelihood that students defined concepts although 
the results were marginally significant (p < .10). Finally, 
students in the embedded support course were 
significantly more likely to demonstrate 
comprehension of course content (correctly define 
concepts) than those in the non-supported course. As 
expected, students were less likely to list, define, or 
correctly define concepts when the theories included 
more concepts.  

Though course-embedded writing support had a 
positive impact on students’ engagement with (listing 
and defining) and comprehension of (correctly 
defining) course content in the first halves of their 
papers (Theory A), this was not the case for the second 
halves of their papers (Theory B). Table 5 illustrates 
that GPA coming into the course was a statistically 
significant predictor of success for students listing, 
defining, and correctly defining concepts in the second 
halves of their papers (Theory B).  
 
Discussion 
 Our statistical analyses showed that students in the 
spring semester had fewer overall errors per page, and 
though they contained more surface-level grammar 
errors (mechanical errors like a missing comma), the 

papers demonstrated a higher level of engagement with 
and comprehension of course content. Controlling for 
GPA and other background characteristics, we found 
that the students in the spring semester had fewer 
grammatical errors in their papers, we found that it was 
GPA rather than course-embedded tutoring impacting 
this. In contrast, controlling for GPA in our content 
analysis, we found that course-embedded tutoring did 
positively impact students’ comprehension of Theory 
A in their papers. Interestingly, these results were not 
consistent for both the first and second theories. GPA, 
as opposed to course-embedded writing center 
support, was the main predictor of students’ successful 
engagement with and comprehension of Theory B. It 
may be that those with a higher GPA have better time 
management skills which allowed them enough time to 
fully address Theory A and Theory B in the paper. 
While course-embedded writing center support seemed 
to assist all students with the first halves of their papers 
(Theory A), it did not appear to nurture the kind of 
persistence students with lower GPAs coming into the 
course needed to employ in order to be successful 
through the entire paper (with both Theories A and B). 
 As we suspected, these findings add additional 
texture to the story of writing center impact that the 
student reflections included earlier in this article tell on 
their own. The findings of our textual analyses also tell 
a different story than simple direct measures that we 
might have used to investigate and confirm the positive 
impact of course-embedded writing support. For 
example, whereas only thirteen students from fall 
(65%) completed all four short papers, twenty-one 
students (80.8%) completed them all in spring. 
Students in the spring semester also wrote longer 
papers than students in the fall semester.  

Though it may seem like this kind of objective 
writing center research has limitations in terms of 
qualifying our value, having localized and objective 
results to facilitate the redirection needed when WAC 
faculty seek writing center support for purposes of 
grammatical correctness is of no small value. Our study 
confirmed the NCTE’s hypothesis that students 
working through difficult content material “may attend 
less fully to details of grammar and punctuation.” The 
ability to marry pedagogic beliefs from a national 
organization with quantitative evidence validating those 
beliefs in the context of a study of students’ writing on 
one’s own campus is compelling, much more 
compelling than riffing writing studies theory and 
pedagogy with a colleague whose epistemic tradition 
has socialized them to seek objective and evidence-
based praxis.  

The goal of the one-on-one meetings with the 
course-embedded tutor was to help students process 
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and implement feedback they received on their past 
drafts in the context of a new assignment. Knowing 
this, our findings demonstrate the difficulty that the 
writers we studied had transferring feedback from one 
writing assignment to another, even within the same 
course, even with the support of an embedded writing 
tutor, even when the structure of four assignments 
were almost identical (excepting variance in the 
number of concepts writers needed to list and define 
based on the specific theory they were writing about). 
Learning more about if and how writers can transfer 
feedback in the context of sequential assignments on 
distinct topics is an important avenue for further 
research. This is all the more true since the assumption 
that students should be able to apply feedback from 
one draft to a different draft is rampant (and maybe 
verifiably incorrect) in the WAC academy.  

Designing a content taxonomy for our research 
helped to visualize the expectations of assignments. 
The taxonomy made visible both the complicated task 
of the student writer in these seemingly straightforward 
papers and the generous potential for making errors. 
As researchers, we needed two heavily indexed 
instruments and an almost overwhelming amount of 
practice and training in how to use them in order to be 
able to identify what made the student papers 
“incorrect.” What we learned from our study was, 
more than anything else, how difficult student writers’ 
tasks were in this course and how much they were 
struggling with writing, with reading and 
comprehending course material, and with writing about 
that course material. Of more pragmatic value, the 
criminology course was taught by the same professor 
consistently in both fall and spring semesters. Yet, each 
academic year, a new teaching assistant was assigned 
and needed to be mentored in assignment and paper 
expectations.  Likewise, though the writing center 
consistently had the staff capacity to offer course-
embedded support in spring, it did not have the same 
staff capacity in the fall when there were more sections 
of composition courses offered and thus significantly 
less staff in the writing center. In this sense, the 
content taxonomy also served as a guide for the ever-
shifting roster of people serving as teaching assistants 
and writing center staff members on our campus.  
 
Research-Responsive Pedagogy: Revised 
Course-Embedded Writing Center Support  

Ultimately, our quantitative study helped us to 
design a research-responsive course-embedded writing 
center support model that supported students based on 
what they were struggling with. Looking closely at 
student writing, we made transparent how demanding 

the task of writing short papers was, in general, but 
also specifically in the context of students’ ability to 
synthesize theoretical material in writing (as Table 3 
shows, for the majority of papers, the majority of 
students were listing 50% or less of the concepts for 
Theory B). Seeing this difficulty, we decreased their 
workloads, clarified as much as possible how the 
seemingly separate parts of a course built upon one 
another, and networked students as peers to sustain 
and support one another’s growth. 

Our goals, then, in revising the course-embedded 
pilot were to: (1) decrease students’ workload, giving 
them more time to focus on being able to define, 
interpret, and apply the theories of crime covered in 
the course, (2) increase students’ awareness of how all 
of the course assignments related to one another, and 
(3) increase students’ confidence and competency with 
APA style. To achieve these goals, in spring 2016 when 
the writing center again had the capacity to offer 
course-embedded writing support, the course dropped 
the four short papers in favor of two notes 
assignments with accompanying small group peer 
review sessions that were graded based on labor 
(whether students completed the notes assignment, 
peer review, and participated in the small discussion 
group), rather than correctness (see Appendix B).  

Students self-placed themselves into groups of 
four. They met twice, once before the midterm exam 
and once before the final exam. Each student was 
responsible for an informal “notes” piece. For the 
notes assignment, students were asked to (1) list all 
major components of each theory assigned to them, (2) 
write a one-page comparison and contrast of the 
theories (employing APA style), and (3) write a one-
page reflection demonstrating each theory at work 
within popular media. Next, students exchanged their 
notes pieces, peer-reviewing each of the documents 
created by their three peers. Finally, they met face-to-
face around a seminar table in the writing center for a 
discussion group where they reviewed the theories and 
APA style and citations. To help students with both 
content questions and writing-related questions, the 
TA for the course and the course-embedded tutor led 
small discussion groups.  

The first part of the notes piece was intended to 
help student memorize elements of the theories that 
the accompanying exams would expect them to know. 
The second part was intended to deepen students’ 
contextual understanding of how multiple theories 
related to one another and to give them practice 
putting multiple sources into conversation with one 
another, which they would need to do in the final 
paper. The third part was intended to give students 
practice doing something the final paper required them 
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to do: employ an example from the popular media to 
demonstrate and then interpret a particular 
criminological theory. Grouping students helped to (1) 
crowdsource the labor of covering exam content and 
to decrease the discreet number of assignments 
students completed, (2) increase student engagement 
with the work required of them outside of class, and 
(3) employ a peer-to-peer model that would help 
students help one another. 

 
On Learning : Quantitative Writing Center 
Research  

In closing, we want to echo Doug Enders’ insight 
gained from his foray into quantitative writing center 
research: “performing quantitative studies is difficult, 
but a few precautionary measures can help” (8). 
Emphasizing our positionality as learners, we want to 
share what we learned about conducting quantitative 
research in the writing center with others who might 
find it handy to be able to speak objectively and 
precisely, in the context of their own campuses and 
research portfolios, about what their WAC faculty 
partners can reasonably expect writing center impact to 
look like in students’ writing:  

• Pilot. Pilot the course-embedded 
model of instruction. Talk with your Center 
for Teaching and Learning colleagues and get 
feedback and advice about validated 
instruments that lie beyond writing studies 
journals. Pilot the instruments you eventually 
build to codify writing. Tweak the instruments 
and even your entire research protocol if 
necessary before you launch the full-scale 
study. A pilot will give you a good sense of 
what you have time and resources to 
accomplish, especially if this is your first 
quantitative writing research project. For 
instance, we thought we might also use a 
revision taxonomy on the two drafts of the 
longer research paper to identify revisions 
students made between drafts. We would then 
seek correlations between errors in papers one 
through four and revisions students made 
between the multi-draft assignment. This 
process would enable us to investigate an 
additional layer of transfer and to learn more 
about how the same students applied feedback 
across different drafts and multiple drafts of 
the same assignment. We discovered in the 
course of our work that this was not a realistic 
immediate goal. With the level of work 
required, it was only sensible in the context of 
a cross-institutional study, which would give 

the fruits of our labor any applicability beyond 
our own context and curiosity.    

• Simplify. Start with research 
questions that can be answered by looking for 
simple correlations between two variables. 
Identifying relationships between multiple 
variables embedded within multiple courses 
over multiple time points requires complex 
statistical modeling, the kind that lives in 
quantitative disciplines. 

• Obsessively Archive and Organize. 
Spend a significant amount of time crafting a 
data management plan. Librarians on most 
college and university campuses can help with 
this.  Data collection, analysis, and 
documentation procedures and protocols need 
to be clearly articulated and documented. In 
planning projects, researcher team leaders 
should plan to spend a significant amount of 
time developing materials and training the 
research team, which may include learning to 
use new software packages, or at least learning 
how data must be reported in order to be read 
by a program such as STATA or SPSS.  

• Binge Code. We recommend that 
textual analysis (quantitative coding of student 
papers) follow Lunsford and Lunsford’s 
model. Research teams would be well-served 
by coding a large mass of papers in extended 
spurts (for example, all-day Saturday coding 
sessions). We coded in-between tutoring 
sessions, teaching, research obligations, and 
service requirements. This made data 
management difficult, and we were delayed in 
our statistical analyses because we had to 
spend a significant amount of time tracking 
down coded papers whose results never made 
it into the SPSS file. 

Lastly, we recommend that writing centers and 
WAC faculty collaborate on both writing pedagogy 
and assessment/research. In this study, each of the 
researchers (teacher and TAs for the course, 
writing center administrators, composition 
instructors, and writing center tutors) benefitted in 
myriad ways from gaining an embodied 
understanding of the complexity of what goes into 
“good writing” in any particular course.  
 

Notes 
 

 1.  One paper was dropped from fall 2014 analyses 
because it was plagiarized and thus received a 0.  
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 2.  In supplemental analyses, we ran all models with 
negative binomial poisson regression. All substantive 
results were the same. Therefore, we present OLS 
regression results for ease of interpretation.   
 3.  We conducted a series of supplemental analyses 
including negative binomial poisson regression and 
ordered logistic regression. In the ordered logistic 
regression models, we created three categories roughly 
divided in thirds, high, medium, and low theory 
engagement and comprehension. The results with 
these alternative models showed no substantive 
differences from OLS. Therefore, we present OLS 
regression results for ease of interpretation.   
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Appendix A: Figures and Tables 
  
 
Figure. 1. Comparison of Writing Center Support by Semester 
 
 

 
 
 
  

Writing Center Support for 
CRM 3403 Students 

Semester 
Fall 2014 Spring 2015 

In-Class Presentations and 
Workshops  

What is the Writing Center? 
(15-minute presentation) 

What is the Writing Center? and 
The Role of the Embedded Tutor 
Synthesizing and Citing Sources 

Peer Review Instructions and Best 
Practices 

Self-Editing Your Work 

1:1 Writing Center 
Consultations  None Required 

3 Required Visits with Course-
Embedded Tutor 
Course-Embedded Tutor held two 
online and two in-person office 
hours per week 

Grade or Credit 
Extra credit up to 10 points 20% of paper grade awarded when 

tutor session with embedded tutor 
completed 

5 points on midterm exam 
5 points on final exam 
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Figure. 2. Total Number of Participants and Papers Completed by Semester 

 

!

!

Figure 3. Gender and Race of Participants by Semester 

!
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Figure 4. Content Taxonomy for Short Paper Two   

 

Paper Topic Two: Classic Strain Theory vs. General Strain Theory 

Directions for Coders: Mark every time a concept is listed, defined, or defined correctly in the chart 

below. In the last row, add up the number of marks for your total.  

 Information 
included? 

Is it adequate? 

Assumptions: people are pressured into crime   
Comparison:    
Contrast:   
 

Concepts for Classic Strain Theory (Merton, 1938, p. 166-172) Listed Defined Defined 
Correctly 

1. Conformity: 
Accept goal and accept means to obtain it (p. 168-169) 

   

2. Innovation: 
Accept goal but commit crime to get it (p. 168-169) 

   

3. Ritualism: 
Give up on the goal and accept norms (p. 168-169) 

   

4. Retreatism: 
Give up on goal and norms (p. 168-169) 

   

5. Rebellion: 
Give up on goal and norms and replace with own (p. 168-169) 

   

Total Number of Concepts /5 /5 /5 
Misinterpretation of Theory (tally it)  
 

Concepts for General Strain Theory (Agnew, 2006, p. 190-197) Listed Defined Defined 
Correctly 

1. Negative emotions: 
Strain leads to an emotional response: frustration and anger are especially 
important but other emotions result as well (anger, frustration, 
depression) (p. 194) 

   

Types of strain:  
2. Removal or loss of positively valued stimuli – individuals lose something 

they (p. 190) 

   

3. Presentation of negative stimuli – individuals treated you in a negative 
manner treated in a negative manner (p. 190) 

   

4. Failure to achieve positively valued goals – fail to get something you 
want or value (p. 190) 

   

5. Objective strain:  
strain that is disliked by everyone (p. 191) 

   

6. Subjective strain: 
strain that is disliked by some people (p. 191) 

   

Characteristic of Strain:  
7. Severe: high in magnitude threaten the core goals, needs, values, 

activities, and/or identities of the individual (p. 192) 
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8. Unjust strain: intentionally inflicted and violates a justice norm (p. 193)    
9. Low control: abuse or unemployment reduce the costs of crime because 

they have nothing to lose (p. 193) 
   

10. Incentive for criminal coping: reinforce, teach, and/or pressure others 
into crime (p. 193) 

   

11. Experienced:  
firsthand experience with strain (p. 191) 

   

12. Vicarious:  
experienced by someone else, normally someone close to the individual 
(p. 191-192) 

   

13. Anticipated:  
expected experience with strain (p. 192) 

   

Reasons for Strain to Crime:  
14. poor coping skills, social skills, and resources (p. 194) 

   

15. Personality characteristics: impulsive, quick to anger Self-efficacy: 
Those who feel they can master problems should be less susceptible to 
strain or Self-esteem: Can resist criminal coping more easily (p. 195) 

   

16. Low social control: low levels of conventional social support to help 
with strain, when people do not have conventional social support from 
friends and family they may choose to alleviate negative emotions with 
crime (p. 195) 

   

17. Social learning/criminal peers: association with criminal others: Peers 
may encourage you to cope with strain through crime, also they may 
remind the individual about the strain (p. 195-196) 

   

18. Costs of crime are low and benefits high: exposure to situations where 
unlikely to get caught and benefit high along with weak social bonds may 
lead people to engage in crime (p. 193) 

   

19. Moral beliefs: have a belief that the strain outweighs the immorality of 
the crime (p. 193) 

   

Total Number of Concepts /19 /19 /19 
Misinterpretation of theory (tally it)  
 
! !
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Table 1. Mean Errors Per Page                     

  
Fall 2014 (68 Papers) 

 
Spring 2015 (94 papers)   

    Mean SD Min Max   Mean SD Min Max   
Mechanical Errors 

          
 

Missing comma with nonrestrictive elements 0.97 0.89 0.00 4.67 
 
1.39 1.30 0.00 7.20 * 

 
Missing comma in a compound sentence 0.57 0.59 0.00 2.60 

 
0.83 1.94 0.00 16.80 ns 

 
Missing comma after introductory elements 1.07 1.43 0.00 6.15 

 
0.73 0.94 0.00 4.83 + 

 
Mechanical error with quote 0.30 0.61 0.00 4.00 

 
0.25 0.33 0.00 1.89 ns 

 
Unnecessary comma 0.53 0.51 0.00 2.22 

 
0.64 0.90 0.00 6.80 ns 

 
Unnecessary/missing capitalization 0.04 0.12 0.00 0.67 

 
0.08 0.24 0.00 2.00 ns 

 
Unnecessary/missing hyphen 0.52 1.07 0.00 5.60 

 
0.69 1.16 0.00 8.80 ns 

 
Mechanical error rate 4.00 2.66 0.53 12.00 

 
4.61 4.30 0.64 35.20 ns 

Relationship Between Words 
          

 
Vague pronoun reference 0.42 0.44 0.00 2.12 

 
0.42 0.62 0.00 3.78 ns 

 
Lack of pronoun-antecedent agreement 1.82 1.45 0.00 7.29 

 
1.34 1.56 0.00 7.83 * 

 
Not using gender neutral language with pronouns 0.42 0.70 0.00 3.60 

 
0.19 0.54 0.00 4.16 * 

 
Subject/Verb Agreement 0.53 0.82 0.00 4.89 

 
0.47 0.65 0.00 4.80 ns 

 
Wrong word 1.00 0.87 0.00 3.81 

 
1.13 0.90 0.00 5.60 ns 

 
Missing word 0.70 0.87 0.00 4.89 

 
0.52 0.49 0.00 2.59 ns 

 
Spelling errors (including homonyms)  0.93 1.62 0.00 10.50 

 
0.82 0.85 0.00 4.00 ns 

 
Unnecessary shift in verb tense 0.02 0.07 0.00 0.33 

 
0.02 0.06 0.00 0.33 ns 

 
Word error rate  5.84 3.49 1.20 22.00 

 
4.92 2.66 0.76 14.40 +  

Relationship Between Clauses 
          

 
Faulty sentence structure   1.07 0.83 0.00 4.00 

 
0.82 0.62 0.00 2.89 * 

 
Sentence fragment 0.17 0.29 0.00 1.71 

 
0.18 0.34 0.00 2.00 ns 

 
Fused sentence 0.07 0.18 0.00 0.86 

 
0.08 0.24 0.00 1.40 ns 

 
Poorly integrated quotation   0.19 0.34 0.00 1.71 

 
0.18 0.32 0.00 1.54 ns 

 
Comma splice 0.22 0.30 0.00 1.25 

 
0.23 0.40 0.00 1.85 ns 

 
Unnecessary shift in verb tense 0.09 0.19 0.00 1.00 

 
0.11 0.18 0.00 0.67 ns 

 
Clause error rate 1.81 1.02 0.25 5.00 

 
1.61 1.17 0.00 5.33 ns 

Whole Paper 
          

 
Unnecessary shift in verb tense 0.02 0.06 0.00 0.25 

 
0.06 0.11 0.00 0.50 ** 

 
Inconsistent use of Oxford comma 0.04 0.09 0.00 0.33 

 
0.02 0.07 0.00 0.47 ns 

 
Inconsistent capitalization of content-specific nouns 0.34 0.75 0.00 4.50 

 
0.23 0.47 0.00 2.15 ns 

  Whole error rate 0.40 0.78 0.00 4.50   0.31 0.47 0.00 2.15 ns 

*** p < 0.001 ** p < 0.01 * p < 0.05 + p < 0.10  denote significant course comparison with two-tailed t-tests 
 note: ns = not significant  

          !

 
 
 

!
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Appendix B: Revised Short Paper Assignment and Course-Embedded Writing Support 

Model, Spring 2016 
 

Exam Prep Discussion Groups and Mini Writing Assignments  
 

In class we drew numbers to determine which group member and therefore theories you will focus on for 
this assignment. 
 

• Group Member 1: An Essay on Crimes and Punishments (chapt. 1) and the Criminal Man (chapt. 2)  
• Group Member 2: Theory of Differential Association (chapt. 10) and Social Learning Theory of 

Crime (chapt. 11)  
• Group Member 3: Social Structure and Anomie (chapt. 13) and General Strain Theory (chapt. 16 
• Group Member 4: Social Bond Theory (chapt. 18) and General Theory of Crime (chapt. 19) 

 
Mini Writing Assignments (due before discussion groups) 

 
Due: via email to your group members, course-embedded tutor and course teaching assistant 48 
hours before your scheduled meeting. 
 
Note: Both your notes and your two 1-page reflection papers should use evidence from the content chapters 
of your textbook (as opposed to your professor’s lectures and PowerPoints and the introductory chapters in 
your textbook).  
 
1) Notes (typed) that outline the major components of your assigned theories (see attached sheet 

for more details). (3%) 
 

2) A 1 page (typed) reflection comparing and contrasting the two theories (3%) 
• Questions you want to address in your reflective paper: 
• How are the theories similar?  
• What is the significance of these similarities?  
• How are the theories different?  
• What is the significance of these differences? 

 
You might find the following sentence structures helpful (tip: pick up a copy of They Say, I Say):  

• Theory 1 [insert proper name] claims that ________; likewise Theory 2 [insert proper name] 
notes that ___________.  This similarity highlights the importance of ______. 

• While Theory 1 contends that ___________, Theory 2 argues that ___________. This difference 
between the two theories shows that ___________. 
 

3) A 1 page (typed) reflection identifying an example of the theories in popular culture (movie, TV 
show, media) (3%) 
 

The point of this second short reflective writing task is to help you develop an understanding of the theories 
you are reading about by having you apply theories to examples from the media (TV show, movie, or the 
news media etc.). In this written response, you should fully explain the example that you are using from 
popular culture (summary). Then, the meat of the writing assignment, you need to explain how the example 
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you’ve summarized relates to the theories you are covering for your discussion group. It might be a good idea 
to select a few (2-4) specific concepts from each theory and demonstrate how the pop culture example 
illustrates these concepts. You should do this twice, once for each theory you are reporting on. 

 
Remember that while we have not discussed APA style and citations (yet) in this course, you should attempt 
to use APA style and citations to the best of your ability in your reflections (use 
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01/ and the APA cheat sheet distributed in class to 
help).  
 
Discussion Groups 

 
Discussion Group meetings will be held in the Writing Center. Each meeting is scheduled to last 60 minutes. 
After you complete your written assignments individually, you will need to send them, via email, to each of 
your group members as well as course-embedded tutor and course teaching assistant. Before coming to your 
discussion group: print, read, and annotate (or add notes in the margins that explain, question, or comment) 
on each of your classmates’ notes and reflections. You should come to the meeting prepared to discuss the 
theories as well as your group members’ ideas and writing.  
 
The goal of this discussion group is to help you prepare for your midterm exam—so read your classmates’ 
work carefully. They will have taken detailed notes over the material that will help you as you prepare for the 
exam. Make sure that you come to your discussion meeting prepared to ask your classmates questions and 
provide specific feedback on both their writing and their understanding of particular theories.  
 
Examples of strong annotations: 

! Good example showing an important part of the theory. 
! I’m not quite sure what you mean here—you’re losing me in the writing here because _.  
! I would like to know more about this example and how it relates to the theories.  
! This connects with information in chapter ____. 
! This information is a little unclear—I would like to discuss this idea during the meeting 
! Another way of saying this is _____. 
! Another good example is ______. 
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I wish R. Mark Hall’s 2017 book, Around the Texts 
of Writing Center Work: An Inquiry-based Approach to Tutor 
Education, had come out earlier. When I worked as a 
novice writing center director in China several years 
ago, I was in anxious need of a book like this—one 
that skillfully grounds tutor education in daily routines 
and organically combines it with theory and research. 
With this powerful tool in hand, any writing center 
director can embark on a journey of transforming their 
centers to robust learning communities. With a 
repertoire of model activities for tutor education, Hall 
promotes an innovative way of conducting writing 
center work: an inquiry-based approach that unearths 
tacit assumptions, theorizes labor work, and sustains 
collective knowledge construction at the writing center. 

Writing center directors, novice or experienced, 
would find it easy to adopt or adapt Hall’s approach to 
inquire into their own everyday documents and carry 
out inquiry-based tutor education at their centers. 
Drawing on his experience working at six writing 
centers since 1987, Hall aims to answer the question, 
“[H]ow does a writing center develop and sustain a 
robust community of learners?” (3). To do so, he 
analyzes an assemblage of everyday writing center 
documents including a list of “20 Valued Practices for 
Tutoring Writing” (11), excerpts of transcribed 
tutoring sessions, session notes, blog posts, and a 
“tutor-led inquiry project” (13), through conceptual 
frameworks including communities of practice, activity 
theory, discourse analysis, reflective practice, and 
inquiry-based learning. Each of the five body chapters 
focuses on a specific document and its surrounding 
activities, analyzes real-world data through a theoretical 
lens, and then presents a model assignment for tutor 
education. For example, in Chapter 3, using activity 
theory, Hall interprets both the writer’s context for 
writing and the activities of tutoring as activity systems. 
Then, by looking into transcripts of tutoring sessions, 
Hall explains how tutors can examine the role they 
adopt and the moves they take in these activity systems 
to improve tutoring. Like other chapters, Chapter 3 
ends with an assignment for tutors: Collaborative Activity 
Theory Transcript Analysis, with clear, step-by-step 
instructions.  

Inspired by the “Theory in/to Practice” feature of 
The Writing Center Journal (3), Hall’s goal for this book is 
to “contribute to evidence-based theorizing of writing 
center work” (13). This goal has touched upon a much-
criticized phenomenon in the writing center field: in 
Nordlof’s words, “our theories often lack empirical 
evidence to support them” (qtd. in Hall 5). To tackle 
unwarranted assumptions based on perception and 
speculation, Hall adopts an inquiry-based approach 
throughout the book—one that moves beyond solving 
specific, local problems to unearthing tacit assumptions 
and beliefs that guide writing center practice—with the 
aim to “bring theory and practice into alignment—or 
at least make the tensions between them conscious, 
productive” (148).  

Such an approach demonstrates the “double-loop 
thinking” that Hall borrows from Argyris, which 
“examine[s] both what we do and the rules and 
reasoning—the habits of mind—that determine what 
we do” (Hall 108). With such an inquiry-based stance, 
Hall shows writing center staff how to probe into the 
“why”s behind the “what”s: in each chapter, readers 
can find Hall’s explicit deconstruction of some well-
established assumptions in the writing center lore. For 
example, in Chapter 2, Hall reveals that underlying the 
persistent doubts about observing tutorials is the 
assumption that the primary purpose of observation is 
evaluation, thus causing tutors’ anxiety. With the 
assumption brought to the fore, Hall returns to the 
“what”s, i.e., the observation practice at the writing 
center as manifested by the documents, and 
interrogates them through the “why”s: in Chapter 2, 
after a three-year study of 163 observations, Hall 
argues that by shifting the purpose from evaluation to 
learning, we can utilize observations to reflect on and 
improve tutoring practice by developing and revising a 
list of valued tutoring practices. In this way, the list of 
“20 Valued Practices for Tutoring Writing” can guide 
tutors to look for specific things during peer-to-peer 
observation (Hall 16); more importantly, tutors are 
actively engaged in the creation, revision, and 
discussion surrounding the list—“[t]his participation 
and negotiation is where learning takes place” (Hall 
39). Hence, rather than avoid observation, we ought to 
make it “a centerpiece of our work” (Hall 26), which 
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counters the doubt about observation in writing center 
literature. Therefore, Hall’s inquiry-based approach can 
not only reveal tensions and gaps between practice and 
theories but also make use of such tensions and gaps to 
construct knowledge and innovate practices.  

It is noteworthy that the inquiries that Hall 
advocates are collective ones that engage tutors in 
different phases of inquiry such as problem-raising, 
document creation and revision, and the presentation 
of findings. A case in point is the use of blogging as a 
tool for dialogic reflection in Chapter 5. Having 
realized that filling out the Reflection Sheet has 
become “a mindless routine” (110) and “enlists tutors 
in self-surveillance” (111), Hall invites tutors to input 
their thoughts during staff meetings, where one of the 
tutors goes straight to the heart of the matter: “The 
reflection isn’t on the page. It’s in our discussions” 
(112). With this precise diagnosis of the problem, Hall 
and his tutors create an internal writing center blog as a 
venue to conduct dialogic, reflective writing among 
novice and veteran tutors. Instead of writing isolated 
introspection which often fails to be reflective, tutors 
now participate in online discussions in “Weekly 
Reflections” and “Question & Answer” forums (113), 
where tutors move beyond an “I-centered” approach 
(118), and instead, engage with each other’s reflections 
in their writing center community of practice. This 
dialogic approach prompts tutors to “tur[n] reflective 
writing outward” and facilitates “reciprocal teaching 
and learning among tutors” (121). Thus, the collective, 
inquiry-based approach is advantageous because it 
provides tutors with rich opportunities to grow as 
individuals and helps sustain the writing center as a 
learning community where knowledge is constructed 
collaboratively.  

Furthermore, the engaging, collective nature of 
Hall’s approach is reflected by his efforts to “cultivate 
a culture of inquiry” and promote tutor-led research 
(9). For instance, in Chapter 6, Hall demonstrates how 
he utilizes the “Problems of Practice [of] Inquiry” 
assignment to facilitate tutor-led inquiry projects, 
which consist of question-posing, collaborative 
conversations, resources collection, and going public. 
Tutors’ inquiries range from topics such as facilitating 
reading when tutoring writing to collecting 
commonplace genres in the university. Some inquires 
later found their ways to publications, which proves it 
feasible and significant for directors to follow Hall’s 
call to “imagine a writing center tutor inquiry 
movement” and transform the center into a research 
site (147). Additionally, the fact that Hall collaborated 
with a tutor in one of these projects inspires us to 
consider the possibility of turning such inquires into 
tutor-director collaborative research projects, which, if 

done well, can efficiently and seamlessly combine 
directors’ research agenda and their tutor education 
agenda.  

Another feature of this book that I consider 
appealing to readers is Hall’s true and down-to-earth 
depiction of writing center life, the everydayness, and 
the imperfections. Scattered throughout the book are 
details about the difficulties and flaws that one might 
find common in real-world writing centers but less 
common in literature. In particular, Hall has adopted 
an honest and courageous attitude toward his mistakes, 
e.g., acknowledging that “the way I was going about 
defining and solving the problem was part of the 
problem” (110), as well as his earlier failure in 
reforming the writing center, which resulted in “a 
handful of newcomers appeared indifferent, while a 
number of long-time consultants revolted” (151). 
Frank and genuine depictions like these paint a whole 
picture of what directors have on their plate and 
provide them with faith in the face of setbacks. On the 
other hand, his word choices of “everyday” and 
“mundane” to describe the focal documents lead 
directors to realize two things: first, we have often 
been too busy or insensitive to excavate the treasure in 
our everyday documents; second, precisely because 
these documents are so common, we all have access to 
them and thus the opportunities to inquire and 
theorize.  

Overall, Hall has achieved three things at one 
stroke in this book: a discussion of everyday practice, 
tutor education, and research. In reality, it is common 
to view them within a hierarchy: only by securing the 
labors and maintaining tutorials can a writing center 
stay functional; then, additional efforts, energy, and 
time can be invested in tutor education to improve the 
practice; on a higher level, research is conducted to 
theorize the practice in the local context to construct 
knowledge. However, Hall’s book shows busy writing 
center directors how to combine these three goals: with 
tutor education as nexus, one can shift the everyday 
documents into gateways to critical, collective inquiries, 
which can not only help interrogate and innovate the 
everyday practice in the writing center, but also 
produce tutor-led/tutor-director collaborated research, 
all in a highly efficient and meaningful way. 
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CALL FOR PAPERS: RACE & THE WRITING CENTER 
  

For a special Spring 2019 issue, Praxis: A Writing Center Journal welcomes submissions related to the 
theme of “Race & the Writing Center.” The complexities of serving traditionally under-served 
students and providing equal access to education have been staples of writing center scholarship and 
mission statements for decades. Yet the challenge to implement those mission statements remains, 
and, Lori Salem’s 2016 quantitative study “Decisions. . . Decisions. . . Who chooses to use the 
Writing Center?” urges all practitioners, revisiting and rethinking the pedagogy and practices we offer 
to minority and underserved students is essential. The time to focus our attention on the way matters 
of race and racial justice affect our work in the center has never been more ripe.  
  
For this issue, the editors of Praxis seek submissions that consider the presence and role of race in 
writing centers. We are interested in the ways writing centers serve as both support centers and as 
primary contact points for questions of race, language, equality, and justice in education. We are 
interested in best practices, pedagogy, and new research. Yet, we are also interested in challenges that 
dedicated practitioners have faced in attempting to serve or advocate for students and colleagues 
when working with matters of race or racial justice.  
 
Submissions might explore, but are not limited to, the following topics: 

• In which ways do issues of race currently affect writing center work? 
• What is the role of writing centers in advocating for racial justice? 
• Which practices can writing centers adopt to better address issues of race? 
• How might writing centers administrators develop training for consultants and staff that 

prepare them to acknowledge issues of race and support efforts towards racial justice? 
• Which challenges do writing center administrators, staff, and consultants face as 

advocates for racial justice? 
• How can writing centers make their services and spaces more welcoming and accessible 

to minority and traditionally under-served students? 
• How can writing center practitioners navigate questions of dialect, vernacular, language 

acquisition, code-switching and code-meshing, while respecting students’ voices and 
“Right to Their Own Language”?  

 
This issue also seeks submissions for a special section on historically black colleges and universities 
(HBCUs) and other minority serving institutions entitled “Started from the Bottom, Now We’re 
Here.” Guest editors Dr. Mick Howard of Langston University and Dr. Karen Keaton Jackson of 
North Carolina Central University elaborate: 
  

Much of the past and current discourse of race in the writing center is framed in terms of 
writing center professionals and tutors creating strategies that will work best with the 
Other.  Those Others – students of color – are viewed as outside of the norm, thus requiring 
alternative approaches from those expressed in mainstream literature about the traditional or 
“regular” student.   
 
What we find most ironic about all of these prior discussions is the absence of historically 
black colleges and universities, or HBCUs, and other minority serving institutions (MSIs) 
including Tribal Colleges and Universities (TCUs), and Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs) 
from the conversation. While HBCUs make up only 2-3% of all U.S. colleges and 
universities, ‘26% of the black recipients of doctoral degrees [in science and engineering] 
between the years 2002 and 2011 were alums of HBCUs, ie 2435 out of 9202’  (Tech-
Levers/HBCU-levers.blogspot.com). Similarly, in the April 2010 MLA Report entitled ‘Data on 



Humanities Doctorate Recipients and Faculty Members by Race and Ethnicity,’ statistics 
showed that from 1997-2006, 3 of the top 5 institutions granting bachelor’s degrees to those 
African Americans who went on to earn PhDs in the Humanities are in fact HBCUs, 
topping Stanford, the University of Pennsylvania, Brown, Georgetown, and Harvard. 

 
In this special issue of Praxis, we intend to focus on HBCUs and other MSIs not as the add-
on or ‘Plus One’ in writing center discourse, but ‘The One’ with the expertise and 
knowledge.  For if we really think about it, why would those institutions that educate 
thousands of diverse students each year not be involved in or at the forefront of 
conversations about race and writing centers?  What can scholars at PWIs with less racially 
diverse student populations learn from those of us at MSIs who work with large numbers of 
diverse students (in terms of race, college preparation, and learning styles)?  How might the 
approach or conversation change in cases when both the writing center professional and the 
student are the Other? The statistics above show that MSIs indeed are doing something 
right, which means our larger field is at a loss if scholars at all institution types are not aware 
of our expertise in working with students of color. 

 
We invite writing center colleagues from HBCUs, TCUs, and other MSIs to submit articles 
that connect to the research questions listed above or that give voice to any issue relevant to 
writing center theory or pedagogy and students color.  We have waited long enough to give 
voice to our unique experiences, and finally, the wait is over. 

  
For this issue, recommended article length is 3000 to 4000 words for focus articles; the editors will 
also consider shorter pieces as columns, as well as book reviews. 
 
Articles should conform to MLA style. Please submit articles to praxisuwc@gmail.com. For further 
information about submitting an article, the journal’s blind peer-review process, or to contact the 
managing editors, please direct emails to the same address. 
 
The deadline for consideration in this special issue is August 15, 2018. 
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