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We here at Praxis are proud to present our spring 
2021 issue. This issue includes pieces that address the 
ways we can study, explore, and learn from the various 
types of responses that take place routinely in the writing 
center. As this past year has further enhanced and 
exposed many of the flaws in our current systems and 
practices, with this issue, we put our focus on listening 
and learning.  

Our issue begins with Bonnie Devet’s column 
“When Faculty Know You’re a Writing Center 
Consultant.” In this column, Devet explores how 
consultants navigate their experience as consultant-
students in classrooms. Using John R.P. French and 
Bertram Raven’s bases of power, the author analyzes 
survey responses from consultants about the dynamic 
between consultants and faculty. In doing so, Devet 
shows how consultant-students demonstrate their own 
negotiation skills across domains and use strategies in 
the classroom that benefit their classmates and their 
writing centers. 

From consultant-student response strategies in the 
classroom, we move to response strategies from 
students during writing center sessions. Our first focus 
article in this issue, “Turn-Initial Minimal Responses in 
NES and NNES Student Writers’ Talk in Writing 
Center Conferences,'' by Jo Mackiewicz discusses how 
tutors might better understand student writers’ minimal 
responses (MRs) and learn from them. This study 
explored the differences between the MRs of native 
English speakers (NESs) and non-native English 
speakers (NNES), and how they used some free-
standing MRs far more than NESs, suggesting that the 
NNESs may have extended its use to a greater array of 
discourse contexts. 

Cultural and societal responses and the (lack of) 
responsiveness to menstruation form the basis of Xuan 
Jiang and Natalie Casabone’s “Menstruating Tutors’ 
Perceptions of Having Free Menstrual Product Access 
in a Writing Center.” In their focus article, the authors 
report findings from their mixed methods case study 
introducing free menstrual products at their writing 
center. Jiang and Casabone examine both the 
significance of taboos, myths, and stereotypes about 
menstruation in writing centers and writing centers as a 
space for intervening in status quo views on 

menstruation. Following from consultant surveys and 
individual interviews, the authors argue that the 
introduction of free menstrual products is a significant 
step toward accessibility and mindfulness in writing 
centers that paves the way for affecting university norms 
about mensuration. 

Courtney Buck, Emily Nolan, and Jamie Spallino 
draw our attention to the effectiveness of consultant 
asynchronous responses in “I Believe This is What You 
Were Trying to Get Across Here”: The Effectiveness of 
Asynchronous eTutoring Comments.” To improve 
writing center feedback practices, the authors explored 
a stored cache of re-submitted eTutoring papers, 
observing and classifying consultant feedback and 
student revision in response to said feedback. Based on 
their findings, the authors suggest a need for consultants 
to further incorporate scaffolding in their feedback and 
a need for future research on student satisfaction with 
consultant feedback.  

We then turn to focus articles that encourage 
writing centers to be responsive to writing center 
axioms. In “‘A Moveable Object’: Props and Possibility 
in the Writing Consultations,” Olivia Tracy argues that 
the materials, bodies, and their relationship are essential 
to writing center practice. In this qualitative study, the 
author reframes consultant orientations by considering 
objects as “props,” as things consultants and writers can 
use to create access and multimodal possibilities in the 
consultations. The findings suggest that when props are 
engaged during a writing consultation,  consultants can 
co-construct differently embodied approaches, and 
create opportunities for encouraging new orientations, 
turnings, and possibilities. 

Allison A. Kranek and María Paz Carvajal Regidor 
continue to rethink facets of writing center sessions by 
introducing the concept of “present others” in “It’s 
Crowded in Here: ‘Present Others’ in Advanced 
Graduate Writers’ Sessions.” Arguing that “present 
others” (e.g. advisors, colleagues, editors, etc.) in 
graduate student feedback networks are significant to 
graduate student socialization and disciplinary identity, 
the authors call for writing centers to foster better 
awareness of how these networks influence graduate 
student writing processes’ and writing center sessions. 
Based on their study with graduate writers, Kranek and 
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Caravakal Regidor present the act of writing centers 
consciously and deliberately engaging with “present 
others” in sessions as an opportunity to help graduate 
students further manage their writing process and 
feedback network.  

We move on to a focus article by Stephen Kwame 
Dadugblor, “Collaboration and Conflict in Writing 
Center Session Notes.” The author studied writing 
consultation session notes from a large public university 
and argues that there is a discrepancy in the reportage of 
conflict in writing center sessions. The findings suggest 
that the conflict in session notes from tutors to tutees 
tends to be concealed in linguistic markers of agreement, 
and the instances of disagreement are generally easily 
acknowledged to writing center administration, but not 
to the students. The author calls for more research to 
study the session notes as a site of writing center 
practice.  

From thinking anew about the presence of conflict 
in sessions, we turn to a new perspective on the 
relationship between writing centers and libraries. In our 
last piece “Turf Wars, Culture Clashes, and a Room of 
One’s Own: A Survey of Centers Located in Libraries,” 
Lindsay Sabatino and Maggie Herb draw our attention 
to the location of writing centers within university 
libraries. The researchers gather survey responses from 
100 center directors, and ask about theoretical, 
pedagogical, and practical concerns that stem from 
centers physically relocating to libraries. In the findings, 
authors discuss how physical space and institutional 
location can impact the pedagogies of the writing 
centers.  

Finally, we here at Praxis want to take a moment to 
thank our readers and our most brilliant and diligent 
review board for their continued support, especially in 
these uncertain times. On a more personal note, I (Fiza) 
must also take a moment to say goodbye. I have been 
serving as a Praxis editor since 2019, and, with this issue, 
am reaching the end of my term. Although my two years 
with Praxis were filled with uncertainty, turmoil, and 
sometimes despair, I take away with me the wonderful 
and continued support we received from our readers, 
reviewers, and writers. I have been so proud and grateful 
to be with the Praxis team, and to be part of all the 
wonderful conversations we’ve had here, on our 
website, and in person. In the summer, my wonderful 
co-editor, Kiara, will continue, and our in-coming editor 
will introduce themselves to you to begin the next phase 
of Praxis. We’re all so grateful to be here with the writing 
center community, and we thank you all for being part 
of it, too.  
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“I’m not a writing god, just a pretty good writer with an awesome 
job.” 
                                       -- anonymous WC consultant 
 

Writing center consultants possess an identity as 
trained workers who can assist clients with their 
writings. However, what happens in the consultants’ 
own classes when their professors learn the consultants 
work in a center? Singled out as trained professionals, 
consultants are no longer just students, but they are not 
yet full authority figures, a role their professors already 
occupy.  

I, as a director, wondered how consultants deal with 
being suspended between identity and power. So, in Fall 
2017, I distributed an IRB-approved survey through the 
WCenter, receiving 136 responses,1 primarily from 
consultants at four-year public (58.5%), private (26.9%), 
and community colleges (14.6%). Most respondees were 
undergraduates (80.2%), not graduates (19.8%), with 
one-to-three years writing center experience.  

Classrooms are sites of power where an 
individual—such as a professor—has “the potential to 
influence others’ or the group’s behavior” (McCrosky 
and Richmond 178). So, I examined the survey’s 
responses using the famous work of social psychologists 
John R. P. French and Bertram Raven, who argue that 
sources of power can be labeled as “legitimate, expert, 
informational, reward, referent, and coercion.” Looking 
at the survey through this lens reveals consultants’ 
strategies for dealing with their professors. While they 
never challenge faculty authority, consultants speak up 
about their work, defend their center, and recast the 
classroom situation to become better writers.  
 
Legitimate Power 

During the first class meeting, as faculty walk in, 
lugging textbooks, syllabi, and laptops, consultants 
experience a professor establishing legitimate power: “the 
assumed or initial right a person has to enforce his or 
her power on someone” (Golish and Olson 301). 
Everyone in the class respects, even acknowledges the 
role of the person in the front of the room. Consultants, 
too, are accustomed to legitimate power arising from 
circumstances. When they sit down with clients, they 
demonstrate legitimate power since, after all, they have 
been hired to work in the center. Though consultants 
have experienced their own legitimate power, the survey 

indicates consultants are more than willing to give “the 
con” to the person at the front of the classroom. 
Teachers are teachers; legitimate power is accepted.  
 

Expert Power 
The second source of power originates from being 

the expert; that is, faculty show they are “competent and 
knowledgeable in specific areas” (McCroskey and 
Richmond 177). Consultants, trained to conduct peer 
reviews, also embody expert power, so the classroom 
now has two experts—albeit in separate areas. Thus, 
authority needs to be negotiated, with faculty possibly 
feeling threatened by the consultants’ expertise: “She 
[the professor] seemed uncomfortable with mentioning 
the center or my speaking up much in her class, almost 
like I would undermine her or correct her if I did these 
things. Bad semester.” Remarkably, only 2 consultants 
reported their professors felt threatened. So, consultants 
do not see their expertise endangering the faculty’s 
expert standing: “Professors understand I am a 
dedicated student, and I will do my best to perform all 
my assignments.” 

Consultants may carefully avoid undermining 
faculty’s expert power, but they continue to take pride 
in being consultants. They report feeling “comfortable” 
or “extremely comfortable” (81.5% n = 106) letting 
professors know they work in the center. Yet, to avoid 
jeopardizing the professors’ expert status, consultants 
are not likely to volunteer such information, with only 
25% (n = 32) saying they would reveal their wc roles, 
willingly. Other consultants (20% n=26) hedge their 
options, saying disclosure depends on the course or on 
how they “read” their professors (39% n=51): “Some 
English professors might hesitate to 
recommend/respect the WC because they see us as just 
checking grammar (nope). I don’t tell those professors 
where I work because they grade my papers more 
harshly and expect me to outperform my peers.” 
Consultants also make sure the timing is appropriate: 
“My professors learn that I work in the center because 
they encourage students to go, and that’s when I tell 
them I work there.” Another consultant decided to 
disclose her work only after the professor had 
complimented her writing: “At that point, my being a 
good writer would speak well for the center.”  

Being discrete, though, is not always enough to 
maneuver through anxious moments.  Consultants also 
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resort to techniques that respect, even comply with 
expert power. These classic forms of adjustment—
called Behavior Alteration Techniques (BATs) (Golish 
and Olson 295)—are “power-based influence 
techniques” used by both teachers and students (Golish 
and Olson 295) to gain compliance from each other in 
a push-me, pull-me exchange. Most instructors have 
experienced such strategies. A student who says, “I was 
sick and just didn’t get the writing finished” has used a 
non-antagonistic or “pro-social” BAT to show the 
student is being “honest-sincere” (Golish and Olson 
297). The opposite is an “anti-social” BAT like 
“complaining” (“I have too much to do in other 
classes.”) (Golish and Olson 297).  

BATs are inherent to all classrooms, and 
consultants—still students—employ them. When, for 
instance, a professor inadvertently undermined their 
own expert power in an announcement, a consultant 
gently, respectfully modified the professor’s power with 
a pro-social BAT: “I had one professor tell my 
classmates that they could E-mail me their work, and I’d 
help them. I had to quickly interject and say that they 
could make appointments with me, instead.” Rather than 
disputing the professor, the consultant channeled the 
professor’s comment to generate business for the 
center. As Carrie Shively Leverentz characterizes 
consultants, “[I]t could be said they are experts in not 
appearing to be experts” (54). 

Faculty do not always have to be placated. In fact, 
they are sometimes willing to share expert power, as 
when they treat consultants like knowledgeable peers: 
“The teacher made literary references in my direction 
which I did not always know, but that didn’t deter his 
jocularity.” In assigning group writing projects, faculty 
also share expert power by tapping into the consultants’ 
expertise: “[T]hey’ll ask me in front of the whole class 
for tips on how to effectively give feedback, especially if 
we’re about to do a peer review.” Such power sharing, 
at the expert level, reflects well on centers, showing 
faculty are aware of the special expertise consultants 
have acquired.  
 
Information Power 

Information power accrues to those who possess facts 
someone needs to carry out a task (French and Raven). 
Faculty exhibit this power when, without asking the 
consultant first, they announce a class member works in 
the center. By providing this news, professors show the 
class they do, indeed, possess all knowledge, even about 
consultants enrolled in the course. Consultants defuse 
this awkward situation by explaining the center’s 
services to the class: “I hope that showing how I help as 

a writing tutor and informing various professors and 
departments that there are lots of writing consultants 
with a science background will eventually shift 
professors’ perspectives, and they will refer students to 
the Center for content, brainstorming, and drafting 
work, not just grammar.” Not being overawed by the 
professors’ information, consultants convert this power 
to the center’s advantage.   
 

Reward Power 
Another classroom dynamic is the professors’ 

providing “approval, privileges, or some other form of 
compensation” (Thomas), like bestowing praise and 
distinction. This powerful reward dynamic factors into 
faculty’s treatment of consultants who like being 
“rewarded” as when professors approve of the 
consultants’ class work. “No tutors want to hand in 
‘garbage essays’,” explains a consultant. “It’s not an 
option unless you enjoy looks of slight disappointment 
and disapproval.” Overall, consultants are still students, 
seeking (and enjoying) the educational establishment’s 
rewards. 
 

Referent Power 
Like all students, consultants are subject to a fifth 

classroom dynamic: referent power (McCroskey and 
Richmond 183). Here, instructors show they are “fair 
and concerned about students” (Thomas), like allowing 
sick students extra time to submit assignments. Then, 
classes respect them and want to please them 
(McCroskey and Richmond 177). Faculty exhibit such 
referent power when they suggest students visit the 
center for help. Consultants are not upset when 
professors use the center to establish referent power: 
“Whether or not my name is mentioned [as a 
consultant], I would also provide information about the 
center’s hours and location to help other students. If my 
professor by this time did not know my status as a 
consultant, my input would often prompt his/her 
question about my working there.” Once again, without 
being authoritative (Carino 97), consultants convert a 
power dynamic to the center’s advantage.  
 
Coercive Power 

Faculty’s treatment of consultants reflects a last 
dynamic: coercive power, which refers to the degree “to 
which people feel they will be punished if they do not 
conform to teachers’ expectations” (McCroskey and 
Richmond 176). In classrooms, the most common form 
of coercive power is, of course, grading. Although most 
consultants (52% n=71) feel professors rarely alter 
grading because of the consultants’ status, 40% (n=40) 
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express some concern: “[W]hen I wrote an assignment 
not to the best of my ability, it often felt as though the 
professor was more liberal with the red pen and made 
every comment possible.” Feeling the coercive force of 
grading, some consultants also mention professors have 
“higher expectations” for them as writers (11% n= 14). 
But, once again, consultants use a power base to help 
their center: “My personal class work reflects on the 
center, and if that is not perfect, professors will not take 
the center as seriously and send their students for help.”  
 
Conclusion 

The survey provided insight into how consultants 
grapple with their dual roles as a consultant-student. In 
fact, consultants relate so successfully to their faculty 
that the majority of them (78.3% n=90) report 
professors see them not as competitors but as serious 
students: “Faculty have a sense of respect for me as a 
student who cared enough to use my skills and interests 
to give back to other students.” The survey also reveals 
why directors hired the consultants in the first place: 
they can deal with people in all contexts by decoding the 
situation, deflecting emotions, and navigating through 
the crashing rocks of a classroom’s dynamics. The 
survey’s results, then, mean, as a director, I can inform 
consultants about what to expect when consultants 
must manage the delicate position of being a consultant-
student. And, indeed, learning the skill of negotiating 
sensitive, thorny moments can follow consultants 
beyond the center, right into their careers: “I felt that 
there were times where I felt prepared to assist outside 
the center, but I think maintaining boundaries was a skill 
I developed in this role [as a consultant] that is fully 
applicable in a professional setting after graduating.”  
 

Notes 
 

1. Because answers overlapped, responses do not 
add up to 100%. Also, not all consultants answered all 
questions. 
2. Thanks should be extended to the former peer 
consultant Will Allen for tabulating the numbers. 
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Abstract 

Writing center tutors strive to facilitate participation from student 
writers, particularly student writers who are not native speakers of 
the conference language. This study investigated one way that tutors 
might better understand student writers’ intent to contribute a 
substantial turn at talk and thus better understand when they might 
make way for student writers’ active participation. This study 
examined four minimal responses (MRs)—mmhm, uhhuh, yeah, and 
ok—at the beginning of student writers’ turns at talk. It differentiated 
between MRs that were free standing, constituting the entire turn 
and suggesting passive recipiency, and MRs that were not free 
standing, suggesting speakership incipiency. Importantly, the study 
differentiated between the MRs of native English speakers (NESs) 
and non-native English speakers (NNES). NNESs used free-
standing mmhm far more than NESs, suggesting that the NNESs may 
have extended the use of mmhm to a greater array of discourse 
contexts. NNESs used free-standing yeah far more frequently than 
they did non-free-standing yeah, suggesting that yeah would not have 
been a reliable signal for tutors that NNESs would extend their turns 
at talk. This study also found that both NESs and NNESs used ok 
to signal not only consideration of but also agreement with tutors’ 
evaluations or acceptance of tutors’ advice about lower-order 
concerns. Understanding how MRs vary from passive recipiency to 
speakership incipiency might help tutors better understand student 
writers’ intent to contribute a substantial turn and thus indicate when 
tutors might wait for student writers’ participation. 

 

Small words tend to go unnoticed, but they can play 

a substantial role in how a writing center conference 

unfolds. Words such as mmhm, uhhuh, ok, and yeah are 

called minimal responses (Coates; Fellegy; Zimmerman 

and West), though the terminology for them varies 

somewhat (see, for example, O’Keefe and Adolphs, 

Thonus, “Listener Responses”). These small words, 

wrote Gardner, “provide a source of information for 

participants about the way the talk is developing and the 

trajectory it is taking” (321). Minimal responses (MRs) 

signal a conversation’s development and trajectory in a 

variety of ways. For example, they can signal the primary 

listener1 has heard what the primary speaker is saying. 

Such was the case when S40,2 a native English speaker 

(NES), used mmhm to convey that she was following 

along as T12 explained how to cite specific pages of a 

source in APA style: 

Excerpt 13 

T12: Um, you usually go by this way- Let’s say it’s 

um like you’re citing from a book or something I 

don’t know- 

S40: Mmhm. 

T12: and maybe you- you start with a signal phrase 

like ‘This author said blah blah blah.’ And then 

whatever, and this gives an example like this guy 

[laughs] he described John Adams  

S40: [laughs]                                                                                    

T12: as having the blah blah blahs and like um the 

end of quote and then you just put like P and then 

a period and the number, the page number- 

S40’s mmhm response functioned as what Emanuel 

Schegloff called a “continuer” (81). Without such signals 

of listenership from S40, T12 might have behaved 

otherwise, for example, by stopping to clarify a point or 

to ask S40 whether she understood. Indeed, Terese 

Thonus pointed out that MRs assist “in the 

conversational work of turn-management, monitoring, 

repair, and politeness” (“Listener Responses” 134). 

Given their myriad functions, she argued, “death to a 

conversation” can result if language learners fail to use 

the target language’s listener responses or use 

inappropriate ones (“Listener Responses” 135).  

One important characteristic of turn-initial MRs, 

particularly mmhm, uhhuh, ok, and yeah, is that they seem 

to differ on a spectrum of passive recipiency to 

speakership incipiency. According to Gail Jefferson, a 

word with passive recipiency acknowledges that the 

primary speaker “is still in the midst of some course of 

talk, and shall go on talking” (200). In contrast, 

speakership incipiency forecasts an intent to switch 

from the listener role to the primary speaker role. The 

spectrum indicates the extent to which a person “sticks 

to a relatively passive role” versus the extent to which a 

person orients toward continuing past the MR and thus 

taking the conversational floor (Drummond and 

Hopper 163). Jefferson proposed that mmhm (which 

roughly equates to uhhuh) signals greater passive 

recipiency, frequently constituting a turn in itself (i.e., 

free standing). Jefferson also wrote that yeah signals 

greater speakership incipiency, frequently occurring as 

the first word in a longer turn (i.e., non-free standing). 

Still other studies have indicated that ok falls somewhere 

in the middle of this spectrum (Mackiewicz 105; 

Thonus, “Listener Responses” 135). 

In this study, I examined 30 conferences involving 

NES tutors working with NES and NNES (non-native 

English speaking) student writers. More specifically, I 
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examined mmhm, uhhuh, yeah, and ok when they appeared 

turn-initially as non-free-standing MRs and when they 

constituted an entire turn as free-standing MRs. These 

four MRs are of interest because they may help signal 

whether their speaker intends to continue their talk past 

the initial MR and thus take over the conversational 

floor. The study also sought to account, at least in part, 

for the context of student writers’ MRs by determining 

whether student writers produced them in response to a 

tutor inquiry. Understanding the degree to which these 

four MRs might vary along the spectrum of passive 

recipiency to speakership incipiency can help tutors 

better understand student writers’ intent to contribute a 

substantial turn and thus indicate when tutors might 

make way for student writers’ active participation. 

 

Literature Review 
Writing center scholarship has long examined the 

discourse of writing center conferences (for example, 

Carino and Stay; Thonus “Dominance,” “How to 

Communicate”; Wolcott). But despite growing interest 

in the ways that writing center talk can scaffold student 

writers’ learning (for example, Hewett and Thonus; 

Mackiewicz; Mackiewicz and Thompson; Thonus 

(“Acquaintanceship,” “Time to Say Goodbye”), few 

studies have examined the various functions of MRs in 

writing center conferences, much less noted the role that 

MRs might play in signaling a student writer’s intent to 

continue talking. Such a study is particularly worthwhile 

given writing center research indicating that student 

writers who are non-native speakers of the conference 

language tend to talk less than native speakers. For 

example, Thonus found that the ratio of tutors’ words 

to NNES student writers’ words was 1.9:1, but their 

ratio with NES student writers was just 1.3:1 (“NS-NNS 

Interaction”). However, looking more broadly in 

linguistics research, researchers have attempted to 

delineate the functions of various MRs, including mmhm, 

uhhuh, ok, and yeah. I describe these functions below. 

 

Uhhuh and mmhm   

Much linguistic research has pointed to uhhuh’s and 

mmhm’s function as continuers, MRs that convey “an 

understanding that an extended unit of talk is underway 

by another, and that it is not yet complete” (Schegloff 

81). Similarly, Neal Norrick pointed out that uhhuh and 

mmhm signal “a willingness to remain (predominantly) 

silent, to refrain from interrupting and to attend to the 

primary speaker” and thus encourage “the speaker to 

continue with a multi-unit turn” (575). More recently, 

Ufuk Girgin and Adam Brandt closely examined L2 

teachers’ use of mmhm, determining that it could serve 

not only as a signal that students should continue their 

responses but also as an indicator that the teachers 

required more talk from students because they did not 

consider the students’ responses to be complete (14).  

Even more relevant to writing center conferences 

was Fiona Farr’s study of one-to-one interactions 

between teacher trainers and their students (i.e., teachers 

in training) in conferences following a student practice 

lesson. As part of her analysis, Farr examined frequently 

occurring MRs in the teacher trainers’ talk, including the 

MRs mmhm, ok, and yeah. Farr found mmhm 

“predominantly” served as a continuer, as opposed to 

marking “absolute convergence or agreement” (75). Her 

findings for mmhm, then, supported earlier assessments 

of the MR (for example, Schegloff; Schiffrin). 

 

Ok   

The MR ok seems to lie somewhere between 

mmhm/uhhuh and yeah in the spectrum from passive 

recipiency to speakership incipiency. Wayne Beach, for 

example, argued that a primary listener uses ok to 

acknowledge the primary speaker or to signal 

understanding (329). Farr, too, found that ok 

acknowledged the primary speaker’s talk (77). Studying 

seven one-to-one meetings between NES academic 

advisors and NES university students, Anna Guthrie 

found that students used mmhm as a continuer and ok is 

an acknowledgement token, meaning that ok followed 

utterances that were “in some way ‘more complete’” 

than the utterances that preceded mmhm (402). 

 

Yeah     

The MR yeah appears to indicate greater speakership 

incipiency than the MRs mmhm and uhhuh. Studying 10 

phone calls that mainly involved friends and family 

members, Kent Drummond and Robert Hopper 

counted occurrences of three turn-initial MRs, yeah, 

uhhuh, and mmhm, with the aim of determining whether 

they differed in passive recipiency and speaker 

incipiency. Based on Jefferson’s analysis, they 

hypothesized that yeah would show greater speakership 

incipiency, manifested in speakers extending their turn 

past the MR. In other words, they contrasted free-

standing MRs against non-free-standing MRs. They 

found that yeah preceded further speech in about half its 

occurrences and that mmhm and uhhuh rarely initiated 

further speech. Their findings supported Jefferson’s 

argument that yeah demonstrates greater speakership 

incipiency than mmhm, although their findings also 

indicated that yeah does not guarantee a continued turn. 

 

Indeed, Farr found that in addition to marking 

“convergence, agreement or confirmation” (75), yeah 
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could acknowledge what the primary speaker had said 

and encourage the primary speaker to continue. In other 

words, at times, it could function as a continuer. In 

short, the first function that Farr articulated, marking 

“convergence, agreement, or confirmation” is the 

function that generates yeah’s speakership incipiency and 

differentiates it from the passive recipiency of mmhm and 

uhhuh. However, yeah’s second function—marking 

willingness for the primary speaker to continue—

overlaps with mmhm’s and uhhuh’s primary function. In 

short, turn-initial yeah does not always signal speakership 

incipiency, but it correlates with speakership incipiency 

to a far greater extent than mmhm and uhhuh. 

Studying writing center conferences, Jo Mackiewicz 

found that student writers used yeah in the first 

function—as a token of agreement and as a response to 

tutors’ questions. Noting the increase in keyness4 of yeah 

from 2000 to 2017, Mackiewicz argued that student 

writers’ more key use of yeah in 2017 accorded with the 

2017 tutors’ training, which focused on prompting 

student writers’ participation (182–183) and which thus 

likely generated the 2017 student writers’ increased use 

of speakership incipient yeah.  

To sum up research on the functions of these four 

MRs, I refer to Thonus’s concise summary of the 

functions of uhhuh, ok, and yeah, which her earlier 

research on student writers’ responses (“Tutor and 

Student Assessments”) described:  

uhhuh [and, by extension, mmhm]: “I heard what you 

said.” 

ok: “I heard and am considering what you said.” 

yeah: “I agree with what you said.”  

(Thonus, “Listener Responses” 135) 

Thonus’s delineation reveals a spectrum of commitment 

to the primary speaker’s statement from 

acknowledgement (uhhuh and mmhm), to consideration 

(ok), to agreement (yeah). This spectrum that could 

correlate with the MRs’ placement along the spectrum 

of passive recipiency to speakership incipiency, with 

uhhuh and mmhm on the passive recipiency end and yeah 

on the speakership incipiency end, with ok falling 

somewhere between the two. If tutors understood 

where these four MRs fall on the spectrum, they could 

better determine whether student writers intend to take 

the conversational floor. 

 

Methods  
Participants      

I audio-recorded 30 conferences examined in this 

study at a small, public university in Wisconsin, in the 

United States.5 Of the 30, 15 conferences involved eight 

tutors working with 15 NES student writers, and 15 

conferences involved eight tutors working with 15 

NNES student writers. Seven of the eight tutors 

participated in conferences with both NESs and 

NNESs. The tutors ranged in age from 19 to 34, 

averaging about 24. The student writers ranged in age 

from 17 to 51, averaging about 23. Even though a few 

of the tutors and student writers were older than 

traditional college age, all were undergraduates. Most of 

the tutors were from the United States, specifically, 

Wisconsin and Minnesota; however, two were 

international students—one from Canada and one from 

Ghana. Both tutors were NESs. All the tutors had 

worked in the writing center for one to two academic 

years. They had all received at least four weeks of on-

the-job training that involved observing, cotutoring, and 

finally solo tutoring. They had also all received training 

in tutoring English as a second language (ESL). 

The 15 NES student writers were from the United 

States, specifically Wisconsin, Minnesota, and Michigan. 

The NNESs were international students from an array 

of countries: China, Egypt, Italy, Japan, Mongolia, 

Nepal, Peru, and South Korea. Student writers sought 

help on papers from a variety of subjects, including ESL 

writing, first-year composition, psychology, social work, 

and sociology. Two sought help with scholarship 

letters.6 

 

Coding Scheme        

In his important work on coding natural-language 

data, Johnny Saldaña differentiated between 

lexical/syntactic coding and functional coding. Unlike in 

functional coding, in lexical/syntactic coding, the items 

under analysis are explicit in the language data. Thus, 

those items are more easily and more reliably identified. 

Identifying the turn-initial MRs mmhm, uhhuh, ok, and 

yeah constituted lexical/syntactic coding. I used a search 

function to locate all occurrences of the four turn-initial 

MRs in the student writers’ talk. Then, I coded on two 

axes: (1) free standing versus non-free standing and (2) 

in response to a tutor inquiry versus not in response to 

a tutor inquiry. Table 1 (See Appendix A) delineates the 

four possible types for each MR and its respective codes. 

Using this scheme, I coded all turn-initial occurrences of 

the four MRs, a total of 884 occurrences. A second 

coder checked about 10% of my codes for accuracy.  

When a student writer repeated an MR, I counted 

the occurrence as free standing. For example, I counted 

S47’s Yeah, yeah turn as an instance of a free-standing 

yeah: 

Excerpt 2 

T14: “Is that mine or anyone else’s gender is what 

they say it is. One”- And so this is your thesis? I 

would- Is this your- I would- 
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S47: Yeah, yeah.<Y-IR1> 

Michael McCarthy called such occurrences—whether 

repetitions of the same MR or not—doublets. Referring 

specifically to repetition doublets, he said, “The doublet 

may also be a repetition of the same token, again 

reinforcing convergence or satisfaction with the 

progress of the conversation” (55). In Excerpt 2, 

responding to T14’s question (And so is this your thesis?), 

S47’s doublet emphasized T14’s recognition of S47’s 

thesis statement. MR repetitions included triplets as 

well.7  

I did not code phonological variants, such as yes and 

yep for yeah. I also did not differentiate between phonetic 

variants, such as yeah produced with different intonation 

contours. As Zimmerman asked of Drummond and 

Hopper’s study, “A pertinent question here is whether 

these differences matter interactionally, posing an 

immediate consideration for distributional analysis: 

Should such differences be preserved or ignored?” 

(181–182). This study was limited in that it did not 

account for intonation differences. However, the 

present study did account for Zimmerman’s second 

critique of Drummond and Hopper’s study—their 

failure to characterize the “sequential environment” 

beyond the turn-initial MR. Zimmerman pointed out 

that yeah and other MR tokens “can, of course, do other 

interactional work, for example, provide an affirmative 

response to questions” (185). For this reason, I 

separately coded MRs that responded to inquiries.  

Because the conferences differed in length, ranging 

from around 15 minutes to 60 minutes, I normalized the 

frequencies of the 16 types of MRs. For each 

conference, I divided the frequency of each type (for 

example, free-standing, non-inquiry-response mmhm) by 

the total number of student writer turns in the 

conference, resulting in a ratio of the type’s occurrence 

in the conference to total student writer turns in the 

conference. Then, I added the ratios for a total NES and 

a total NNES ratio for each of the 16 MR types. These 

totals for each type (reported in Tables 2 and 3 in 

Appendix A) provided the overall ratio for each group’s 

total turns: 2,131 total turns for the 15 NESs and 2,372 

total turns for the 15 NNESs.  

  

Results and Discussion 
The turn-initial MRs in NESs’ and NNESs’ talk 

manifested several differences, both in their non-inquiry 

response turns and in their responses to tutors’ inquiries. 

I discuss these results in the sections below.   

 

 

 

Turn-Initial MRs in Non-Inquiry-Response Turns   

Table 2 (See Appendix A) shows the proportions of 

student writers’ MR-initial turns that were not in 

response to a tutor inquiry in proportion to their total 

turns at talk. First, it shows that although uhhuh is an 

alternative to mmhm (Thonus, “Listener Responses” 

135), NESs did not use it turn-initially and NNESs used 

it only rarely. Table 2 also shows that both NESs and 

NNESs used free-standing mmhm a greater proportion 

of the time than they did non-free-standing mmhm (NES, 

0.182 versus 0.066; NNES, 0.456 versus 0.158). This 

result supported the finding of prior research: Mmhm 

appears to convey passive recipiency—the willingness 

to allow one’s interlocutor to continue to talk. 

NNESs relied on free-standing mmhm more than 

NESs did (0.456 versus 0.182), using it where a NES 

would likely use some other response instead. For 

example, at the end of her conference with T17, rather 

than acknowledging T17’s praise with ok or with thanks, 

S68, a NNES, responded instead with free-standing 

mmhm: 

Excerpt 3 

T17: Yay! Ok. Perfect time. It’s one thirty. Um. 

Yeah, it looks good. You have really good ideas. 

S68:  Mmhm. <M1> 

T17: Um. Your intro’s good. Your conclusion’s 

good. Yeah. Just um, minor grammatical plural, 

singular, which you knew was- 

S68:  Yeah, <Y> I know. Yay! 

T17: Correct. 

S68:  Thank you so much. 

While she in the end thanked T17 for her help 

throughout the conference, S68’s initial mmhm response 

differed from what a NES might use. 

Similarly, S49, a NNES, responded with mmhm to 

T13’s praise, which T13 delivered after reading through 

S49’s entire paper: 

Excerpt 4 

T13: “Three types of arguments, such as pathos, 

ethos and logos, and various examples and exact 

information.” Yeah, um, those are really specific 

details. Um, it’s very good. 

S49:  Mmhm. <M1> 

T13: The only thing I’ve been noticing far is, um, a 

couple things with, um, the tense and issues of, uh- 

Like here. “He explains that there are three 

principles to make human life flourishes.” 

A NES might have instead responded to T13’s positive 

assessment with thanks or cool, but would not likely have 

responded with free-standing mmhm, as in Excerpt 4. 

Situations like this elevated NNESs’ ratio of turns 

consisting of free-standing mmhm. 
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As noted before, prior research has indicated that 

ok seems to rest somewhere between the passive 

recipiency of mmhm and the speakership incipiency of 

yeah (for example, Mackiewicz 70; Thonus, “Listener 

Responses,” “Tutor and Student Assessments”). In this 

study, both NESs and NNESs used free-standing ok in 

a greater proportion of their turns than they did non-

free-standing ok (NES, 0.640 versus 0.361; NNES, 

0.807 versus 0.059). This result suggested that, for both 

groups, ok was more likely to convey passive recipiency 

than it was speakership incipiency. Indeed, both groups’ 

use of free-standing ok surpassed their use of free-

standing mmhm. 

As seen in prior research (Mackiewicz 69; Thonus, 

“Listener Responses”), student writers used free-

standing ok to signal their understanding and 

consideration of what tutors had said. However, in some 

cases involving tutors’ advice about lower-order 

concerns, such as subject-verb agreement, NESs’ and 

NNESs’ use of ok seemed to convey more than just 

consideration; it seemed to indicate agreement. For 

example, S64, a NES, used free-standing ok in response 

to T13’s explanation and suggestions: 

Excerpt 5 

T13: Yeah. Even though it sounds weird, um, but if 

you’re referring to “they,” it has to be a person. Or 

actually a group of people, technically, but- 

S64: Ok. <OK1> 

T13: Yeah. Yeah. Or you could even just say, ‘the 

company.’ That might actually sound better. 

S64: Ok. <OK1> 

T13: Um, and then you would say ‘uses.’ 

S64: Ok. <OK1>  

T13: “Colors and the need to dominate.” What does 

that mean? 

S64: It was one of the things, on- She gave us like a 

list, I don’t- I think it was online, I can’t remember. 

T13: Ok. 

S64’s free-standing ok responses seemed to indicate that 

S64 was prepared to implement what T13 was 

suggesting about changing the subject of the sentence 

and then changing the verb to agree with it in number. 

Indeed, T13 switched topics after S64’s third ok without 

S64 interjecting a question or comment about T13’s 

advice.  

In NNESs’ talk, ok seemed to have this dual 

function as well in the context of talk related to lower-

order concerns. It indicated understanding and 

consideration, but it also could indicate agreement, as 

when S72, a NNES, used free-standing ok when T14 

directed S72 in how to change her wording for clarity: 

 

 

Excerpt 6 

T14: Ok. Yep, makes sense. Did you observe more 

than one judge or was it just one? 

S72:  Just one. 

T14: Just one? Ok. Then will we use ‘the’ here. 

S72:  Ok. <OK1> 

T14: Ok, let’s just go over this, like, first couple 

paragraphs, these two. 

Like S64, S72 seemed to use ok to signal that she had no 

objection to accepting T14’s advice about the use of the 

definite article before the noun judge. 

Both NESs and NNESs used free-standing ok more 

than they used non-free-standing ok, a finding that 

suggests, for student writers, ok may lie closer to the 

passive recipiency end of the spectrum than it does the 

speakership incipiency end. Indeed, although NESs 

used non-free-standing ok (0.361), NNESs hardly used 

non-free-standing ok at all (0.059). These results suggest 

that tutors should not necessarily expect that student 

writers—particularly NNESs—will extend their ok-

initial turns to create a more substantial turn at talk.  

More so than in the cases of mmhm and ok, this study 

found differences between NESs’ and NNESs’ use of 

turn-initial yeah. The NESs used non-free-standing yeah 

quite often and far more rarely used free-standing yeah 

(0.611 versus 0.104). The NNESs’ use of yeah was more 

complicated. They used non-free-standing yeah fairly 

often (0.325), but, they used free-standing yeah a far 

greater proportion of the time (0.782). These results 

suggest that the proposed speakership incipiency of 

yeah—the intent to continue the turn past the MR—held 

in the case of NESs but not necessarily in the case of 

NNESs. Often, NNESs used free-standing yeah as they 

did free-standing mmhm and ok, for example, to signal a 

willingness to allow their interlocutor to continue, as 

S51, a NNES, did: 

Excerpt 7 

T15: I would- So you would say, ‘I was standing’ 

S51: Mmhm. <M1> 

T15: ‘Out.’ I would maybe say ‘more’ because that 

kind of like represents the change. 

S51:  Yeah. <Y1> 

T15: ‘I was standing out more at the time.’ 

In the case in Excerpt 7, yeah worked much like S51’s 

mmhm in her preceding turn did—to signal attention and 

a desire for T15 to complete her point.  

Overall, in MR-initial turns that did not respond to 

a tutor inquiry, NNESs used free-standing mmhm, ok, 

and yeah in a greater proportion of their turns at talk than 

the NESs did. In the case of yeah, the difference between 

NESs and NNESs was particularly striking. These 

findings suggest that NESs are likely to use turn-initial 

yeah for speakership incipiency, expanding their turns 
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past the initial MR, but they also suggest that turn-initial 

yeah does not promise the same speakership incipiency 

for NNESs. 

 

Turn-Initial MRs in Inquiry-Response Turns   

MR-initial turns responding to tutor inquiries 

composed smaller total ratios of student writers’ total 

turns, as Table 3 shows (See Appendix A). As with turn-

initial MRs not in response to tutor inquiries, uhhuh was 

little used by either NESs or NNESs in inquiry-response 

turns. In addition, both NESs and NNESs infrequently 

used turn-initial ok to respond to tutors’ inquiries. 

However, differences between NESs’ and NNESs’ use 

of the other MRs manifested in their conference talk. As 

Table 3 shows, NESs responded to tutor inquiries with 

a non-free-standing yeah over two times as often as they 

did a free-standing yeah (0.234 versus 0.108), meaning 

that they tended to expand upon their turn-initial yeah to 

create a more substantive answer. This finding, too, is in 

keeping with the idea that, in the case of NESs, yeah 

demonstrates greater speakership incipiency than mmhm, 

uhhuh, and ok.  

One important context in which NESs and, to some 

extent, NNESs as well, used non-free-standing yeah in 

response to tutors’ inquiries was in the opening stage of 

the conference, where the tutor and the student writer 

engaged in agenda setting. As Mackiewicz and Isabelle 

Thompson found, student writers tend to contribute 

more talk in the opening stage—the stage in the 

conference in which student writers’ expertise about the 

assignment and their aims for the paper are at the 

forefront (69–70). For example, S53, a NES, expanded 

upon his turn-initial yeah response to T15’s question:  

Excerpt 8 

T15: Did you have the assignment sheet with you? 

S53:  Yeah <Y-IR>, that’s the first one we had. 

Like, that’s the rubric- I don’t know what to do for 

the first one to be honest so- 

T15: Ok. 

In his response, S53 answered the yes-no question with 

his turn-initial yeah, but then he moved on to provide 

some detail about the assignment sheet, namely, that it 

contained a rubric and that he was not yet sure how to 

respond to the prompt it contained. 

Besides expanding their turns in the opening stage, 

student writers also marked speakership incipiency with 

yeah in the teaching stage of their conferences—the 

longest stage by far and the stage in which “the main 

pedagogical work of the conference takes place” 

(Mackiewicz and Thompson 71). In these cases, student 

writers responded affirmatively to the tutor’s question 

and then expanded on the topic. This was the case when 

S39, a NES, answered T11’s question about using were 

rather than are:  

Excerpt 9 

T11: “Its release- Its release proved to citizens that 

there are secrets of the Vietnam war lying beneath 

what the government was conveying to them, 

threatening the credibility. Its release proved to 

citizens that there”- Do you want to use, like, 

‘were’? 

S39:  Yeah. <Y-IR> I think I’m going to change this 

to ‘this release showed citizens that there are secrets 

that.’ Yeah. 

T11 asked S39 about a change from present to past tense 

(are to were). S39 answered in the affirmative with yeah 

but then moved forward to discuss how he would revise 

the sentence in other ways, such as changing proved to 

showed. 

As noted above, once again, the speakership 

incipiency of yeah did not manifest to the same extent in 

NNESs’ talk; NNESs used free-standing yeah a greater 

proportion of the time (0.389) than they did non-free-

standing yeah (0.099). For example, S43, a NNES, used 

free-standing yeah twice in response to T10’s questions, 

which were seemingly aimed to get S43 to brainstorm 

ideas for his introduction. In the introduction, S43 

needed to discuss his reasons for choosing the topic of 

social activism in response to climate change: 

Excerpt 10 

T10: Why did you choose to talk about or why did 

you choose to read about global warming and social 

activism? Um I mean that was an intentional choice, 

right? Like, you- you made that choice. 

S43:  Yeah. <Y-IR1> 

T10: You could’ve chosen a lot of things. But why 

did you choose those particular subjects? 

S43:  Yeah. <Y1> 

T10: The conclusion is about more the topic, right? 

You’re talking something about global warming. 

Maybe some things that the blog post talks about, 

and you’re concluding something about global 

warming. Maybe you really do feel like it’s a 

problem. 

In response to T10’s yes-no question, Um I mean that was 

an intentional choice, right?, S43’s free-standing yeah 

provided just the required response, that is, a yes (or yeah) 

or a no. T10 persisted, however, by switching to a wh-

question instead—a question with a greater chance of 

getting more than a one-word response from S43. 

Nevertheless, S43 again responded only with yeah. After 

hitting this discourse wall, T10 moved on to another 

topic—the subject matter for the paper’s conclusion.  

Besides NESs’ and NNESs’ use of turn-initial yeah, 

another finding that stood out was NNESs’ use of free-
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standing mmhm in response to a tutor inquiry. Their 

proportion of use (0.353) substantially exceeded that of 

NESs (0.048), which was in keeping with the overall 

trend that NNESs used free-standing MRs more than 

NESs did. In the case of free-standing mmhm in response 

to an inquiry, NNESs used free-standing mmhm as a 

positive response to a yes-no question. For example, in 

Excerpt 11, T17’s question was aimed at ensuring that 

S74’s sentence conveyed what he intended. To do this, 

T17 needed to ask a question about the topic of the 

paper—the learning process: 

Excerpt 11 

T17: “Got results from the association of two or 

more events or stimuli.” So changes in an 

organism’s behavior is the result of from the 

association of two or more events? 

S74: Mmhm. <M-IR1> 

T17: ‘Organism behavior got results.’ 

T17’s question, what Thompson and Mackiewicz called 

a knowledge-deficit question in that it was aimed at 

obtaining information truly unknown to the asker (42), 

received a free-standing mmhm in response from S74, a 

NNES, as opposed to the yeah (either free standing or 

non-free standing) that a NES might have been more 

likely to use. More than a turn-initial yeah, a mmhm 

response might convey the intention to bypass the 

opportunity to speak and to allow the tutor to continue 

contributing most of the conference talk. 

 

Conclusion  
This study investigated turn-initial mmhm, uhhuh, ok, 

and yeah in NES and NNES student writers’ talk as a 

way that tutors might better understand when they 

might make way for student writers’ active participation. 

In the case of NESs, the findings supported 

expectations about mmhm’s greater passive recipiency 

and yeah’s greater speakership incipiency. NESs used 

free-standing mmhm a greater proportion of the time 

than they did non-free-standing mmhm (0.182 versus 

0.066). In addition, NESs used free-standing yeah a 

smaller proportion of the time than they did non-free-

standing yeah (0.104 versus 0.611). They were likely to 

extend their turn past yeah. This finding suggests that 

tutors can interpret a NES’s yeah-initial response as a 

signal that the turn may very well continue. This finding 

might help tutors determine when to stay silent to make 

room for NESs’ contributions.  

However, one finding countered expectations: In 

the case of non-inquiry-response turns, NESs used free-

standing ok even more than they used free-standing 

mmhm. Closer analysis suggested that they used free-

standing ok to indicate consideration of tutors’ 

evaluations and advice, as prior research would suggest 

(Mackiewicz; Thonus, “Listener Responses,” “Tutor 

and Student Assessments”). But this study also found 

that when discussing lower-order concerns, student 

writers might also use ok to signal agreement with tutors’ 

evaluations or acceptance of tutors’ advice. 

NNESs’ use of turn-initial MRs differed somewhat 

from NESs’ use of them. NNESs used free-standing 

mmhm far more than NESs—both in inquiry and non-

inquiry responses. These findings suggest that the 

NNESs may have extended the use of mmhm to a greater 

array of discourse contexts, including contexts that 

would lend themselves to a more substantial response. 

In addition, in both non-inquiry responses and inquiry 

responses, NNESs used free-standing yeah far more 

frequently than they did non-free-standing yeah. Indeed, 

in their inquiry responses, NNESs hardly used non-free-

standing yeah at all. These findings suggest that yeah did 

not have the same speakership incipiency for NNESs 

and thus would not have been a reliable signal for tutors 

that NNESs would extend their turns at talk.  

These findings suggest that tutors might prompt 

student writers for further clarification, as T12 did when 

S62, a NNES, responded to her suggestion to move a 

sentence containing the definition of death anxiety to the 

beginning of a paragraph:   

Excerpt 12 

T12: I think it should, um- It should come in the 

beginning of a paragraph, because you- you, um, 

describe it, and then you go on to give, um, certain 

symptoms that accompany the disorder, and then 

you give an example. So it’s like definition, 

symptoms, and then an example. 

S62:  Oh, ok, so this whole paragraph in the 

beginning. 

T12: No, I was just referring to this. 

S62:  Ah, just this? 

T12: Yeah, this sentence. 

S62:  Ok. <OK1> 

T12: Or, what- what- what do you think? 
S62:  Um, I’m just thinking, how can I, like, organize 

this? I put this, and then- This is the example, and 

th- this is another example. No, this is the 

explanation. 

T12: I think, um, yeah I think this and this and this- 

Yeah, I think that- I think that will work. Yeah, but 

if you do it and you’re not sure, you can always 

come back to double check. 

In Excerpt 12, S62’s free-standing ok indicated that she 

had heard T12’s suggestion for organizing the paragraph 

and was considering it, but even so T12 pushed S62 to 

elaborate on her ok minimal response. Specifically, she 

used an open-ended pumping question (Mackiewicz and 
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Thompson 107), which pushed S62 to think out loud 

about the paragraph’s potential organization: Or, what- 

what- what do you think? With this pumping question, T12 

succeeded in getting S62 to further analyze the content 

of her paragraph, differentiating examples from 

explanation, and thus in helping her evaluate T12’s 

suggestion about paragraph organization. Such pumping 

questions constitute a useful tool with which tutors can 

press student writers to contribute more substantial 

turns at talk. Particularly when working with NNESs, 

tutors may need to employ extra effort to clarify student 

writers’ intent and to help them extend their turns 

beyond the minimal. 

 

Notes 

 

1. Farr, discussing the importance of “showing 

listenership,” pointed out that at any point in an 

interaction, one person “plays the role of primary 

speaker and the other the primary listener” (69). 

2. S refers to student-writer; 40 indicates that this 

person was the fortieth student writer to participate in 

the study. I use T for tutor. 

3. See Appendix B for transcription conventions. 

4. Keyness means occurring with significantly 

more frequency in a study corpus than in a reference 

corpus. Keywords thus indicate what a study corpus is 

about.  

5. Data collection and analysis were approved by 

the IRB of Iowa State University, the researcher’s 

affiliation. In addition, they were approved by the IRB 

of the University of Wisconsin-Superior (UWS), where 

data collection occurred.  

6. See Mackiewicz for more detail about the 

study’s writing center setting and its participants. 

7. Indeed, I found a quintuplet. S49 signaled 

understanding and agreement with T13’s articulation of 

the relationship between the article’s writer and the 

government: 

T13: Because he is- He is an international advisor 

on education for the government.  

S49:  Ah.  

T13: Because then that’s saying that he’s 

employed- 

S49: Oh, ah. 

T13: By the government. Or he gives advice to the 

government, rather.  

S49:  Yeah yeah yeah yeah yeah. <Y1> 

T13: Mmhm. 

8. Mackiewicz, Jo, and Thompson, Isabelle. 

“Spoken Written-Language in Writing Center 

Talk.” Linguistics and Education, vol. 47, 2018, pp. 47–58. 
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Appendix A: Tables 
 

Table 1: Minimal response types and their codes. 

 
 

Table 2: Total proportions of MR-initial turns to total student-writer turns, excluding student-writer turns in 

response to a tutor inquiry. Total NES turns = 2,131; total NNES turns = 2,372. 

 
 

Table 3: Proportion of minimal-response-initial turns to total student-writer turns in response to a tutor inquiry. 

Total NES turns = 2,131; total NNES turns = 2,372. 

 
 

  



Turn-Initial Minimal Responses in NES & NNES Student Writers’ Talk in WC Conferences Center Consultant • 16 

 

Praxis: A Writing Center Journal • Vol 18, No 2 (2021) 

www.praxisuwc.com 

 

Appendix B: Transcription Conventions  
 

This study employed orthographic transcription. The following extralinguistic features were transcribed in 

addition to the spoken words: 

• Silent reading, with “reading silently” in brackets, as in [reading silently] 

• Occurrences of unintelligible talk, with “unclear” in brackets, as in [unclear] 

• Laughter, with “laughs” in brackets, as in [laughs] 

• Pauses longer than one second, with the number of seconds in brackets, as in [2s] 

• Pauses one second or less, with a comma 

• Rising intonation for an inquiry, with a question mark 

• Cut off speech, with a hyphen 

• Reference to a word as a word, with double quotation marks, as in the following example:  

S: I had “tell” but the computer wouldn’t let me do “tell.” It kept underlining it and saying “tells.” 

• Occurrences of overlapping talk, denoted with brackets as in the following exchange: 

T: Ok. Alright. Well, thanks for coming by. I’ll give you your stuff back here. And I just keep this so 

I can put it in the computer. [So. But, um, you have a good day 

S: Uhhuh. 

T: and I hope that it goes well for you. 

• Occurrences of reading aloud, with double quotation marks, as in the following example:  

“For example, in the article, there is an example.” Uh, you could say- 

• Spoken written-language (SWL),8 with single quotation marks, as in the following example:  

‘Like, one character, Momma Gump,’ dot dot dot. 
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Abstract 
A large number of U.S. university writing centers (WCs) hire 
undergraduates as peer tutors, and many of them are menstruators. 
Menstruators have received strong cultural messages, including that 
menstruation should be concealed. Menstruating tutors’ damaged 
self-recognition received from the world around them can lead to 
internalized self-identification and further impact their perceptions 
of their knowledge and consultations with student writers every day 
in WCs. The acceptance and accessibility of menstrual products in 
WCs would help boost work ethic among menstruating tutors and 
break down the taboo about menstruation. To explore what impact 
such acceptance and accessibility exert on menstruating tutors, we 
conducted a mixed methods case study on menstruating tutors’ 
perceptions about themselves, their professionalism and work ethic, 
as well as their experiences, with and without having free access to 
menstrual products at their WC. We collected data via a set of pre 
and post surveys and individual interviews of 15 participants at the 
WC. The quantitative data from pre and post surveys did not reveal 
statistical significance, while the qualitative data helped explain why 
there was no statistical significance. Nevertheless, integration of all 
the data from this pioneering project has contributed rich findings 
to the existing WC scholarship about space and access, mindfulness, 
and social justice at large. The findings have practical applications to 
day-to-day WC practice.  

 
Writing centers (WCs) are created as places that 

support student writers and writing (North 438), for 
writing is regarded as a cornerstone “of academic 
success” (Lems et al. 230). Many of the U.S. university 
WCs hire undergraduates as peer tutors. Peer tutors, 
who establish and maintain rapport with student writers 
via individual tutorials and cognitive footprint on text, 
should reflect the diversity of the student body, with 
respect to race, ethnicity, and gender (International 
Writing Center Association).  

Based on our knowledge that the topic surrounding 
menstruation is lacking from ongoing WC 
conversations, the authors intended to explore more on 
menstruating tutors. Menstruating tutors’ internalized 
non-assertiveness in their academic knowledge might 
stem from strong cultural messages that they have 
received before they join WCs (Hunzer 6-12). The 
messages include that they should “conceal their bodies’ 
more physical functions, such as menstruation” 
(Roberts 22). Menstruation, as an uncontrollable body 
routine, along with menstrual products, should not be 
concealed. Menstrual products, as advocated in this 
paper, should be acceptable and accessible in WCs 
which are feminized spaces “via a sociospatial logic that 
categorizes physical locations according to their 

gendered meanings and associations” and are “mostly 
women who want, use, and staff them” (Spitzer-Hanks). 
Hence WCs’ acceptance and accessibility of menstrual 
products would break down the taboo associated with 
menstruation, create a physically welcoming space, 
positively affect menstruators’ socially perceived mental 
ability, and further boost work ethic among 
menstruating peer tutors (Denmark et al. 11). 

Aiming to fill the gap in the WC literature, the 
authors explored menstruating tutors’ perceptions 
about themselves, their professionalism and work ethic, 
as well as their experiences in their WC, with and 
without having free access to menstrual products in 
their workplace. WCs are unique spaces for addressing 
and intervening against gendered myths and stereotypes 
surrounding menstruation, directly because these 
hurtful stereotypes about menstruators and 
menstruation, if left unchecked, might negatively affect 
tutors and indirectly because tutors, students, faculty, 
and administrators interact so closely with one another 
in WCs (a small contact zone within a larger university 
community). Furthermore, WCs, perceived as 
nurturing, supportive, and feminized, “facilitate 
structural changes in society, disciplines, and the 
institution itself” (Inoue 94; Leit et al. 9). Hence, the 
impact of challenging the status quo and intervening 
against such stereotypes in WCs might have an even 
greater impact beyond the physical walls and doors of 
WCs. 

In this mixed methods case study, the authors 
collected data via pre and post surveys and individual 
interviews of 15 participants. The implications of these 
findings and discussions to other individual WCs would 
benefit the day-to-day practice in the WC field at large. 
This paper would also add to the existing literature 
about menstruation, space and access, mindfulness, and 
social justice in WCs. 
 
Exigence 
The first author started her current job as the assistant 
director of a WC in 2018. To show her hospitality and 
mindfulness to staff tutors, she announced in their staff 
meeting that she should have any possible necessities 
stored in her office for the staff’s emergency use. 
Indeed, she had a stock of items that may have been of 
use to menstruating tutors, including Tylenol and 
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feminine pads. However, no tutors took advantage of 
this resource. One day, as she sat in her office, she heard 
a whisper. There was a tutor at the door. The tutor, who 
did not have her usual open demeanor, came up 
hesitantly and asked shyly, “Do you happen to have a 
pad? I did not expect it today and nobody around carries 
an extra one.” The assistant director responded, “Yes, I 
do.” The conversation led to the current study. It should 
be noted that the research team started with three tutors, 
menstruating and non-menstruating, contributing their 
input, and the current article is written by an assistant 
director and a menstruating tutor as the second author. 
The second author, who had just started tutoring at the 
WC at the preparation stage of the current study, is 
passionate about feminist studies, including 
menstruation myths. 
 
Literature Review 
U.S. University WCs  

WC discourse predominantly “situates the tutors as 
peers” (Bitzel 1), with undergraduates as their staff 
(Straumsheim). Peer tutors are more coaches and 
collaborators than instructors (Harris 6), “in close 
contact with students and their everyday writing 
concerns” (Cooper 106). WCs also have a “rich tradition 
of fostering social justice work, whether in implicit, 
counter-hegemonic ways, or via explicit advocacy” 
(Zimmerelli 58-59). Paula Gillespie, in her article “To 
Boldly Go,” expresses the pride that WC staff “are the 
pioneers, the space explorers (literally), the innovators” 
(22). Asao Inoue suggests that WCs can be “centers for 
revolutions, for social justice work” (     94). WCs’ social 
justice scholarship, as categorized by Randall Monty, 
includes accessibility and mindfulness (41), both of 
which will be elaborated below. 
 
Accessibility 

Accessibility in and around WCs refers to access 
and space. Space, to be specific, refers to “the 
institutional academic space” (Martinez 214) where 
WCs are situated, including exterior and interior design, 
locations, and other symbolic images (Monty 40). The 
institutional space is comprised of a series of 
“majoritarian” stories about, for, and by men (Martinez 
212; Solórzano and Yosso 32). Men, as more privileged 
members of society, occupy most of the space and 
access by “naming these social locations as natural or 
normative points of reference” (Martinez 213).  

WCs, as pioneers and innovators, have thought and 
rethought their own space to cultivate a 
contact/comfortable/safe/brave zone (e.g., Monty 40). 
WCs are “more intimate and personal” than a classroom 

(Rollins 3) because “interactions and negotiations of 
bodies” during tutoring happen in the WC as “the same 
space” every day (McKinney 22; Monty 43). WCs are 
referred to as “calming…comfortable…, and friendly” 
as well as feminized (Leit et al. 9; McKinney 23; Spitzer-
Hanks). As feminized spaces, WCs, compared to other 
institutional units, are in a closer and more direct 
connection with menstruation and the accessibility of 
menstrual products. Moreover, WC community is 
referred to as “an alternative to the home” (McKinney 
26). Such an interpretation emphasizes that the WC’s 
space and access as well as its working condition would 
exert a multi-faceted impact on physical and emotional 
health of student writers and tutors (McKinney 31; 
Monty 42). This ‘home-like’ space could be essentially 
achieved through a mindful emphasis. 

 
Mindfulness 

Christy Wenger advocates mindfulness as the 
“feminist ethic of care” for WC administrators (121). 
Care refers to “a moral and egalitarian means of 
leadership, one that spreads out rather than reaches up” 
as “a means of flattening hierarchies and redefining 
professional relationships” (Wenger 120-122). 
Accordingly, power under such leadership “is shared 
and facilitative, built through relationships and governed 
by support [,] not control” (Wenger 122-123). In 
addition to leadership, hierarchy, and other power 
dynamics, Wenger argues that mindfulness, or 
“moment-to-moment awareness,” promotes cultural 
responsiveness to needs and material differences, along 
with “acceptance and inclusion” (117-130).  

Randall Monty advocates mindfulness approaches 
for student writers. Monty believes that mindfulness 
practices can promote mental wellness and reconcile the 
spacing of bodies in WCs (43). Monty emphasizes 
intellectual individuality and human bodies, to which 
WCs can respond “by positioning themselves to serve 
the student’s minds and the student body” (43). 
Considering the aforementioned literature, we call for 
mindfulness from WC administrators and tutors 
themselves for general well-being and, specifically, for 
menstrual health.  

 
Menstrual health in WC 

Within the scope of our search, we could not find 
any WC scholarship on menstruation or its adjective, 
‘menstrual’. The lack of existing research would suggest 
a blind spot of menstruation in the WC conversation, 
which, as a gap, needs to be filled because physical and 
perceived connotations of menstruation or 
menstruators are relevant to WC practices, as evidenced 
by the previous sections. Moreover, WCs are always 
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encouraged to try something ambitious and even 
audacious, like moonshots ([landing on the Moon], 
Hughes); the chosen “something” is a discourse of 
menstruation in WC scholarship, which can be 
“counter-hegemonic” and taboo-shattering by 
subverting certain stereotypes or expectations. In the 
current study, the trial was about free access to 
menstrual products, which has unique potentials 
regarding the intersections of gender and “physical and 
cognitive ability” (Monty 41; Richards 5).  

Menstruating tutors, as the population in the 
current study, are aware of space and power relations “in 
the culture at large,” which can “often follow students 
into the classroom and writing center” (Mattingly and 
Gillespie 172).  Culturally and historically, masculine 
values are the norm, leaving others in a position of 
“uncertainty and loss of control” (Bergman 287). As 
menstruation is not included in masculine norms, 
menstruators, in turn, have received strong cultural 
messages, such as that “their bodies are unacceptable as 
they are” (Roberts 22). A menstruator’s damaged self as 
a result of the outside world can result in their chasing 
an impossible ideal self. This would require that they 
suppress their naturally occurring processes to ‘fit in’. 
“Objectification and self-objectification have been 
shown to lead to a host of psychological problems” 
(Roberts 25), because of “perceived burdens on me (the 
individual)” and “perceived burdens in general” as a 
collective (Bergman 287). Messages such as the 
aforementioned can have a lasting impact on 
menstruating students in western classrooms and 
menstruating tutors in WCs. Menstruators, having been 
negated with “the concept of being human” (Martinez 
214), are in spaces not traditionally constructed for them 
(Alvarez et al. 11; Martinez 220). The “oppressive 
structures present themselves as barriers – barriers to 
the access” which “are figuratively and sometimes 
literally” obstacles (Martinez 215).  

The obstacles and incurred negation, as a package 
internalized by menstruators, seem to parallel the WC 
dynamics of power shift between varying combinations 
of gender as the tutor or tutee (O'Leary 60). Laurel Black 
reiterated this stereotype in her findings in which 
women “disavowed” their knowledge and ability when 
asked direct questions on their writing, using the phrase 
“I don’t know” (63). In such conferences, the male 
teacher was in a position of full control and 
menstruating students consequently became passive and 
subordinate learners; “[d]iscourse markers are used 
much more frequently with menstruating students than 
male students” (Black 64). The difference between 
genders is more daunting than even the most 

progressive and inclusive educational settings can ever 
fully be aware of.  

To facilitate reaching gender equality, higher 
education would need to initiate and implement changes 
in “the structure and culture” and better accommodate 
“the socialized preferences of women” to avoid 
“systemic discrimination and micro inequalities” 
(Bergman 295-296). WCs, as the third space (i.e., not in 
class or off campus, but still within the academic contact 
zone), can be the one to initiate the change that would 
help break down the menstruation myths, as detailed 
below.  
 
Menstruation Myths Impacting 21st 
Century WC and Classroom 

Western education and cultures, although more 
likely to provide menstrual products and factual 
information, unfortunately, do not exempt themselves 
from “social disruptions and peer antagonism” 
(Sommer 522). The following are common myths about 
menstruation which would negatively impact 
educational equity and access. 
 
Myth One: Menstruation Is Dirty 

As a matter of fact, the term ‘feminine hygiene’ itself 
indicates that “there is something ‘dirty’ about 
menstruators’ bodies” (Chrisler 129). Menstruators are 
labeled as ‘smelly’, ‘dirty’, or even ‘contaminated’ 
(Winkler and Roaf 3). Menstruators tend to internalize 
such stigma and feel the same way about their 
menstruation. Because people naturally and instinctively 
avoid talking about something ‘dirty,’ the topic of 
menstruation as a taboo has less due visibility and 
priority (Winkler and Roaf 1). For instance, Diana 
Fabiánová, the writer and director of the documentary 
Red Moon: Menstruation, Culture & the Politics of Gender, 
used to believe menstruation blood was blue when 
watching commercials of menstrual products as a child 
(21:29-21:35), due to the general stigma and 
manipulated color of menstruation blood. Terrified 
about blood stains and convinced of feminine hygiene, 
some menstruators “double up on protection” which 
“fuels a feminine hygiene industry that grows by billions 
every year” (Fabiánová 21:54-22:03).  

Paradoxically “we shroud this natural phenomenon 
which is responsible for the birth and regeneration of 
humanity in shame, silence and indignity” (qtd. in 
George 20), that is, the same body is expected and 
praised for its fertility but disgraced and disgusted for its 
menstruation. 
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Myth Two: Menstruating Students Are Less Capable because of 
Menstruation 

Menstruators were regarded as less capable to 
“handle the rigors of intellectual life because of their 
periods” when they “were first pushing for access to 
higher education” in the U.S. (Fabiánová 13:13-13:30). 
“Beliefs in stereotypes about limitations” in 
menstruators’ capabilities at certain times of the month 
can “produce self-fulfilling prophecies” that incur 
missing opportunities, such as education (Chrisler 129). 
The manipulated implications that menstruators’ 
biology somehow hinders their value in academic and 
larger society further perpetuate the stigma and taboo 
against menstruators and their menstruation.  

It is not about capability; instead, it is about 
discomfort and embarrassment as bifold constraints. In 
general, “menstruating unexpectedly at work or school 
is a disruptive, stressful experience that adversely affects 
productivity due to the anxiety encompassing the lack of 
necessary menstrual hygiene products” (qtd. in 
Montano 386). This means that actions should be taken 
for menstruating students in the classroom and other 
spaces university-wide starting with mindful resources, 
such as free access to menstrual products. 
 
Myth Three: There Is Enough Menstruation Care in Higher 
Education 

A university, with physical stores and vending 
machines selling menstrual products, is not necessarily a 
welcoming and caring hub for women during 
menstruation. Menstruation is still shrouded in taboo 
and secrecy without enough public conversations 
(Roberts 22). Breanne Fahs, in her 2013 study, assigned 
a menstrual project in her class at Arizona State 
University, with an interest in social responses to 
menstruation and menstrual products in public places. 
The students conducted a variety of projects, from 
posters with tampons on them placed in “high-density” 
areas, such as the student cafeteria and the main 
classroom buildings, to labeling hundreds of menstrual 
products with accurate information about the menstrual 
cycle and handing out the products throughout campus 
to both menstruating and non-menstruating students. 
After the projects were completed, students reported 
feeling shocked and outraged by the degree of negativity 
they encountered from people, particularly men and 
university officials. They were stared at, avoided, and 
were even reprimanded. One university administrator 
even “removed the tampon-decorated sign from the 
cafeteria, saying it was ‘inappropriate for an eating 
environment’” (Fahs 84), which was considered as 
disruptive to “academic institutional norms” (Alvarez et 
al. 11). 

As seen from the three myths above, what is 
daunting about mainstream knowledge on menstruation 
in an institutional context is that it has been 
manipulated, generating a falsehood of what 
menstruation ought to be. Undoubtedly, there are a 
wide variety of institutional contexts, and we, the 
authors, have hope for our institutional context and its 
ability to take on this social justice issue. 

 
Context of the Study 

Florida International University (FIU)      as the 
context of the current study, is one of the Hispanic-
Serving Institutions (HSIs) in an urban area. An HSI is 
an institution of higher education with 25 percent or 
more total undergraduate Hispanic full-time student 
enrollment. Over 60 percent of      FIU’s undergraduate 
students are Latino/Hispanic (National Center for 
Education Statistics). The university serves first-
generation and low-income students with financial 
hardship “who otherwise would not have access to 
higher education” (Lacayo; U.S.News.com). It ranked 
top six in social mobility among national universities in 
2019 (EAB Daily Briefing). 

Its WC, unlike Lori Salem’s aforementioned 
general statement (35-36), has been established for 
decades and hires students as peer tutors (it currently 
employs approximately 40 tutors) who serve both 
undergraduates and graduates, totaling 58,064 as of Fall 
2019 (U.S.News.com). Its former and current directors 
are active in social justice scholarship of WCs or 
composition and rhetoric. Approximately half of the 
tutors were menstruators at the time of the study. The 
menstruators could buy menstrual products, which were 
available in university stores, bathroom disposal devices, 
and vending machines called PharmaBoxes on campus 
within a five-minute walking distance from the WC. 

The free access, introduced and implemented in 
the current study, referred to free menstrual products 
for emergency use and free space for stocking 
individuals’ menstrual products. The physical space, 
created in the WC of the current study, was part of a 
cabinet in a tutors’ break room (see fig. 1 in Appendix 
A).  

Rebecca Day Babcock and Terese Thonus 
remarked that WC practice “has been based largely on 
lore and application of theories from related fields rather 
than on research results” (31). To strengthen 
connections among theory, practice, and research about 
WC, we, a director and a tutor, in and for our WC, aimed 
to contribute to the existing evidence-based research 
and show its practical applications as takeaways. We 
intended to explore menstruating tutors’ perceptions 
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about themselves, their professionalism, and their work 
ethic, with and without having free access to menstrual 
products at the WC. To achieve this goal, we chose a 
mixed methods case study as our research design. The 
current research was a multiphase study within a single 
entity, FIU      , as approved by the Institutional Review 
Board (IRB). The four research questions were based on 
the fact that the topic of free access to menstrual 
products was new to the WC or other university 
workplaces and on the question of how much perceived 
benefit may occur from the access. Correspondingly, it 
was hypothesized that having free access to menstrual 
products would benefit WC menstruating tutors. The 
first question could be answered by an analysis of 
quantitative data and the remaining three could be 
answered by qualitative findings. In a nutshell, these 
were the research questions for this study: 

1.  What are the effects of having free access to 
menstrual products for emergency use when 
participants work at the writing center?  

2. What do participants perceive the physical 
differences before and after having the free 
access at work?  

3. What do participants perceive the psychological 
differences before and after having the free 
access at work?  

4. What else do participants perceive before and 
after having the free access at work? 

 
We implemented a combination of concurrent and 

sequential mixed methods design in three phases (see 
fig. 2 in Appendix A). The first phase was conducted via 
questionnaire (see Appendix B), which collected both 
quantitative and qualitative data from closed-ended and 
open-ended questions, prior to having free access to 
menstrual products. The second phase was conducted 
via the same questionnaire after having the access for 
two months. Responses from the two rounds of 
questionnaires gave us clues to ask questions one-on-
one in the interviews as the third/final phase. Based on 
findings from the three phases, a meta inference, or 
meta interpretation, was made. A meta inference, or 
meta interpretation, refers to “the judgment a researcher 
makes about the data that is based on the results of more 
than one study” (Newman et al. 192). It would improve 
our understanding of “how” free access worked and 
“not just if” it worked (Hitchcock and Newman 48). 
That is to say, whatever the quantitative results were, 
looking at individuals’ written texts and oral responses 
might tell us why these results were as such (i.e., explain 
and interpret the quantitative data).  
 

Recruitment, Participants, and Survey 
Purposive sampling was conducted to select 

participants for this study from      FIU. Eligible 
participants were menstruating tutors working at the 
WC at the time of this study. Seventeen of them agreed 
to participate; 15 participated through the end of the 
study, composing effective data for further analysis. The 
selected participants were most likely to give the “most 
information about the phenomenon of interest” 
(Merriam 20). In compliance with the IRB 
confidentiality agreement, each participant selected a 
pseudonym to be referred to as in the current study.  

The 15 participants, all referring to themselves as 
“she/her,” were aged from 18 to 37 (86.7% aged 18-27 
and 13.3% at the 28-37 years old). Sixty percent of the 
menstruating tutors were undergraduates in progress, 
33.3% as undergraduates completed, and 6.7% as 
masters in progress. Among the participants, 46.6% had 
worked at the WC for less than a year, 26.7% for 1-2 
years, 6.7% for 2-3 years and 20% for over three years. 

The questionnaire was developed based on the 
researchers’ own professional and personal experiences. 
The questionnaire was piloted with a group of over 10 
menstruating tutors-to-be to enhance its validity. The 
question design, language use, and layout were changed 
afterward to be clearer and more user-friendly. For 
instance, spacing was modified for answers to some 
open-ended questions to make sure that participants had 
enough space to write. The finalized version of the 
questionnaire was a mixture of closed-ended and open-
ended questions, including demographic information, 
access to menstrual products, and working experiences 
at the WC during menstrual periods (see Appendix B). 
 
Data Collection and Analysis 

Upon consent to this study, each participant was 
asked to complete a hard-copy questionnaire in a private 
room during their break time. It took participants a 
maximum of 10 minutes to complete all the questions. 
The same questionnaire was completed by participants 
after having the access for two months. One-time semi-
structured interviews were conducted in English with 
each of the participants for approximately 10 minutes 
using an audio-recording device in a private room 
when/where only the primary researcher was present. 
The electronic recording and physical copies would be 
kept securely for three years starting from the date of 
publication and discarded after that time frame. 

All quantitative data were entered into an SPSS 
database. They were then analyzed to get the result of 
the frequency of each choice option. The qualitative 
analysis should be detailed and intensive, to show the 
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richness and depth in the issues around menstruation; 
we conducted data analysis during and after data 
collection to explore the participants’ perceptions of 
their experiences with and without having free access to 
menstrual products.  
 
Findings 
Comparative Analysis of the Pre and Post Survey 

Although the quantitative data of the pre and post 
surveys did not show any statistically significant 
differences with respect to access and discomfort 
resulting from menstruation, they did show noticeable 
changes.   

In the pre survey, 7 out of 14 menstruating 
respondents (one did not respond) often or sometimes 
had difficulty in having access to menstrual products at 
work over the last two months. To overcome the access 
difficulty, 9 of the 11 respondents (four did not respond) 
carried their own as a precaution and the other two 
asked their colleagues. No one gave multiple choices or 
chose to find the nearest vending 
machine/store/vender or to check out bathrooms for 
products on sale. Eight (53.3%) of the 15 menstruating 
tutors sometimes considered access issues to menstrual 
products as a work obstacle, but 11 (73.3%) of them 
never spoke about the access issues of menstrual 
products at work; 3 (20%) of them seldom did so, and 1 
(6.7%) sometimes. Even when some of the 
menstruating tutors (5 out of 15) did speak about the 
access issues, they spoke to their co-workers and friends 
privately as “personal conversations” out of the WC. 
One of the proposed solutions was storing their own 
menstrual products in a cabinet at a shared office/break 
room in the WC, which won 11 (73.3%) agreement, 3 
(20%) neutrality, and 1 (6.6%) disagreement. The other 
one was having free menstrual products for emergency 
use in a cabinet at a shared office/break room in the 
WC, which won 14 (93.4%) agreement and 1 (6.6%) 
neutrality.  

In the post survey, 5 out of 15 menstruating 
respondents often or sometimes had difficulty in having 
access to menstrual products at work over the last two 
months, a 23% decrease from the percentage of the 
same choices in the pre survey. To overcome the access 
difficulty, 13 of the 15 respondents carried their own as 
a precaution, four asked their colleagues or co-workers, 
one chose to find the nearest vending machine and two 
chose others (i.e., “Lately I have used the ones available 
in the box given” and “search in feminine cabinet in the 
office”). The increasing diversity in use of resources, 
including free access to menstrual products, was 
revealed evidently. Forty percent of the 15 menstruating 

tutors often considered access issues to menstrual 
products as a work obstacle (decreased by 13.3% from 
the pre survey), 60% of them never spoke about the 
access issues to menstrual products at work (decreased 
by 13.3% from the pre survey), 26.6% of them seldom 
did so (increased by 6.6% from the pre survey), and 
13.4% sometimes (increased by 6.7% from the pre 
survey). When some of the menstruating tutors (6 out 
of 15) did speak about the access issues, they spoke to 
their co-workers and friends privately as “personal 
conversations” at and beyond the WC. One of the 
proposed solutions was storing their own feminine 
products in a cabinet at a shared office/break room in 
the WC, which won 93.3% agreement (increased by 
20% from the pre survey) and 6.6% disagreement. The 
other one was having free menstrual products for 
emergency use in a cabinet at a shared office/break 
room in the WC, which won 100% agreement. 

In addition to the access issues, the quantitative data 
of post survey showed some identical and slightly 
different replies with regard to perceptions about 
menstrual discomfort, compared to those in the pre 
survey. In the pre and post surveys, 80% of the 
menstruating tutors often or sometimes considered 
menstrual discomfort as a work obstacle, but only 
26.7% often or sometimes spoke about it. When some 
of the menstruating tutors (8 out of 15 in the pre survey) 
did speak about their discomfort with different 
frequencies, they spoke to their menstruating co-
workers and friends privately either in “one-on-one 
conversations” or in “group settings,” during work, after 
work, or at home. The use of the words “publicly” and 
“in the office/break room” were new in the post survey 
referring to conversational discourse. To relieve 
menstrual discomfort during work, over 70% of 
participants used painkillers; a few of them listed extra 
products (2 in the pre survey) and preparation in 
advance (1 in the post survey) in their responses. Both 
pre and post surveys covered both majorly physical and 
minorly psychological discomfort, stemming from the 
participants’ responses. The menstrual products, from 
participants’ perspectives of both pre and post surveys, 
included pads, liners, tampons, wipes, and 
painkillers/relievers.  
 
Perceived and Real-Life Menstrual Product Users 

The researchers took it for granted that all the 
participants would need to use the free access to 
menstrual products at some point of the two-month 
time period. In reality, several of the menstruators either 
utilized the free products or reserved a clean empty 
tissue box for storing their own products, and they 
found the space to be greatly helpful in preparing for 
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any last-minute menstrual emergencies. Even though 
there was an apparent lack of participation reacting to 
the free access as the stimuli in the project, many, if not 
most, of the menstruating writing tutors found the idea 
and creation of the free access to menstrual products to 
be quite ingenious and progressive. We list the following 
aspects from the participants’ perspectives to elaborate 
with details. 

 
Increasing Comfort of the WC as a Workplace 

The reserved space and free access in the WC, as 
changes in physical settings of the break room, helped 
enhance participants’ self-recognition and belonging, as 
a psychological construct, to a great extent. Emma 
stated “…because it’s just very convenient since it’s 
already there…I’ve ex-experienced before to know that 
it’s there, it’s very comforting to me.” More access 
approaches to menstrual products, including free access 
to menstrual products, were revealed evidently. One 
participant wrote “lately I have used the ones available 
in the box given” and the other wrote “search in 
feminine cabinet in the office.” The mindset about 
access and space was reformed in the participants, 
associated with increased comfort of the WC as a 
workplace. 

The collective mindset within the WC towards the 
topic of menstruation was revealed to be 
overwhelmingly positive, and this project itself received 
much praise and recognition as the driving force for 
opening up people’s perspectives and encouraging 
conversations on the topic of menstruation. One of the 
participants, Stephanie, revealed that she felt “relieved 
that [she] didn’t have to go like spend extra money in 
the PharmaBox and... it was nice having somewhere that 
you can like pass by and get some... there’s like no 
judgment and like, it was nice, so I was happy there I 
had that, you know, I had that stash.” The statements 
revealed that the accessibility of products within the WC 
alleviated the worry associated with running out of one’s 
own menstrual products and created a safety net for 
menstruators to be prepared for any emergency they 
might have on campus. Similarly, Mary shared her 
thoughts:  

“I think it’s great and it makes like other women in 
the workplace more comfortable and they feel like 
they’re not going to be stuck if something happens 
or …have to leave work or anything, so um I think 
it’s very helpful and like eases your mind in a way.” 
Most of the women interviewed had a positive 

reaction to the genesis and implementation of this 
menstruation project, with statements such as “I 
supported it wholeheartedly” (Taylor), “I think it’s 
useful and meaningful” (Sophie), and “I think we mostly 

just agreed that it’s a good idea for just in case” (Ada). 
In regard to their enhanced mental and emotional state 
while being at the WC, tutor Ada said, “I think the word 
I’m trying to find is say like included almost, like we’re 
being considered.” Peer tutor Stephanie said, “It was 
way less like self-conscious than it was like doing it 
outside like in public, even though there were like 
people in there and they were like non-menstruators and 
menstruators alike in there.” Tutor Susan also revealed 
that it benefited her psychologically, since she did not 
“have to worry about,” being prepared for an emergency 
or the fear of running out of products at work. These 
positive testimonials reinforced our initial hypothesis 
that menstruators would benefit from having a space 
where they can store their own products and access free 
emergency products. 
 
Taboo and Progress about Menstruation as a Public Topic  

The participating menstruators spoke about how it 
is easier to talk among fellow menstruators than it is to 
talk in front of others about menstruation. Tutor Sophie 
said she felt “like women don’t care about talking about 
it, but like when there are men around they are just like 
‘Oh no gross I don’t want to talk about it’ or like like 
‘that’s your own thing’ and like stuff like that.” Such 
discomfort of talking about the subject within or around 
the WC was a common thread; an unprecedented stigma 
is strongly associated with the issue. Sophie’s 
explanation for the silencing of her voice on the topic 
was echoed by many participants. For instance, 
Stephanie stated, “That’s an issue but they don’t like you 
know address it or it’s something that’s you know taboo 
or put under the table.” In the same vein, Tania 
remarked, “There’s just negative stigma that comes with 
it so I just don’t really talk about it much.” Taylor 
emphasized that it was negative reinforcement from the 
surroundings which silenced her voice, commenting: 

“And it it’s reinforced when there’s a negative 
reaction right so, what- if it was a positive reaction I 
would be more likely to talk about it, but since there’s 
a chance of a negative reaction I don’t think the 
benefits outweigh the cost.”  
In discussing the causes of the hesitation to speak 

about the issue publicly, several tutors pointed out the 
stigmas and consistently negative affirmations 
associated with this topic, and how they have 
consequently resulted in an unsaid but learned behavior 
that menstruation should not be discussed in polite 
company. Tania further remarked that non-
menstruators: 

“…still feel uncomfortable you know talking about 
that or-or hearing about it, or having a woman 
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mention it around them, I don’t know, so in order to 
avoid any uncomfortableness for anybody …” 
Tania’s remark directly connects the perceived 

discomfort with the acknowledgment of the otherwise 
normal bodily function. Although these stigmas 
pervaded amongst participating menstruators, a handful 
of menstruating tutors commented on the progressive 
turn of the topic about menstruation, and how their 
perceptions were not as reserved as the social stigmas 
had encouraged. When asked about the nature of 
menstruation in social circles, tutor Eva said, “I feel a 
little bit of less of a taboo’s topic than it was before,” 
and Ada remarked on the effect of the change in attitude 
on her own personal view of it, “Now I feel like people 
are becoming more open and becoming more educated 
about it, so I don’t feel that much shame around it.” 
Although these changes have been perceived in the 
general opinion of the tutors’ evolving experiences as 
menstruators, they attributed change within the WC to 
the implementation of the free menstrual access. Tutor 
Sophie said, “I think it’s important for menstruators to 
have that kind of access ‘cause like you can’t control it 
like sometimes you really don’t know when it’s about to 
happen like you’re really not prepared or sometimes 
you’re underprepared.” When expanding on what the 
direct psychosocial effects and purpose of the project 
could be, Sophie also asserted that “[access to menstrual 
products] will help kind of normalize or like help non-
menstruators see that like look it’s a normal thing and 
like respect those who do menstruate.” 

 
Discussions 
Spaces, Access, Mindfulness, and Social Justice in WCs 

As seen from the literature about space and access, 
the history of higher education is a series of men’s 
stories occupying and normalizing most of the space 
and access (Martinez 212-213). Such a historical exertion 
of men’s power in space on that of “others,” including 
menstruators, has negated the naturality and normality 
of menstruation and has thus left menstruators without 
proper stability to assert their basic right to be human 
(Martinez 214). Many participants mentioned the 
problematic disposal devices consistently out of service 
and the overtly public locations of vending machines or 
PharmaBoxes (i.e., next to Starbucks with heavy traffic). 
This reflects the idea that “oppressive structures present 
themselves as barriers – barriers to the access … the 
bars are figuratively and sometimes literally” obstacles 
for menstruators as students and tutors (Martinez 215). 
The hidden denial of a space reserved for menstruators 
increases the burdens on them as individuals and as a 

collective and can hinder the effectiveness of the WC as 
an inclusive space. 

To enhance social justice and ensure human rights, 
higher education should initiate and implement changes 
in “the structure and culture” and better accommodate 
“the socialized preferences” of the others to avoid 
“systemic discrimination and micro inequalities” against 
them (Bergman 295-296). WCs have been and can 
continue to be pioneers for such reforms for social 
justice (Gillespie 22; Inoue 94). Evidently seen from the 
current study, the reserved space and free access in the 
WC, as physical changes stemming from administrators’ 
mindfulness, greatly helped enhance participants’ self-
recognition, comfort, and sense of belongings. The 
physical comfort, metaphorically, is the tip of an iceberg 
with huge underwater psychological and emotional 
relief and recognition. Stephanie stated that “…being 
able to have like that access I think made me even more 
(emphasis on “more”) comfortable like in the writing 
center.” The WC was perceived as an inclusive (per 
Ada’s choice of word “included”) and caring workplace 
associated with increasing verbal and behavioral signals 
of comfort (McKinney 23; Rollins 3). Furthermore, 
WCs, as feminized spaces, are largely staffed and used 
by women (i.e., menstruators in this study); the changes 
in the breakout room/office of the WC would impact 
menstruating tutors directly and non-menstruating 
tutors and tutees indirectly (Leit et al. 9; Spitzer-Hanks). 
The mindful driving force has further opened up 
people’s perspectives and encouraged conversation on 
the topic of menstruation. Such mindfulness for 
menstruators has had a positive impact on participants 
in many aspects, including their work ethic and multi-
layered comfort. It should be noted that the 
implementation of free menstruation access has also 
raised public awareness and comfort in the discussion of 
the topic of menstruation, which further gives positive 
reinforcement and reassurance to menstruators. The 
intention and outcomes of the implementation of access 
to menstruators go along with Wenger’s argument that 
mindfulness, or “moment-to-moment awareness,” 
promotes cultural responsiveness to needs and material 
differences, along with “acceptance and inclusion” 
within tutors and beyond (117-130). As tutors are 
coaches and collaborators to students, their awakening 
mindfulness about menstruation in the WC setting 
would reach out to students via close contact of both 
verbal and written discourses during peer tutoring 
(Cooper 106; Harris 6). 

All of the attributes mentioned above are helpful to 
further boost the mission and philosophy of      FIU’s 
Writing Center —to create “a welcoming, respectful, 
and collaborative environment to help all writers 
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succeed in the classroom and in their communities” 
(“Center for Excellence”). 
 
Menstruation Still as a Taboo in U.S. Universities in the 21st 
Century 

The distinctive differences in percentage from the 
pre and post surveys revealed that more menstruators 
felt that the access issues and menstruation products 
were a work obstacle, that they spoke about it publicly, 
and that the gap was also true of menstrual discomfort. 
Accordingly, we can safely confirm that the topic of 
menstruation and its associations were still a taboo in 
the year 2020. When the participants did speak, they 
preferred to speak to their co-workers and friends 
privately and secretly to eschew public conversations 
(Roberts 22). Such perpetuated stigma and internalized 
self-objectification about menstruation are in 
consonance with the existing literature (i.e., Roberts 22-
26; Winkler and Roaf 1-37). When asking tutors why 
they think these taboos and stigmas affect the 
conversation around menstruation, we received multiple 
answers. Taylor’s was a typical one: 

“It’s not a topic that is comfortable, I’ve also talked 
about it out loud and then I see the reactions from 
males, and how they get, um, and so I’m sensitive, 
I’m sensitive to other people’s reactions, so if I 
know a topic is generally maybe not as accepted as 
normal, I’m not gonna bring it up as much, even in 
an environment that’s like ‘it’s okay to talk about it’, 
you know, just to avoid other people feeling 
uncomfortable, as a topic and usually it’s males, but 
I have seen like, well not really, I’ve never really seen 
a menstruating that’s uncomfortable talking about 
her menstrual cycle, but I don’t know, we just 
usually don’t talk about it.” 
Our reviewed literature on the myth of the 

antagonistic nature of the education of menstruation 
(Roberts 22-26) is reaffirmed by these testimonials of 
the taboo and shame that our tutors revealed to be not 
only genuine, but integral to their experience and 
perception of menstruation. Wendy used the word 
“shame” in her reply:  

“But you’re not supposed to talk about it, and like 
for me I don’t know if it’s like a cultural thing 
because I’m Hispanic but it was always something 
like you’re not supposed to tell, um, talk about it to 
like any person who’s not like close to you 
or anything, it’s always like something that’s very 
hidden like you’re supposed to feel like some sort 
of shame about it, and I’ve never really gotten that 
because like you really can’t stop it, it’s like a regular 
thing.” 

These cultural negations placed upon women about 
the nature of their own bodies and “the concept of being 
human” (Chrisler 130; Martinez 214; Roberts 23-24) 
skew their sense of self and confidence as a student and 
tutor. The societal pressure on menstruation tutors in 
this matter and its results would also replicate and 
reinforce such message to tutees of all disciplines via 
rhetoric scaffolding. In other words, tutors in the WC 
have an ideologically far-reaching impact on a vast 
majority of students via peer tutoring of their writing. 
Nevertheless, the uplifting message found from the 
current study is that menstruators’ anxieties exist, for the 
most part, outside the WC, and can be lessened as the 
WC makes more social progress. Take the responses in 
the post survey, for example: Uses of the words 
“publicly” and “in the office/break room” were new. 
Stephanie’s statement explained the word “publicly” 
elaboratively— “It was way less like self-conscious than 
it was like doing it outside like in public, even though 
there were like people in there and they were like non-
menstruators and menstruators alike in there.” These 
attitude shifts have not yet been recorded in the existing 
WC literature on the subject; therefore, highlighting 
these testimonials helps keep the ongoing conversation 
on the topic of menstruation in the WC field and in 
higher education at large. 

 
Own Responsibility and Shared Responsibility Among Intimacies  

When dealing with product access and discomfort 
during menstruation cycles, the participants chose to 
resort to themselves and then to someone they trust or 
feel comfortable, but not to the public (i.e., the nearest 
vending machine/store/vender or bathrooms that have 
products for sale). Such preferences echo Bergman’s 
statement about women’s “perceived burdens on me” 
and “perceived burdens” as a collective (287). 

Such burdens on menstruators individually and 
collectively are not only reflected in their behaviors, but 
also in their utterances. Wendy, for example, used the 
word “personal” in her statement: “Um, like it’s 
something that happens that we’re not supposed to talk 
about it like it’s supposed to be a personal thing like 
there’s something wrong about it.” Sophie emphasized 
the internalized burdens by saying “Women don’t care 
about talking about it, but like when there are men 
around they are just like ‘Oh no gross I don’t want to 
talk about it’ or like like ‘that’s your own thing’ and like 
stuff like that.” Many times, menstruators share their 
menstruation discomfort for the sake of seeking 
psychological comfort or physical help (i.e., menstrual 
products). These testimonials reflect and validate the 
literature of the pressures associated with speaking out 
about the subject, even in the WC which is considered a 
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feminized space (Leit et al. 9; Sommer 525; Spitzer-
Hanks     ). With the implementation of free access to 
menstrual products as collective support, menstruating 
tutors were empowered to send the justice message to 
themselves and to people around; this would greatly 
move forward the structural changes in departments and 
even institutions whose stories are typically about, for, 
and by men (Martinez 212; Solórzano and Yosso 32). 
 
Conclusion 

Admittedly, a project in the future with a longer 
time frame and a larger population of menstruators 
would possibly reveal the long-term sociocultural and 
psychological changes made in the WC mindset 
regarding menstruation. Despite the short time span of 
the project, the small size of participants, and non-
statistically significant quantitative data, we believe that 
immersive data from qualitative analysis in the recent 
study were strong and contributive to the existing 
literature in the field of WC. Through this initial pioneer 
endeavor, we have safely concluded, from the 
participants’ responses, that menstruating tutors carried 
strong cultural messages and norms about menstruation 
to the WC, they tried to keep their menstruation needs 
and discomfort to themselves to ensure the quality of 
their consultations, they witnessed the changes in the 
physical settings, in public conversations about 
menstruation, and in their mindset about menstruation, 
and they all welcomed and supported the idea of having 
free menstruation access. To follow up on the recent 
study, we have been reaffirmed from the findings that 
menstruators still have room to benefit from having free 
menstruation access. This can be achieved by adding 
more styles and types of menstrual products to their 
preferences. This application can positively change their 
behavioral and social attitudes towards menstruation as 
well as spread the word via interactions with student 
writers coming to the WC. WCs, being a “more intimate 
and personal” hub where peer interactions happen every 
day, would help develop structural changes at a larger 
scale (i.e., social justice at an institutional level). We 
further advocate that such progressive and mindful 
practices can be replicated in other WCs and universities 
with a larger scale of implementation. 
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Appendix A 
 

Figures 
 

Figure 1. Physical space for free access to menstrual products 
 

 
 
Figure 2. Mixed methods design of the current study in three phases 
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Appendix B 
 

Survey on Feminine Care at Workplace 
 

Preferred Unidentifiable Nickname ___________________________ Date _________________ 

Please feel free to stop if you feel extremely uncomfortable with the topic.    

1. What is your age? 
 

A. 18-27 years of age              B. 28-37 years of age 
C. 38-47 years of age                                     D. 48-57 years of age 

 

2. Which pronoun(s) do you prefer to use for yourself? 

A. he/ him                                            B. she/her 
      C. they/them                                           D. he/him or she/her 

 

3. What level of education are you in? 

    A. Undergraduate in progress                 B. Undergraduate completed 
     C. Master’s program in progress            D. Master’s program completed  
     E. Doctoral program in progress           F. Doctoral program completed 
 

4. How many years have you worked at the Writing Center? 

     A. <1 year            B. >= 1 year and < 2 years 
     C. >= 2 years and < 3 years                        D. >= 3 years 
 

5. What is your job title at the Writing Center? _______________________________________ 

 

6. How often do you have difficulty in having access to feminine products at work over the last two months? 

A. Often                                                B. Sometimes 
C. Seldom                                             D. Never 
 

7. How do you overcome the difficulty, if any, in having access to feminine products at work over the last two months? 

      A. Carry my own as a precaution           B. Ask my colleagues/ co-workers 
      C. Find the nearest vender machine       D. Find the nearest store/vender 
      E. Check out bathrooms for products on sale 
        F. Others, _________________________________________________ 
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8. What do you think the idea of storing your own feminine products in a cabinet at the breakroom of your writing 
center? 

A. Totally agree    B. Somewhat agree 
C. Neutral    D. Somewhat disagree  
E. Totally disagree 
And why? ______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
9. What do you think the idea of having free feminine products for emergency use in a cabinet at the breakroom of 
your writing center? 

     A. Totally agree     B. Somewhat agree 
     C. Neutral       D. Somewhat disagree  
     E. Totally disagree 
     And why? _____________________________________________________________________ 
 
10. How often do you consider access issues to feminine products as a work obstacle? 

A. Often                                               B. Sometimes 
C. Seldom                                               D. Never 

 

11. How often do you speak about the access issues to feminine products at work? 

                 A. Often                                     B. Sometimes 
     C. Seldom                                  D. Never 
 

If so, to whom? ________________________________To which gender(s)? _______________ 

When and where? _______________________________________________________________ 

publicly or privately? ____________________________________________________________  

 

12. How often do you consider menstruation discomfort as a work obstacle? 

     A. Often                                                 B. Sometimes 
      C. Seldom                                              D. Never 
 

13. How often do you speak about your menstruation experience as a work obstacle? 

A. Often                                              B. Sometimes 
      C. Seldom                                              D. Never 

If so, to whom? ________________________________________________________________  
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When and where? ______________________________________________________________ 

publicly or privately? ____________________________________________________________  

14. What do you do to relieve/cure menstruation discomfort, if any, surrounding work? 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

15. How much is your cost of feminine products over the last 2 months, to your best estimate? 

 A. < 10 dollars     B. >= 10 and < 15 dollars 
 C. >= 15 and < 20 dollars  D. >= 20 dollars 
 

16. What do your feminine products include? _________________________________________ 

Thank you for your responses. 
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Abstract 
This article discusses our work examining asynchronous eTutoring 
comments and how we determined whether tutor comments on 
papers submitted to our writing center were effective. Drawing from 
the fields of writing center theory, education, and rhetoric and 
composition, we define effectiveness as a combination of revision 
and improvement factors (Faigley and Witte; Stay; Bowden). Data 
collected consisted of initial and subsequent drafts of student papers 
submitted for eTutoring sessions, including the comments a tutor 
made on each paper. We categorized the comments and 
corresponding revisions to answer the following questions: which 
types of comments result in the greatest number of revision changes? 
And, do those comments, according to our definition, align with the 
types of comments we find to be the most effective? We found that 
frequency and effectiveness were not the only factors in determining 
a comment’s importance. We emphasize the necessity of instruction 
and scaffolding in tutor comments to potentially increase their 
effectiveness and student understanding.  

 
Introduction 

Writing center theorists have spent decades 
debating the benefits of various tutoring methodologies, 
exploring, for example, the tensions between directive 
and nondirective approaches. In his 1991 article, Jeff 
Brooks argues for a minimalist, hands-off approach that 
encourages writers to generate solutions to all their own 
concerns. Linda K. Shamoon and Deborah H. Burns 
responded in 1995 with an opposite approach, positing 
that tutors’ knowledge gives them the authority to exert 
some level of control over the conversation and the 
writer’s work. Woven through their work, and other 
similar articles, is the goal of achieving a balance 
between writer agency and tutor expertise.  

Other research moves beyond the shifting roles of 
tutor and writer and takes a more detailed approach to 
tutors’ comments, seeking to categorize and understand 
what tutors say. Jo Mackiewicz and Isabelle Thompson’s 
2014 article divides tutor comments into three strategies 
that are identified in other disciplines as educationally 
effective: direct instruction, cognitive scaffolding, and 
motivational scaffolding. Other works focus on 
individual types of comments, such as Effie Maclellan 
on praise or JoAnn B. Johnson on questions. 

In a field where the qualities and modalities of tutor 
feedback are perpetually researched and refined, there 
appear to be few studies analyzing the effectiveness of this 
tutor commentary. As writing centers aspire to provide 
the best feedback for writers, it seems curious that 
related research has historically focused on the feedback 
itself, rather than the changes that writers elect to make 
(or not make) in response. This paucity of research, 
however, is understandable since tutors rarely have 
access to writers’ follow-up work after a session—we 
only have access to half the conversation. 

Perhaps the tools to better understand students’ 
roles in a session reside in research done outside of the 
writing center field; researchers have turned to students’ 
consecutive drafts of written assignments in order to 
study interaction with instructor commentary. In his 
1995 case study “Tracing Authoritative and Internally 
Persuasive Discourses: A Case Study of Response, 
Revision, and Disciplinary Enculturation,” Paul Prior 
analyzed the “relationships among writing, response, 
and learning in disciplinary settings” to ultimately 
discern “who is talking in these texts” (291). By studying 
a professor’s comments and a graduate student’s 
reciprocal revisions, Prior discovered that “the 
professor's response involved extensive rewriting and 
that the student routinely incorporated the rewritten text 
into subsequent drafts” (288). Though these findings 
seem to support students’ tendency to make comment-
based revisions, the limited nature of this case study 
makes drawing linear conclusions challenging.  

Darsie Bowden’s 2018 article “Comments on 
Student Papers: Student Perspectives” expands on 
Prior’s foundation. One focus of her study was the 
students’ choice to exercise their agency as writers: 
which comments did they ignore, and why? To 
understand the way students work through instructor 
commentary, students in her research study were 
interviewed about comments they received on both the 
rough and final drafts of an assignment. For the first 
interview, the students were asked about their 
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comprehension of the instructor commentary and how 
they planned to revise. For the second interview, the 
same students were asked to analyze how the revisions 
they chose to make, as well as the ones they did not, 
ultimately influenced the final product and grade. She 
found that confusion, concern about grades, writers’ 
past experiences, and more played a role in writers’ 
choices to revise or not revise. 

As writing centers continue to explore student 
responses to comments, they have also been amassing a 
growing body of work addressing eTutoring. This 
literature maps the chronological progression from 
Barbara Monroe, David Coogan, and Michael Mattison 
and Andrea Ascuena describing the practices 
implemented therein to Beth Hewett debating the 
benefits and drawbacks of synchronous and 
asynchronous eTutoring sessions. Though the two 
modalities are often discussed as mutually exclusive or 
radically different, they share a student-centered model 
with emphasis on scaffolding, instruction, and a focus 
on student growth. 

In her 2010 book The Online Writing Center: A Guide 
for Teachers and Tutors, Hewett provides a description of 
current eTutoring practices as well as her 
recommendations for their continuing development. 
One of her main points is the independence of online 
writing center work from its face-to-face counterpart: 
“Future theoretical and pedagogical research needs to 
consider the online conference-based instructional 
environment as one that requires its own theories and 
practices—attentive to, but distinctive from, 
contemporary writing instruction theory and practice 
developed for traditional settings” (Hewett 162). She 
also identifies the two categories of eTutoring, 
synchronous and asynchronous, and details their unique 
qualities, strengths, and challenges. To extend her 
discussion of eTutoring as a unique format, Hewett calls 
for research to develop and analyze eTutoring practices: 
“In addition to answers for questions about efficacy, 
educators need solid descriptions and analyses of online 
instructional commentary: how instructors talk online, 
so to speak, and how students revise in response” (159). 

By examining a stored cache of re-submitted 
eTutoring papers, our work analyzes the types of 
revisions tutors ask for in asynchronous eTutoring 
sessions and the types of changes their comments elicit. 
To study those resulting revisions, we look to Jessica 
Williams, Byron Stay, and Bowden’s work. We also draw 
from Lester Faigley and Stephen Witte in the field of 
rhetoric and composition for their 1981 taxonomy of 
revision changes that allows us to compare the revisions 
requested by the tutor to the corresponding changes in 
the student’s draft. Our research falls into the 

intersection of these fields, leading us to define 
effectiveness as a combination of revision and 
improvement factors: Which comments elicited change? 
How did those changes compare to the tutor’s initial 
request? Did they improve the paper? 

In this article, we discuss our work examining 
asynchronous eTutoring and determining whether tutor 
comments on papers emailed to our writing center were 
effective. We explain the process by which our writing 
center conducts eTutoring sessions and highlight the 
role of Microsoft Word. We describe our IRB-approved 
institutional quantitative study, a project that analyzed 
papers resubmitted to our writing center over the last 
eight years. We provide findings from our two-year 
study that reveal the effectiveness of the eTutoring 
comments made by past and current tutors. We use our 
findings to answer the following questions: Which types 
of comments result in the greatest number of revision 
changes? Do those comments, according to our 
definition, align with the types of comments we find to 
be the most effective? We discuss the separation of 
asynchronous and synchronous eTutoring by exploring 
the impact of reader response comments. Finally, we 
investigate the potential of studying student satisfaction 
in the hopes of discerning if students coming to writing 
centers are satisfied with the types of comments that 
tutors most often make.  
 
Background 

Our research targeted the comments made by 
tutors1 at a small liberal arts university in the Midwest 
during asynchronous eTutoring sessions. Our center 
runs through WCONLINE, an online calendar where 
our students can schedule either a synchronous 
session—face-to-face or online—or an asynchronous 
eTutoring session. When a student schedules an 
eTutoring session, they must choose an hour-long time 
slot and attach their paper to the session on the calendar, 
preferably as a Microsoft Word document so the tutor 
can make comments directly on the document.  

Tutors typically use the same commenting style and 
format for each eTutoring session, which they learn 
during a semester-long tutor education course. During 
this course, instruction on eTutoring emphasizes the 
importance of asking questions, prompting thought,  
and avoiding overcorrecting. Additionally, tutors are 
trained to prioritize Higher Order Concerns (HOCS), 
which include elements such as thesis, organization, and 
development; Later/Lower Order Concerns (LOCs) are 
elements such as grammar and sentence structure. The 
commenting format used by tutors is based primarily on 
the structure described by Monroe’s 1998 article. The 
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sections of each eTutoring session include a front note, 
side comments, and an end note (Figures 1 and 2). 

In the front note, a tutor introduces themself to a 
writer, thanks them for sending in their paper, and 
acknowledges the concerns they identified on the online 
appointment form. In the end note, the tutor 
summarizes their comments and potentially makes new 
comments. Here a tutor thanks the writer again for using 
the Writing Center and encourages them to schedule 
another session. The tutor can also use Track Changes, 
a function in Microsoft Word under the Review tab. 
Tutors use this function when making small, in-text 
changes that writers can either accept or reject. In the 
side comments throughout the text, the tutor leaves 
suggestions, questions, and other comments intended to 
entice the writer to revise the paper. These side 
comments were the target of our research.  

Once the tutor has finished responding, the 
documents are saved on the Writing Center’s shared 
drive and attached to the eTutoring session on 
WCONLINE. Therefore, a record of first drafts, tutor 
comments, and second drafts becomes available if a 
student resubmits the same paper for another eTutoring 
session. Our complete sample set consisted of 46 
student papers that fit those criteria.2 
 
Methods 

To analyze the tutors’ side comments from our 
sample set, we used Faigley and Witte’s taxonomy of 
revision changes (Figure 3). The taxonomy was created 
to present more distinct categories to analyze revisions 
made by writers with different levels of expertise. 
Because the taxonomy was not designed for writing 
center work, it was initially used solely for writer moves. 
We chose this taxonomy over others created specifically 
for writing centers because it allowed us to assess the 
revision a tutor’s comment requested and directly 
compare that to the student’s corresponding revision, if 
any, in their next draft. Faigley and Witte’s taxonomy 
was designed, in their own words, to be a “system for 
analyzing the effects of revision changes on meaning” 
(401). This taxonomy helped us trace the conversational 
momentum and impulse to revise present—perhaps 
unexpectedly—in asynchronous eTutoring sessions, 
rather than focusing solely on tutor moves. The 
distinctions between the types of revisions also helped 
us consider the knowledge and skills required to make 
each one, which may have implications for the student’s 
decision to revise and the quality of revision they 
ultimately make. 

According to this taxonomy, there are two main 
types of revision changes: surface and text-base. As the 

name implies, surface changes do not alter the meaning 
of a sentence or text. There are two subcategories under 
surface changes: formal and meaning-preserving. Formal 
changes include spelling, tense, and format revisions. As 
in the example in Table 1, a formal comment might 
suggest that the student switch their punctuation marks 
in order to be grammatically accurate, as “punctuation” 
is listed under formal changes. The other subcategory, 
meaning-preserving, is defined as a change that does not 
alter the meaning of a sentence. A meaning-preserving 
comment might suggest that a student vary their 
sentence structure (Table 1). As this alteration would 
only modify the syntax, the meaning of the sentence 
would remain the same.  

On the other side of the taxonomy are the text-base 
changes, revisions that do alter the meaning of a 
sentence, paragraph, or paper. Under text-base changes 
are two subcategories: microstructure and macrostructure. 
Microstructure changes alter the meaning of a sentence 
or short passage but do not change the summary of the 
entire text. A tutor’s microstructure comment might 
recommend that a student restructure a paper by using 
a different selection from a cited article. In the example 
shown in Table 1, the tutor asks the student to change 
the details supporting one of their points, causing a 
small modification in the meaning of the paragraph but 
not altering the meaning of the paper as a whole. 
Macrostructure changes, on the other hand, do alter the 
meaning of the entire text. A macrostructure comment 
might advise a student to alter their thesis, as changing 
the thesis would affect a written summary of the paper 
(Table 1).3 

 Once we selected the taxonomy, we spent a few 
weeks norming comments to ensure accuracy and 
consistency within our group. Each of us worked on the 
same paper individually, attempting to place each tutor 
comment into a category on the taxonomy. Once we 
completed this step, we met to discuss why we had 
placed the comments into certain categories. This 
process helped us understand the taxonomy itself and 
our usage of it. 

 As our research progressed, we found that 
several of the tutor comments did not fit into the four 
categories of Faigley and Witte’s taxonomy, so we 
decided to add two categories of our own (Figure 4). We 
added praise, expressions of approval or encouragement, 
which are straightforward and relatively easy to identify. 
Predominantly, praise comments consist of a tutor 
expressing their approval of an idea the writer 
mentioned (Table 1). We also added sayback, a term 
coined by Peter Elbow and Pat Belanoff in Sharing and 
Responding. They describe the writer’s perspective on a 
sayback comment as follows: “Please say back to me in 
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your own words what you hear me getting at in my 
piece, but say it in a somewhat questioning or tentative 
way—as an invitation for me to reply with my own 
restatement of what you’ve said” (Elbow and Belanoff 
8). Thus, the tutor’s summary of what they believe the 
writer is trying to communicate is an open invitation—
not an outright request—to revise without a specific 
desired result. What is important to note about these 
two additional categories is that, unlike the four main 
categories from Faigley and Witte, neither praise nor 
sayback comments explicitly request a change from the 
writer.  

Often the side comments corresponded to one 
category. However, a side comment could encompass 
more than one of these categories; if that was the case, 
we split the side comments into parts A, B, and so on. 
For example, if a comment led with praise and then 
asked for a formal change, we split it into two parts: one 
for praise and one for a formal change. This was often 
the case when praise was used to offset a request for 
revision. We decided to also categorize comments in the 
front notes and end notes if they included a suggestion 
that was not mentioned in any of the side comments, 
but this did not occur very often. Overall, we looked at 
736 side comments, 2 comments from front notes, and 
31 comments from end notes, for a total of 844 analyzed 
comments.  

After categorizing the tutor comments, we looked 
to the writers’ revisions, if any. Because asynchronous 
sessions do not allow students to give verbal feedback, 
the evidence of their response to a tutor’s comment lies 
in the changes they make to the text. We categorized 
writers’ revisions in response to tutor comments using 
the same taxonomy as the comments themselves. Thus, 
we could directly analyze any interaction between the 
comment and its corresponding revision. 

Since we wanted to gauge not only the quantity but 
also the quality of those revisions, we turned to Stay’s 
1993 article “When Re-Writing Succeeds: An Analysis 
of Student Revisions.” Stay used Faigley and Witte’s 
taxonomy as we did. To identify the quality of revisions, 
he created a Taxonomy of Quality Changes, using a plus 
sign to indicate that the revision was an improvement, a 
minus sign to indicate a regression, and a zero to indicate 
no significant change in quality. We drew from this 
taxonomy, categorizing each revision the writer made as 
higher than, lower than, or equal to the revision the tutor 
recommended or implied in their comment. 

We then drew from Williams’s 2004 study, 
“Tutoring and Revision: Second Language Writers in 
the Writing Center.” As she discovered by having 
teachers grade pre- and post-session drafts of student 
papers, changes in a draft do not always lead to an 

overall improvement in the paper. We implemented a 
similar process, comparing the student drafts before and 
after revision to determine whether the writer’s changes 
improved the paper’s content, coherence, or flow. This 
was a yes or no binary based on our judgments as tutors. 

Ultimately, our combination of these factors 
allowed us to categorize the changes we saw between 
drafts, and our research question(s) developed 
accordingly: 

1. Which comments elicited change? 
2. How did those changes compare to the 

tutor’s initial request? 
3. Did the changes improve the paper? 
4. Determined as a combination of those 

three factors, were the comments 
effective? 

Data 
The drafts we studied ranged in length from one 

page to over 20 pages and varied in content from 
concert reviews for an introductory music class to a 
senior thesis on religion. Because there was significant 
variation in the length and types of the drafts we studied, 
the total number of tutor comments on each individual 
draft varied greatly as well, ranging from 4 to 52. The 
median number of comments per draft was 18, and the 
mean was 18.8 comments.  

We then broke the comments down into groups 
according to the six categories in our working taxonomy 
to determine which types of comments the tutors made 
most frequently (Figure 5). The largest proportion of 
comments—approximately 34.2%—requested 
microstructure changes, with the runner-up being 
formal changes at approximately 20.6% of the tutor 
comments. The two categories we added to Faigley and 
Witte’s taxonomy, sayback and praise, added up to 
about 20% of the comments, cementing our belief in 
their importance and relevance to our work.  

Of the tutor comments, 53.3% directly elicited 
revisions—which may seem low, but keep in mind that 
only four out of the six categories of comments 
explicitly requested changes. Calculated without the two 
additional categories, sayback and praise, 67.1% of tutor 
comments that requested change elicited it. Using Stay’s 
Taxonomy of Quality Changes, we compared the 
change requested (either explicitly or implicitly) by a 
tutor’s comment to the student’s corresponding revision 
on the second draft; we discovered that a vast majority 
of those revisions—78.4% of them, to be exact—were 
equal in quality to the change the tutor requested (Figure 
6). In terms of students’ changes improving the draft, 
we found that if a revision was made, 91% of the time it 
improved the paper. 
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To move toward our goal of discovering what 
makes a good tutor comment, we classified a comment 
as “effective” when it did all of the following: elicited a 
change, led to a revision equal to or higher than its 
request, and resulted in an improvement in the paper. 
The following comment example demonstrates this 
classification system in practice. In this example, the 
tutor addressed the following transition sentence 
between paragraphs in a student writer’s literary analysis: 
“In the relationship between Violet and Titus, Violet is 
able to not only understand emotions, but she is also 
able to describe them, while Titus is not sure of what his 
feelings are and how to express them” (student Z2, draft 
3). The tutor commented, “For a transition here, 
consider bringing up the clash between the relationship. 
There is a clear difference between them and between 
their relationship with their fathers,” explaining how this 
transition sentence could be an opportunity to identify 
how the characters’ upbringings factor into their 
differing emotional intelligences. The tutor also made a 
track change suggesting that the student replace “and” 
at the end of the sentence with “nor.” The student 
revised the sentence as follows: “The different 
upbringings that Violet and Titus have reflect the 
hardships they face in communication and 
understanding each other through out [sic] their 
relationship.” In this revision, the student not only 
incorporates the tutor’s suggestion of upbringings, but 
also expands the thought to include the repercussions of 
the characters’ varying communication skills—a change 
we categorized as higher than the one requested by the 
tutor’s comment. The student’s revision clarifies and 
expands their transition sentence, giving the reader 
important information not previously considered; thus, 
we also determined that it improved the paper. In this 
case, the tutor’s comment elicited a change higher than 
its suggested outcome and an improvement in the paper, 
fulfilling all our requirements for effectiveness. 

We were curious to calculate an overall percentage 
of how many tutor comments fit our definition of 
effectiveness. To create the most accurate calculations, 
we only analyzed an effectiveness rate for the four 
comment types from Faigley and Witte’s taxonomy—
formal, meaning-preserving, microstructure, and 
macrostructure—because they are the four comment 
types that directly request revisions. Thus, this 
calculation does not include sayback or praise 
comments. Based on these criteria, our calculations 
show that 55.39% of comments that directly asked for 
change were effective.  
 
Effectiveness By Comment Type 

To delve deeper into our data, we analyzed the 
results elicited by each category of comments to find out 
which type is most effective. We calculated the 
percentage of comments that fit our definition of 
effectiveness for each of the four comment types that 
requested revision. The rate of effectiveness was highest 
for formal comments and lowest for macrostructure 
comments (Figure 7a). Interestingly, those effectiveness 
rates do not align very closely with how often each type 
of comment is made (Figure 7b); this discrepancy led us 
to consider the implications of effectiveness and 
frequency of comments from both the students’ and 
tutors’ perspectives. For example, microstructure 
comments are the most commonly made, but they are 
only the third most effective comment type. It seems 
counterintuitive that the comments appearing most 
frequently are not eliciting change most frequently, but 
the rates of effectiveness still logically make sense.  

When we placed the response rates and 
effectiveness percentages for each comment category 
side by side, we observed a correlation between the two 
(Figure 8). It appears that, if a writer chooses to revise 
based on a comment, they are also likely to follow 
through by meeting or surpassing the desired level of 
revision and improving their paper. So, the most 
important step in achieving an effective comment—one 
which elicits a change, leads to a revision equal to or 
higher than its request, and results in an improvement 
in the paper—appears to be getting the student to 
engage with the tutor’s comment. Since 91% of student 
revisions resulted in paper improvement, once they 
engage, the revision will most likely be effective overall. 

Though that pattern is consistent for all four types 
of tutor comments requesting change, the magnitude of 
the trend is not. By comparing the percentage of 
comments that elicited revision to the percentage we 
categorized as effective within each of those categories, 
we noticed that the gap between those two percentages 
increases with the “difficulty” of the revision. For 
example, formal comments elicited revision 78.3% of 
the time and effective revision 72.8% of the time—only 
approximately a 5% difference—while macrostructure 
comments had a gap of over 20% between revision 
(59% of macrostructure comments) and effectiveness 
(38% of macrostructure comments). Thus, the student’s 
revision is less likely to be effective as the requested 
revision becomes more involved.  

The exception is sayback, a category of tutor 
comment that does not request change and therefore is 
not compatible with our definition of effectiveness; we 
could only determine a percentage of comments that 
elicited revision. There were no instances of praise 
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comments requesting or eliciting change, so they are not 
included in this analysis.  
 
Discussion 

With this data, we are able to answer two of our 
research questions: which comments do tutors make, 
and which do students respond to? The high percentage 
of microstructure comments shows that tutors 
commonly recommend that students make substantive, 
meaning-based changes to their drafts. Students do not 
respond to those comments most frequently, instead 
choosing to make the most formal revisions, such as 
changes in spelling, punctuation, and usage. However, 
student revisions, when they occur, are equal or higher 
than the tutor’s request 84.6% of the time and improve 
the draft as a whole 91% of the time. Based on this data, 
student revision in response to tutor commentary is 
typically of a high quality. As we explore possible factors 
influencing the comment and revision patterns 
demonstrated in our data, we return to these statistics as 
evidence of student thought and effort. 
 
Sayback Comments 

The category of sayback comments is not part of 
Faigley and Witte’s taxonomy; we added it to our 
working taxonomy as we noticed tutors using these 
reader-response comments during eTutoring sessions. 
They have the lowest response rates of any comment 
type, but the fact that they elicited revision at all merits 
further investigation. Because they are reader-response 
statements, they do not request change, so we did not 
expect them to prompt any. However, our data analysis 
shows that 34.9% of sayback comments elicited 
revisions in the papers. And, a few of those revisions 
were some of the largest in our data set, like several 
paragraphs added to a draft by Student O.  

In one case, a sentence written by Student R 
originally read: “By providing this quote, West shows 
that Hamilton, as well as the other founding fathers 
believed that every gender, race, and social class have the 
same liberties.” The tutor made the following sayback 
comment: “It isn’t limited to these distinctions either. 
Hamilton is explaining that it is the entirety of the 
human race that has this equality. Good.” Because this 
comment was presented in an asynchronous session, 
that introduces many possible interpretations of the 
tone. Based on Elbow and Belanoff’s definition, we 
interpreted this comment as sayback, for it is an 
invitation to the writer to revise but not a direct request. 
We divided this comment into two parts in our analysis, 
classifying the first two sentences as sayback and the last 
as praise. Though the tutor’s comment did not ask for 

revision and actually praises the student’s work as it was 
initially submitted, the student revised in response to the 
comment. The corresponding sentence in the 
resubmitted draft read: “By providing this quote, West 
reveals that Hamilton, as well as the other Founding 
Fathers, believed that the entire human race, including 
every gender, race, and social class, have [sic] the same 
liberties.” Examples such as this one helped us develop 
our theories that sayback comments help readers 
understand their ideas as they are conveyed to readers, 
which often help them bring to the surface themes that 
were implied but could be better conveyed if stated 
outright. 

As stated earlier, we could not calculate a rate of 
effectiveness for sayback comments because our 
definition of “effective” depends on the comment 
requesting a change, but these comments and the results 
we saw from them still support a theme that spans much 
of writing center literature: the idea of responding as a 
reader. This idea has been explored more with regard to 
face-to-face sessions, in the context of cognitive 
scaffolding, “where tutors give students opportunities to 
figure out what to do on their own” by enabling their 
skill development, and motivational scaffolding, which 
“influences students’ effort, persistence [...], and their 
active participation and engagement” (Mackiewicz and 
Thompson 56, 63). Our work examines whether the 
principles of cognitive scaffolding apply to 
asynchronous eTutoring sessions, as well. We assume 
that writers see sayback comments as the tutor’s interest 
in their paper and an opportunity to make sure their 
point is being properly conveyed or to extend their 
thought and analysis based on a tutor’s prompting 
questions. And, because sayback comments do not 
directly ask for change, any revisions made as a result are 
presumably evidence of student thought and effort. The 
student’s deliberate choice to make changes when none 
were requested seems to demonstrate investment in the 
process of writing and revising. Since we do not have 
access to a student’s thoughts during the revision 
process, this is the only category of comment in which 
we can argue that the student is not automatically 
copying the tutor’s ideas and robotically making the 
requested changes simply to improve the product. 
 
Student and Tutor Communication 

There are a few possibilities as to why there is a 
progressive gap between the percentage of comments 
eliciting revision and the percentage of effective 
comments as revision “difficulty” increases. One 
possibility is the amount of text addressed by a tutor 
comment. If a comment focuses on a larger amount of 
text, as many macrostructure revisions do, the writer 



“I Believe This is What You Were Trying to Get Across Here” • 39 
 

Praxis: A Writing Center Journal • Vol 18, No 2 (2021) 
www.praxisuwc.com 

may feel overwhelmed or frustrated by the amount that 
they are being asked to revise. Or, perhaps the gap may 
be attributed to the abstractness of a requested revision. 
Dealing with concepts such as the thesis statement 
(which would likely constitute a macrostructure 
revision) may be more difficult for a writer as opposed 
to a straightforward punctuation change. More 
generally, the amount of work required to make a 
macrostructure revision compared to a formal revision 
is larger. If a writer perceives that more work is 
necessary in order to make the requested revision, they 
may be less likely to make the revision—and follow 
through with it—for a variety of reasons. 

This gap between tutor comments and student 
revisions may be linked with the concept of HOCs and 
LOCs. HOCs would likely necessitate macrostructure 
revisions, while LOCs would likely necessitate 
microstructure, meaning-preserving, or formal 
revisions. These three categories—formal, meaning-
preserving, and microstructure—had higher 
effectiveness rates than macrostructure comments, and 
the gap between revision and effectiveness was smaller 
as well. Based on this information, it is possible that 
writers focus on LOCs more, while tutors address 
HOCs more. Because of the nature of asynchronous 
eTutoring, the tutor and writer cannot have 
conversations setting the agenda for the upcoming 
session, which perhaps explains these differences in 
focus. 

This deficit could also indicate a lack of knowledge 
or training on how to make these more difficult 
organization- and content-based revisions. In that case, 
student writers may not be reaching the goals tutors 
envision because they do not have the tools to meet 
those goals. This could also imply a lack of scaffolding 
from tutors to help students make those revisions. In 
asynchronous eTutoring sessions, the tutor has very 
little understanding of the writer’s abilities, if any, so 
perhaps they are more likely to assume that the writer 
will know how to make the requested revision instead of 
explaining it. During synchronous sessions, tutors 
constantly adjust their instructive approaches in 
response to the student’s interaction with their 
feedback. For example, if it becomes apparent to a tutor 
that a student is struggling to engage with a revision 
suggestion, the tutor may begin using more direct 
instruction. Asynchronous sessions do not allow tutors 
to make adjustments to their tutoring style as they are 
unable to see how the students are responding to their 
comments.  

Our goal at the beginning of this study was to 
eventually improve our writing center’s practice by 
encouraging tutors to make more of the most effective 

comment type, but given this data, we now wonder if 
that is the best option. Though formal comments are 
the easiest, and also the most effective, they are not the 
only type of comment important for improving student 
papers. Perhaps, instead of changing the types of 
comments tutors make, we can encourage them to 
increase the effectiveness of all their comments by 
including more instruction and scaffolding so that 
students will be better equipped to make the changes 
tutors request of them. 
 
Non-Tutor Factors 

In addition to elements involving tutors and 
students, lack of revision could also be attributed to a 
number of unrelated concerns, meaning that a “low” 
level of effectiveness does not necessarily reflect poorly 
on the tutors. Confusion over what a comment is asking 
for, disagreement with the tutor’s request, and lack of 
knowledge about how to make a certain revision could all 
contribute to changes not being made. In her study, 
Bowden found that confusion was one of the largest 
factors contributing to writers’ lack of revision. In 
addition, sometimes writers may not have the time or 
desire to make the suggested revision. For example, we 
discovered a trend where writers would simply delete 
sentences that the tutor had commented on instead of 
revising them in a productive way. While these were 
revisions, they often resulted in the removal of 
important information from the paper, so we 
categorized them as “lower” in Stay’s taxonomy, 
therefore making the comment ineffective. However, 
that these revisions do not align with the tutors’ 
suggested changes does not negate their possible 
contribution to the paper. 

Confusion may not pertain solely to what a tutor’s 
comment is asking for. Technology is at the basis of 
email sessions. In our writing center, we use Microsoft 
Word. Though Word is not particularly confusing, 
certain features can be. Turning on Track Changes can 
be mildly difficult, and writers must have “All Markup” 
chosen within Track Changes in order to see comments 
on the paper. If students do not have this turned on, 
they may be unable to see the tutor’s comments—this is 
what we believe happened with Student A’s drafts. 
Student A made no revisions between the first and 
second drafts and did not accept the Track Changes, we 
presume due to their inability to see the tutor’s 
comments. We do not believe this is a frequently 
occurring issue, but it is still one worth addressing for 
the writing centers that offer eTutoring. One potential 
solution writing centers may explore for this would be 
to create an instructional video for students that 
demonstrates how to use Word. 
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Presumptions 

Examining the assumptions, abilities, and 
technological knowledge tutors and students bring to 
sessions led us to consider the presumptions we brought 
to this research project regarding effective tutoring 
practices. In writing centers, we strive to help writers 
and want to provide them with the best services 
possible. Tutors are trained, so they and the writers 
implicitly agree that tutors have a more in-depth level of 
knowledge about writing and that their input will bring 
improvement; otherwise, why would writers use the 
writing center? Tutors’ in-depth knowledge, though, 
should not equate to the perception that they absolutely, 
always know best. However, throughout our research, 
we worked under the assumptions that tutors’ 
knowledge and expertise bring about comments that are 
going to help, so writers should make the revisions 
tutors suggest. But these ideas are just as we said: 
assumptions. When we were categorizing comments, we 
did find a few comments where we felt the tutor 
misunderstood the writer’s intention. Therefore, we 
understand that tutors are not infallible. It is writers’ 
work and ultimately up to them to decide what the best 
version of their work is. Still, under our definition of 
effectiveness, we had to work under the previously 
mentioned assumption that it is beneficial for the writer 
to make the suggested revisions. 

The ideal percentage of effective tutor comments 
was one of our presumptions. As previously stated, the 
percent of tutor comments that were effective was 
55.39%. We recall feeling disheartened when we first 
calculated the percentage of tutor comments that were 
effective—as tutors in training at the time, we held high 
hopes and expectations for our work, and it was difficult 
to be faced with empirical evidence that only about half 
of the eTutoring comments would ultimately fit our 
definition of effectiveness. However, the fact that 
students use more than half of tutors’ comments to 
create revisions that improve their papers is still quite 
impressive. Though paper improvement is certainly not 
the only goal of writing centers, it is a helpful way to 
measure their success through the effectiveness of tutor 
comments. Another positive aspect of this data is that it 
demonstrates that writers are thinking through the 
changes they want to make to their draft. They are not 
simply making all the revisions requested by tutors, but 
rather using their agency and determining which 
revisions will help create a better version of their work. 
 
Limitations and Further Research 

As with any research, there were limitations to our 
study. Our study took place in a small, liberal arts 
institution in the Midwest, so its population may be 
distributed differently than those of other colleges or 
universities. This factor also affects the population of 
tutors whose comments were analyzed. In addition to 
their various identities not being replicable, the 
perspectives and ideologies tutors gained from our 
semester-long tutor education course may have led them 
to develop different commenting styles or types than 
those found in other institutions. We took the tutor 
education course at the same time that we began 
categorizing comments and completed our 
categorizations during our first three months as tutors. 
As a result, our perspectives on tutors’ comments and 
our categorizations may have developed throughout the 
process, reflecting our growth and experience. 

The student tutors and writers were also affected by 
a number of unquantifiable factors, such as their 
experience with the type of paper they are working with, 
their relationship with the professor who assigned the 
paper, the time until the paper is due, and their 
motivation to revise. Finally, our study was affected by 
a small sample size. Because our sample included 46 sets 
of student drafts, we could analyze the patterns we saw 
but ultimately cannot guarantee generalizability. We 
encourage other writing centers to replicate this study to 
create a larger data pool, which will allow more accurate 
inferences about tutor efficacy in writing centers as a 
whole. 

Another limitation was only being able to examine 
a part of the picture at hand. First, we did not know what 
motivated any of the writers in study to use our writing 
center. Different motivations may play a role in writers’ 
revisions. Also, we were able to see tutors’ comments 
and writers’ revisions in response, but we had no way of 
knowing what either party was thinking beyond the 
comments and revisions they made. We have no 
explanation for why writers chose to revise or not revise, 
why they chose to revise the way they did, or what their 
thoughts were about tutors’ comments. These gaps 
regarding thought processes leave much information 
that we can speculate about, but it would be helpful to 
actually know writers’ reasoning. Focus groups, 
interviews, surveys, and talking with both writers and 
tutors to gauge the success of sessions are all avenues 
for future research that would allow us to better 
understand asynchronous eTutoring and the revision 
process, as used in Bowden’s study. 

Additionally, sayback comments are asynchronous 
tutoring’s closest counterpart to the non-directive, 
conversational tutoring style commonly used in 
synchronous sessions. Since back-and-forth 
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conversation cannot occur within asynchronous email 
tutoring, as found in Coogan’s study, provoking student 
thought along the same lines may be the next best 
strategy. Therefore, our analysis of sayback comments 
introduces some new questions: If these comments are 
our strongest evidence of student thought, should we be 
encouraging tutors to use them more often? And, if we 
increase emphasis on the comments which are the 
closest corollary to face-to-face discussion, what does 
that imply about the differences between synchronous 
and asynchronous sessions and the validity of each?  

To expand on this idea of synchronous versus 
asynchronous tutoring, it is important to recognize that 
there is debate in the writing center field about this 
matter as emphasized by James Inman and Donna 
Sewell, Hewett and Chris Ehman, and Hewett. Some 
believe that asynchronous tutoring should be a sort of 
mirror, and that tutors should strive to replicate 
synchronous tutoring and use the same practices. 
However, there are others who believe asynchronous 
tutoring should be its own genre entirely, and tutors 
should use tutoring methods specific to asynchronous 
sessions. While views have changed in recent years, 
some writing centers have resisted doing any online 
tutoring at all, preferring to offer only face-to-face 
synchronous tutoring. However, as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the shift to online sessions 
became a necessity for some centers that had never 
utilized it before, thus suggesting that this research and 
other similar studies are perhaps more relevant now 
than ever before. 
 
Conclusion 

Through our study of asynchronous eTutoring 
comments, we observed the patterns of our tutors’ 
current commenting practice as well as possible 
explanations for student writers’ revisions in response 
to that feedback. Based on our data, tutors are most 
likely to recommend that clients make sentence-level, 
meaning-changing (microstructure) changes. Students, 
on the other hand, most commonly make effective 
revisions—similar to the tutor’s request and improving 
their paper—in response to comments asking for 
technical, surface-level changes that do not alter the 
meaning of the paper (formal). We speculated that 
students may respond to these comments more often 
because they involve little time or effort and are likely to 
have a correct response. Because student revisions 
become less effective as the perceived difficulty of the 
requested change increases, lack of prior knowledge or 
tutor scaffolding about how to make certain revisions 
may play a role, as well. However, some students also 

exceeded our expectations, making revisions in response 
to reader-response comments, or sayback comments, 
that did not request a specific change at all, creating a 
“conversational” atmosphere despite the asynchronicity 
of the sessions we examined. 

This unexpected effect of sayback comments led us 
to examine the ways asynchronous eTutoring sessions 
appear to adopt aspects of synchronous sessions. The 
comfortable, conversational style of sayback comments 
allowed us to debate if writing centers should strive to 
restructure their online sessions to emphasize these 
resemblances to in-person sessions, or if the dichotomy 
between the two should be enforced. Initially, our 
results led us to value the separation between 
asynchronous and synchronous sessions, as eTutoring 
sessions present unique opportunities: being able to 
interact without location constraints, technology 
application, and convenience. With eTutoring, there is 
also the advantage of the writer having a written record 
to refer to. However, as indicated in our limitations 
section, asynchronous sessions are not flawless. The loss 
of social interaction, confusion over intentions, and 
technology failures are all aspects of asynchronous 
eTutoring sessions that are difficult to remedy.  

A next step in the research process might be 
examining the possibilities and disadvantages of online 
synchronous sessions. Prompted by the transition to 
remote instruction due to the COVID-19 outbreak, our 
writing center recently added synchronous online 
sessions to our WCONLINE calendar. Since the 
introduction of this session type, students have 
scheduled more eTutoring sessions than synchronous 
online sessions. However, it is quite possible that the 
contrast in student preference is influenced by the 
newness of this option, and our writing center staff 
remains interested in the long-term effects of these 
sessions. While our research did not examine online 
synchronous sessions, further research could look at the 
ways tutors and writers can have effective conversations 
on the platform. 

In writing center practice, tutors aspire to provide 
writers with the tools to improve not only a single paper 
but many papers in the future. Ideally, when a writer 
addresses a tutor comment, they are able to understand 
the purpose of that revision in that situation. While this 
engagement is significant, and might even deem the 
tutor’s comment effective, the greater success of a 
comment would be if the writer is able to independently 
identify a similar call for revision in a future paper. This 
independent identification would thus suggest that a 
tutor’s comment led to an improvement in the student's 
writing process. Similarly, it may be helpful to expand 
this aspiration for holistic improvement to the tutors, as 
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well. Further research might examine whether tutors can 
allow a successful tutoring moment to foster 
improvement in their own tutoring process. While this 
was not the focus of our research, the modality of our 
research would be such an avenue to enable this 
exploration. 

In order to examine the effectiveness of tutor 
comments, we used an electronic cache of re-submitted 
papers. If tutors were given the opportunity to work 
habitually with a student over a period of time, or with 
multiple drafts of a paper from the same student, they 
would be granted access, as we were, to the results of 
their sessions. Thus, it may be possible to examine 
whether tutors adjust their tutoring styles in 
asynchronous sessions in response to a student’s 
engagement with their comments. Our data set could 
allow for some of this investigation as a few of the 
papers were resubmitted several times. It would be 
interesting to see, for example, if a student’s tendency to 
address few macrostructure comments enticed a tutor to 
make fewer macrostructure comments and more of 
another type—or if the tutor continued to make 
macrostructure comments but included more 
explanation or options for revision. This adaptation 
would thus indicate that the tutor is adjusting their 
tutoring style to better suit the student’s needs. Further 
studies could first analyze the extent and ways that 
tutors alter their instructive approaches while working 
repeatedly with a student, and then examine how these 
tutors apply their revised tutoring models in future 
sessions with different students. 

Ultimately, by exploring a stored electronic cache of 
re-submitted papers, we were able to examine the 
practice and effectiveness of eTutoring commentary. 
This examination provided insight into both the types 
of comments tutors in our center made, as well as the 
reciprocal student revision rates. As our research 
focused more on the classification of comments and the 
resulting revisions, further studies might analyze student 
satisfaction with tutor comments in the aspiration of 
encouraging awareness of tutor efficacy. Comparing the 
calculated effectiveness percentage to a calculated 
satisfaction rate could disclose how students feel about 
the types and quality of the comments made during 
eTutoring sessions. As the growth of writers remains the 
mission of writing center practice, finding ways to 
maximize both the effectiveness of eTutoring 
comments and the satisfaction of the students can help 
our field respond to its current and future needs.  

 
Notes 

 

1. Our university’s writing center employs an 
average of 25 undergraduate tutors, called “advisors,” 
who must complete a semester-long training course in 
writing center theory and practice before they begin 
working. 
2. Because our research involved papers written 
by past and current students, we gained IRB approval 
(number 025-201819) by having our mentor replace 
student names with letters of the alphabet to ensure 
confidentiality. As a few writers submitted drafts for 
more than one set of papers, numbers were given for 
additional sets from the same student. 
3. These four categories—formal, meaning-
preserving, microstructure, and macrostructure—are 
umbrella categories that are further broken down into 
different types. For this research project, we elected to 
examine only the four main categories for simplicity 
and to get a broader look at our data. Further research 
could analyze the subcategories to glean any possible 
patterns within each of the four larger types. 
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Appendix: Figures and Tables 
 

Figure 1. Example of eTutoring Session Format: Front Note, Side Comments, and Track Changes 
 

 
 
 
Figure 2. Example of eTutoring Session Format: End Note 
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Figure 3. Faigley and Witte’s Taxonomy of Revision Changes 

Source: Lester Faigley and Stephen Witte, “Analyzing Revision,” College Composition and Communication, vol, 32, no. 4, 
1981, pp. 403. 
 
 
Figure 4. Working Taxonomy Used to Categorize Tutor Comments and Corresponding Student Revisions 
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Figure 5. Distribution of Tutor Comments by Type Based on Modified Working Taxonomy 
 

 
 
 
Figure 6. Distribution of Student Revisions Compared to Tutor Comments Based on Stay’s Taxonomy of 
Quality Changes  
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Figure 7a. Effectiveness by Comment Type 
 

 
 
Figure 7b. Effective Comments Shown Proportionally Within Comment Frequency Distribution 
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Figure 8. Distribution of Tutor Comments that Elicited Revision and Comments that Were Effective 
 

 
 

Table 1. Examples of Each Comment Type in the Revised Version of Faigley and Witte’s Taxonomy of Revision 
Changes  
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Table 2. Examples of Comments and Revisions Categorized According to Stay’s Taxonomy of Quality Changes 
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Abstract 
While writing center scholarship has occasionally engaged the role of 
objects in the writing center, generally through conversations about 
play, consultant education models remain, with a few important 
exceptions, heavily focused on the verbal interactions between writer 
and consultant. This article argues that the relationships between 
materials and bodies in writing centers are essential to writing center 
practice, and that consultant/tutor education can help writing 
centers more intentionally engage these practices. The article 
introduces a study and consultant education framework that 
reframes consultant orientations by considering objects as “props,” 
as things consultants and writers intra-act with to create multimodal 
possibility and access in consultations. Situated in conversation with 
conversations surrounding play, embodiment, access, and space in 
the writing center, this article outlines the findings from this study 
and education framework and analyzes those findings in 
conversation with Sarah Ahmed’s Queer Phenomenology and Karen 
Barad’s Meeting the Universe Halfway. This analysis explores the intra-
actions and reorientations that emerge when consultants work with 
props and writers and considers how props education and practices 
have shaped, and might continue to shape, the writing center. 
Presenting props as integral elements of consultation phenomena 
that help determine what is and is not possible for us to measure or 
do in a consultation space, this study suggests consultants can co-
construct differently embodied and multimodal approaches, creating 
opportunities for access and encouraging new orientations, turnings, 
and possibilities. 

 
In a face-to-face consultation at our writing center, 

a writer and consultant sat at a round table. The 
consultant had been encouraged to engage objects— 
“props”—they had not previously used in a 
consultation. The consultant handed a highlighter from 
a nearby prop cart to the writer, inviting them to mark 
different structural elements. Then the writer and 
consultant wrote paragraph topics on sticky notes, 
rearranging them across the table. As they considered 
different word use, the consultant pulled up the 
Microsoft Word thesaurus on their computer, 
discussing options with the writer. After the 
consultation, the consultant wrote that the writer’s 
excitement about the sticky notes surprised them, that 
they thought the writer felt “ownership,” and that they 
would try engaging different props in future 
consultations: “I do think that [the props] break up the 
monotony of paper after paper, scribbled remarks after 
scribbled remarks.”  

This description, paraphrased from one 
consultant’s log about their interactions with objects 
during consultations, highlights the important, and 
often undescribed, ways that physical objects transform 
the experiences, orientations, approaches, and effects of 

writing center consultations. A small initial inquiry into 
how consultants used objects in consultations 
developed into a year-long project to change our writing 
center’s training approaches and practices. We now 
think about and educate consultants to consider objects 
as “props,” as things we act and move with, which help 
constitute our actions and make new actions possible. 
We became even more aware of the scope and 
importance of props when we moved to online 
consultations in Spring 2020 and many props suddenly 
weren’t there.  

In this article, I articulate how prop education 
practices might help writing centers access the 
potentially transformative interactions among bodies, 
objects, and spaces, and recognize that all are agents 
creating and transforming a consultation. Scholars 
including Thomas Rickert, Roxane Mountford, and 
Margaret Price persuasively remind us that spaces, and 
the many materials that construct them, “are productive of 
meaning as well as endowed with meaning” (Mountford 
58, emphasis original). These “kairotic” spaces, and their 
impacts on the body, shape power dynamics and 
determine possible access for consultants and writers 
(Price 156). Scholars including William De Herder, 
Jackie Grutsch McKinney, and Wonderful Faison 
importantly complicate the metaphors and assumptions 
that create and construct writing center spaces; I build 
on these complications to ask consultants and directors 
to look, specifically, at objects in writing center spaces, 
and how these objects shape what is possible in the 
consultation—our objectives, what choices we make, 
how we communicate our ideas, and which practices we 
enact and value.  

This project recognizes the ways spaces, objects, 
consultants, and writers interact in moments of 
difference, and shows how consultant education that 
provides intentional introduction to, conversation 
about, and practice with different props can invite 
consultants to explore diverse approaches and practices. 
This work asks, with Elizabeth Boquet, “what would 
happen” if writing centers were to “look our colleagues 
in the eyes and say, yes, we work with our hands. We 
take texts and we turn them around and over and upside 
down; we cut them into their bits and pieces; we tug at 
them, tutor to student, student to tutor, back and forth, 
to and fro, tug-tug-tug” (Boquet 18). Prop education 
introduces objects as props and reorients consultant 
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practice toward an acting with the props and people 
within our writing centers; this reorientation helps 
consultants acknowledge the ways we work with our 
bodies (which might include working with our hands). 
Prop education invites consultants and, through them, 
writers, to work with available props (and seek new 
props) to explore the writer’s process and to diversify 
communication between writer and consultant. This 
flexibility allows consultant and writer to collaboratively 
develop more multiliterate, multimodal, and accessible 
consultation spaces.  

In the following section, I introduce the beginnings 
and frameworks for this work. In the second section, I 
define the term “prop” and contextualize this work 
within writing center scholarship. In the third section, I 
introduce a timeline for the two phases of the study—
the first designed to collect information about 
consultant prop use, and the second, a result of the first 
phase, focused on educating consultants about props 
and possibility. In the fourth and fifth sections, I explore 
the findings from the two project phases, considering 
the education phase’s findings in conversation with 
approaches by Karen Barad and Sara Ahmed to 
elucidate emerging possibilities and inform prop 
education practices that create space for possibility and 
access in our writing centers.   

 
Beginnings and Frameworks 

Over the last three years as a consultant and 
Graduate Assistant Director, I’ve sought to understand 
the relationships between bodies and objects in the 
writing center, and the dynamics of power, possibilities, 
and differences these embodied “intra-actions,” these 
mutual co-actions (Barad 33) create. This project initially 
emerged from my consulting practices, specifically my 
attention to “who is writing” during consultations, and 
from our “Writing Center Theory and Practice” course, 
a required course which all new consultants take or audit 
in their first term. I designed a study to learn more about 
how and why other consultants used objects—which I 
claimed as “props”—in the writing center. This study 
involved an initial staff meeting and two surveys about 
whether, how frequently, and for what purposes 
consultants used props — ranging from pencils to Play-
Doh, Lego to laptops — in consultations, and what new 
props we could add to our writing center. The findings 
from this initial survey not only changed how we 
positioned and used props in the writing center, but also 
led to a second phase, which educated consultants about 
how props can create new consulting habits and 
possibilities. 

I frame this educational phase through queer and 
feminist theoretical approaches, specifically Ahmed’s 
Queer Phenomenology and Barad’s Meeting the Universe 
Halfway. Barad and Ahmed’s queer and feminist 
approaches decenter the subject by considering objects 
as agents, claiming that objects co-construct 
measurability, human orientation, and possible action in 
any space; my prop education claims that objects do this 
in consultations, and that attention to objects can thus 
reorient our consultation practices. Commonly, 
reflections about consultations emphasize dialogue or 
only consider objects’ use value (for example, using style 
guides to answer a question). This project, in contrast, 
suggests that engaging objects as props can help 
consultants work toward diffractive learning, which Kay 
Are defines as “learning how bodies and objects are and 
can be responsive to other bodies and objects, and how 
they might better respond” (7).  I want consultants to 
learn how to better respond to bodies and objects, to 
consider how these attentions might create access 
through multiliterate and multimodal approaches to 
learning, as Allison Hitt also emphasizes. Although 
emerging from different frameworks, Hitt, Anne Geller, 
and Nancy Welch all discuss how consultant education 
can teach flexible, “playful” practices in response to 
difference. Geller asks, “What creative practices in the 
public space of staff meetings might encourage the 
consultants to notice moments of possible play in the 
more hidden, private spaces of conferences?” (Geller 
160). Welch frames “the differences as novel moments 
to appreciate and to investigate rather than eliminate” 
(Welch 61) and “imagine[s] what other stories might 
have been told” in a consultation (Welch 64). To invite 
consultants to engage differently in consultations, we 
must creatively adapt objectives and practices in 
consultant education; acting with these movable objects, 
these props, is one way of changing our objectives and 
practices.  

  
Why Props? Exploring Objects in the 
Writing Center 

My choice of the word “prop” emerges from Mary 
Rosner and Regan Wann’s 2010 article, in which a 
consultant briefly suggested that any object on the 
consultation table “‘should be considered a prop’” 
(Rosner and Wann 8). Specifically, “prop” as a concept 
and practice emphasizes the performativity and 
complexity of human-material “intra-actions.” In 
Barad’s agential realist approach, “intra-action” means 
that agencies, and the impression of discrete actors, only 
emerge from mutual co-action, or entanglement, and 
“don’t exist as individual elements” (Barad 33). “Prop” 
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particularly emphasizes how our interactions with 
objects construct our bodies, and selves, in space; as 
Ahmed claims, these interactions construct how our 
bodies orient and act toward people and things. We 
should shift not only the language used to describe 
objects, but also shift consultant orientations toward 
and practices with props. My approach shares elements 
with multimodal approaches which seek to create 
accessible spaces and practices, including Hitt’s, which 
says consultants should “develop multimodal 
‘toolkits’—multiple and flexible practices—that allow 
them to adapt to different communicative interactions” 
(Hitt). However, my “prop” terminology signals a 
difference in approach not only to the objects 
themselves, but to the consultant’s interactions with the 
writer and with the objects.  

When we, as consultants, engage materials as 
“objects,” they are separate from us, something to be 
moved, but not themselves moving; when we engage 
them as “tools,” they are something we are using to act 
upon something else (the writer, or the writer’s work). 
However, when we engage them as “props,” they are an 
agent we are acting and moving with, one that is integral 
to, and constitutive of, our action and the writer’s action. 
While the props that might immediately come to mind 
are a pencil and the writer’s printed draft, my definition 
of props invites us to not only more critically consider 
those props, like pencils and drafts, that become 
transparent in consultations, but also those materials we 
engage less frequently, exploring how laptops, sticky 
notes, Lego, prompts, yarn, gestures, Play-Doh, or 
tables participate in constructing what is possible within 
a consultation. Even a consultant taking a drink or going 
to fill up a water bottle can change possibility. Engaging 
all objects as “props” means perceiving them in 
unexpected, embodied, and intentional ways, 
considering these props, and the spaces they inhabit, as 
integral elements constructing, and being constructed 
by, the consultation. These props and spaces, rather 
than serving as separate tools or resources or sites we 
“use” to achieve a particular goal, actually diversify our 
objectives and approaches because they determine what 
is and is not possible for us to do in a consultation 
space.1 

Discussions about objects in the writing center have 
focused on encouraging productive play (Stephenson; 
Hochstetler; Verbais), building from scholarly work 
about play by scholars including Daniel Lochman and 
Scott Miller. However, conversations about objects, 
spaces, and the material realities of consulting work have 
rarely entered tutor guidebooks; of those I reviewed, 
only Christine Murphy and Steve Sherwood’s St. 
Martin’s Sourcebook and Leigh Ryan and Lisa Zimmerelli’s 

The Bedford Guide mention object use, and only when 
working with writers with disabilities (Murphy and 
Sherwood 13-14) or different learning styles (Ryan and 
Zimmerelli 54-56, 64). Similarly, most scholarly 
conversations about tutor/consultant training and 
education primarily discuss verbal interactions; a 
CompPile search for “consultant training,” “consultant 
education,” “tutor training,” and “tutor education” 
from the last twenty years reveal many conversations 
(often in WLN, and in a 2019 WLN Edited collection, 
How We Teach Writing Tutors) which mostly examine 
verbal interactions between director and consultant, or 
consultant and writer, and often only marginally discuss 
objects or bodies (with a few exceptions). I claim the 
interactions between bodies and objects in the writing 
center as essential, introducing a consultant education 
approach which invites consultants to reorient 
themselves to the objects surrounding them as props, as 
things they, and the writer, act with to create differently 
embodied habits and practices. This approach 
encourages consultants to act with props and writers, 
co-constructing diversely embodied practices that 
expand the scope of what is possible to do and to know 
in consultations.  

While a few scholars have discussed encouraging 
consultants to try different objects or use resources, 
these earlier approaches have often created restrictive 
divisions, either through the limited ways they 
categorize resources or objects, or through their answer-
driven approach to object use and application. Both 
Bonnie Devet and Crystal Conzo teach tutors to learn 
about and responsibly use resources, but both define 
“resources” as exclusively print/written resources, 
including grammar handbooks, style guides, and writing 
center handouts. Neither scholar explores the resources’ 
embodied differences (between online resources and 
print resources, for example) or considers any other 
objects as possible resources, and both emphasize 
resources are for getting “answers,” unlike Mary 
Bartosenski, who, exploring colored pens as process to 
help a writer “paint” a paper (168), offers a single-object 
precursor to my own approach. Approaches to play in 
tutor training have also focused on specific objects; 
Denise Stephenson and Sarah Hochstetler both describe 
a project that invited consultants to model essay 
structures using construction-type toys, a process that 
taught them how they might engage modeling with 
writers, but also invited them to reconsider their own 
writing. Chad Verbais describes placing toys on writing 
center tables to encourage play, hoping consultants 
would use them to create new knowledge, stimulate 
creativity, “reinforce or introduce a lesson,” and, “most 
importantly . . .  introduce the tactile learner to various 
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writing concepts” (Verbais 138). My approach expands 
the toy possibilities these approaches raise to claim that 
consultant education and practice benefits from 
conversations that consider all objects in the writing 
center as sites of equal possibility.  

Other scholars have explored how objects can 
create opportunities for multiple intelligences, including 
Karen Klein and Linda Hecker, who engage walking and 
manipulatives to help their college students organize 
their writing (Hecker; Klein and Hecker); and Libby 
Miles, et. al., who describe consulting strategies to 
recognize and suit particular intelligences. While these 
explorations encourage embodied awareness in 
consultations, many recommendations considering 
“multiple learning approaches” or “learning styles” 
position themselves as “alternative” or “different” ways 
of approaching writing center work—sometimes to 
encourage generally different approaches, but, more 
frequently, as strategies for working specifically with 
“different” writers, or suited specifically to writers with 
a particular learning style or intelligence “type.”2 Rather 
than positioning these object-integrated approaches as 
strategies one could offer any writer in any consultation, 
scholars frequently present these approaches as 
strategies to “change” or “adapt” consultation practices 
for particular writers’ needs, or for a particular student 
population. Rarely, like Ryan and Zimmerelli, do they 
acknowledge that these practices “can be useful in 
tutoring all writers” (54). These approaches position 
object engagement as a “fix-it” approach that diverts 
from a “norm.” In contrast, I position prop engagement 
as a sustainable, evolving practice that encourages 
attention to the effects of difference through 
consultation practice and “provides multiple and 
flexible options for all students” (Hitt).  
  
Project Design and Timeline 

The prop project I discuss emerges from data 
collected and applied between February and December 
2018 from a writing center at a Western private research 
university with about 12,000 graduate and 
undergraduate students. I collected this data as part of a 
study exempted from IRB review and conducted in 
accordance with institutional IRB human research 
guidelines. The writing center is led by the director and 
assistant director with support from eight undergraduate 
admins and Summer Graduate Assistant Directors. 
During the data collection period, 19 graduate and 11 
undergraduate (2017-2018) and 21 graduate and 10 
undergraduate (2018-2019) consultants worked in the 
writing center, representing disciplines across the 
university. This project emerged from, and was 

implemented in, the two-credit “Writing Center Theory 
and Practice” course led by our directors and the 
existing peer education structure, including regular 
consultant-led staff meetings and observations by peers 
and directors.  

As Figure 1 (See Appendix) indicates, our 
consultant prop education process emerged in two main 
phases: the initially proposed informational phase, and 
the second educational phase, which emerged as a direct 
result of consultant feedback from the first. Phase One: 
Awareness included one staff meeting and two 
anonymous consultant surveys, which all consultants 
were invited to complete. Phase Two: Education 
included an orientation training activity, two in-class 
conversations, one anonymous consultant survey, and 
one set of four deidentified consulting logs; only new 
consultants were invited to participate in this phase. 
Figure 1 (See Appendix) provides the project timeline 
and participants. I led the consultant orientation training 
activity and in-class conversation; advanced consultants 
led the first and second sets of staff meetings. In the 
following section, I introduce findings from each phase 
of this process.  

 
Project Findings Phase One: Awareness 

In this section, I introduce Phase One and 
chronologically explore the findings from the initial 
winter survey, which prompted changes in our writing 
center space, and the follow-up spring survey, which 
assessed changes in consultant awareness. Phase One 
asked how consultants used available props during 
consultations, and what additional props might create 
new learning possibilities. In the February staff meeting 
materials, I gave meeting leaders a brief paragraph 
introducing props and a link to the ten-minute initial 
winter survey. In this survey, consultants indicated how 
frequently they used each prop during consultations and 
briefly described how they did so. They also suggested 
props they would like to add to the center. Thirty 
consultants and admins responded to this survey. In the 
spring, we added small moveable carts to make props 
more visible; props in these “prop carts” included 
highlighters, pens, pencils, markers, colored pencils, 
crayons, sticky notes, mini-notepads, mini-whiteboards, 
style and grammar guides, Lego, Play-Doh, yarn, and 
small toys. Consultants and writers had continued access 
to their personal props, including the writer’s draft and 
assignment sheet, water bottles, coffee cups, laptops, 
and phones. After these carts were introduced, 
consultants responded to a spring survey, which 
assessed how consultants might have used props 
differently since the carts were introduced. 
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Winter Survey Findings 

From the descriptions that consultants shared, we 
learned that using props as a framework to discuss 
object engagement offered important, detailed insights 
about consulting practices. Below, I note a few exigent 
findings:  

Consultants reported using highlighters 
● to help writers achieve synthesis in a genre (“if 

someone is doing a lit review or is paraphrasing 
information and they have physical copies of 
articles”), or 

● to help a writer visually identify paper elements 
(“highlight repeated errors in a paper, or every 
time they use passive voice, etc.,” and “if the 
writer and I are doing identification/structural 
work, I often ask if it will help them to use a 
highlighter”).  

Consultants described using sticky notes 
● to continue the conversation beyond the 

consultation (“if I want to give the writer a 
small piece of info (such as to write down a 
website),” “to give the writer something to 
leave with, even if it's just a web address”), 

● to chronicle discrete or condensed information 
(“in a similar vein as notepads, but for smaller 
topics of conversation (a single idea vs a 
brainstorm)”), or 

● to help with invention and organization (having 
writers “write new sentences and then put it on 
their paper where the sentence should go”).  

When asked how they use their own mug or water bottle 
in consultations, six consultants described very 
intentional behaviors, including choosing to take a drink  

● “to make a pause in the conversation,”  
● to collect their own thoughts or to allow the 

writers to collect theirs, or  
● to create time to brainstorm.  

Consultant reports about writer prop engagement also 
helped us better understand how props moved between 
writers and consultants. Consultants reported:  

● their own props use by chronicling a writer’s 
actions, writing “I ask if it will help them to use 
a highlighter,” or that they ask writers “to write 
new sentences and then put it on their paper 
where the sentence should go.” 

● some writers engage props, but not always 
those in the writing center; for example, while 
one consultant indicated that “I've seen writers 
grab the highlighter to use for their own paper,” 
another stated that “Sometimes writers bring 

their own highlighters but I haven't seen many 
grab whats [sic] provided in the holder.” 

● some writers do not engage a prop unless a 
consultant suggests it: “not unless prompted to 
use by consultant,” “only if I reference them 
first,” “citation help led by me.”  

While a few consultants indicated that writers took 
initiative with particular props (most generally the pencil 
and the mini-notepad), these consultant observations 
not only showed us the importance of placing props “at 
hand,” but also showed us that consultants perceived 
writers didn’t use props frequently. While language to 
talk intentionally about props offered consultants new 
ways to witness choices, these findings suggested that 
we needed to teach consultants how to talk about props 
with writers. The consultants who reported making 
verbal and gestural prop invitations to writers showed 
us a few possibilities. One consultant reported giving the 
writer one of the props the consultant picked up—a 
highlighter, a notepad, a pencil. Other consultants 
verbally welcomed the writer to use any prop. These 
invitations called attention to the props, which often act 
as less visible or more transparent elements of 
consultation practice, and thereby offered consultants 
and writers opportunities to shape different possibilities, 
objectives, and goals.  

Based on these findings, and the prop suggestions 
from the winter survey, we implemented the first of a 
series of changes to our writing center, including 
educational changes which I discuss in Phase Two. We 
made two practical changes to our writing center from 
these findings:  

● In March, our director added nine mini-
whiteboards and markers to the consulting 
tables with the existing pencils, mini-notepads, 
and grammar guides. A consultant suggested 
getting mini-whiteboards in the survey, and we 
felt that mini-whiteboards, a more private and 
accessible resource, would address anxieties 
about using the writing center’s large, publicly 
visible whiteboard.  

● In April and May 2018, to create more space on 
the tables, our director moved all props to new 
carts placed between tables; this made props 
previously stored in drawers or boxes 
(including colored pencils, markers, crayons, 
small toys, Lego, yarn, Play-Doh) more 
accessible.  

 
 
Spring Survey Findings 
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In the second survey, consultants indicated how, 
and how frequently, they used each prop during 
consultations; consultants who had also worked during 
Winter 2018 answered questions comparing prop 
visibility and prop use since the carts were introduced, 
assessing how consultant practices may have shifted. 
The results suggested that, while consultants were 
thinking more about props, they were still not sure how 
to use them. Fourteen consultants responded; 12 of the 
14 consultant respondents worked in both winter and 
spring. For these 12 consultants: 

● 9 of 12 strongly agreed or agreed that props 
were more visible during spring quarter 

● 7 of 12 strongly agreed or agreed that they felt 
more aware of how they used props during 
spring quarter 

● 9 of 12 strongly agreed or agreed that they 
thought more consciously about using props 
after the winter DIY meeting 

● 9 of 12 strongly agreed or agreed that they felt 
considering prop use had positively impacted 
their consulting practice.  

While consultants reported thinking much more about 
props, their self-reported props use didn’t dramatically 
change, suggesting that knowing the props existed did 
not give consultants the tools or confidence to use them. 
Figure 2 (See Appendix), which compares consultants’ 
reported use of four props in the winter and spring 
surveys, illustrates this ambivalence. In addition, fewer 
consultants reported using art supplies, toys, and games; 
however, three consultants mentioned wanting to, or 
feeling invited to, use these resources, although the 
consultant hadn’t done so yet. Three consultants said 
they were uncertain or confused about how they might 
use the props, suggesting we needed to explicitly 
introduce and discuss them.  

These findings from the spring survey, the end of 
the initial Phase One study, showed that consultants 
were thinking about props and sought models for 
engaging props in consultations. From these findings, I 
developed a second, more explicitly educative phase. 
Working with our director, assistant director, and other 
teaching assistants, I integrated prop education into the 
fall “Writing Center Theory and Practice” course and 
collected data through another survey and consulting 
logs, which I discuss below.  

 
Project Findings, Phase Two: Education   

In this section, I discuss Phase Two’s three main 
goals: first, to encourage consultants to invite 
themselves and writers to use props (in the September 
2018 orientation activity and November 2018 class 

conversation); to help consultants use props to 
transform their own consulting habits (in the October 
2018 class conversation); and to explicitly educate 
consultants about the props available in our writing 
center (in all three educational events). For each goal, I 
first discuss what we did during the educational event, 
and then present findings from the fall survey, the 
consulting logs, or both. Finally, I explore the 
implications of each goal by placing findings in 
conversation with Barad and Ahmed’s work. I explore 
how consultant attention to props’ intra-active potential 
creates new insights into how the objects we work with 
shape, and can transform, consultants’ and writers’ 
possible/available actions and approaches.  

In this second phase, I introduced new consultants 
to the props and gave them opportunities to practice 
using props to create possibilities. During the 
September consultant orientation, consultants rotated 
acting as writer, consultant, and observer in a small-
group role-playing activity. In October, I led a class 
conversation discussing props and consulting habits. 
One week after this conversation, the new consultants 
responded to a survey. This fall survey, distributed only 
to new consultants, showed how consultants engaged 
with props during their first month after being 
introduced to, practicing, and discussing props 
strategies. Our second classroom conversation, in 
November, offered consultants the opportunity to play 
with props to revise a poem. To collect more qualitative 
data about prop engagement across sessions, in 
December I invited consultants to chronicle, in 
anonymous consulting logs, how they used props in four 
different consultations across a three-week period. Four 
consultants completed these logs and sent them to our 
office manager, who deidentified the logs before 
sending them to me. These logs recorded how 
consultants used props, whether consultants used 
multiple props in a consultation, and how prop 
engagement varied when working with different writers. 

 
Explorations and Invitations: Extending the Consulting 
Apparatus 

Phase One showed how consultants and writers 
used props in consultations. However, I hoped props 
could facilitate new consultation strategies for 
consultants and writers, and I introduced this in the 
September 2018 role-playing orientation activity. Those 
playing the role of consultants received slips of paper 
with consulting strategies; these included invitations to 
“experiment with color,” “try visual mapping,” “use the 
small whiteboard,” “cut up the paper or use notecards,” 
“consider various places to sit at the table,” and 
“incorporate an electronic device into the consultation.”  
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In this activity, consultants learned that choosing 
one prop over another created different possibilities 
within the space, but also excluded other possibilities 
until they engaged a new prop. Consultants considered 
how using only a few props—for example, the 
ubiquitously used pencil and mini-notepad—might 
create exclusions, and what additional possibilities might 
emerge if, for example, a consultant and writer 
incorporated color coding, or tried visual mapping or 
toys to illustrate an idea. Introducing these possibilities, 
not as ‘examples,’ but as invitations, can create different 
opportunities during intra-actions with writers, as 
Stephenson modeled in a tutor training activity using toy 
structures to model essays. As Stephenson emphasizes, 
invitations, rather than specific models, are key, because 
then “students are more free to branch off and do wildly 
different things,” to change and multiply consultation 
possibilities (7). By modeling general invitations to work 
with props, I hoped to show consultants how to invite 
their writers to experiment differently with their writing, 
and with the props surrounding them.  

These invitations to writers seemed slow to emerge 
in consultation practice; in our mid-quarter fall survey 
results, consultants still reported that writers only rarely 
used props beyond the standard pencil and notepad. In 
our November class session, we gave consultants 
another opportunity to truly play with props, asking 
them to model an Exquisite Corpse poem using 
whatever props they wanted from the cart. This 
opportunity for play seemed to make a difference in 
how new consultants approached props and talked 
about them with writers, as shown in the December 
consulting logs. One consultant, paraphrased at the 
beginning of this essay, invited a writer to highlight their 
paper and suggested they use sticky notes; in their log, 
the consultant wrote that the writer 

enjoyed the fact that they were responsible for 
marking their own paper. I could feel that they 
enjoyed the feeling of ownership. I was also 
surprised by the excitement that using sticky notes 
caused, as the writer was very excited to build the 
paper that way.  

While this log chronicles how the consultant perceives 
the writer’s emotions, rather than the writer’s actual 
feelings, the “surprise” the consultant experiences at the 
writer’s enthusiasm suggests an opportunity, a change in 
objective and orientation, an opening for both writer 
and consultant. By extending the invitation to use these 
sticky notes, the consultant offered an opportunity for 
this writer to engage with the more accessible, visible 
props and to transform their revision process, creating 
newly intra-active space and new delimitations of 
agency. 

These changes may seem small, or artificial, but 
when we asked consultants to reach for a new prop and 
practice, we asked them to change the consultation 
“apparatus,” and therefore move the objectives of, and 
what is possible in, the consultation space.  Apparatuses, 
as Barad writes, are “boundary-making practices that are 
formative of matter and meaning, productive of, and 
part of, the phenomena produced” (Barad 146), and that 
“any measurement of position using [a particular] 
apparatus cannot be attributed to some abstract, 
independently existing object but rather [as] a property of 
the phenomenon—the inseparability of the object and the 
measuring agencies” (Barad 139, my emphasis). To extend 
this to writing center spaces, what we attempt to 
measure in the writing consultation—whether that’s the 
writer’s increasing confidence, the consultant’s ability to 
share agency with the writer, or how the paper 
transforms during the consultation—is inseparable 
from the consultation itself, the props, spaces, and 
people.  The spatial intra-actions between materials and 
humans create and constitute both the exclusions that the 
apparatus enacts (the “agential cuts” that create the 
boundaries, or illusions of separate “entities” (Barad 
148)) and the possibilities present in every shifting intra-
action. As Barad writes, “intra-actions iteratively 
reconfigure what is possible and what is impossible” and 
“new possibilities open up as others that might have 
been possible are now excluded” (177), shifting with 
every choice and intra-action. By moving with props to 
change the choices we make, we change our goals and 
approaches to the consultation. Changing the props and 
actions involved changed the goals and structures of the 
consultation itself, creating new and different 
possibilities for “measuring” what happens when we 
work with writers.  

 
“Movable Objects”: Changing Consultation Habits 

In October, I talked with consultants, emphasizing 
props as opportunities to “break habits” or to create 
possibilities for new orientations and approaches. I 
invited consultants to consider how, by repeating similar 
consultation practices, they might begin to orient their 
perceptions and bodies in particular ways, making it 
more difficult to change their actions or take different 
perspectives. As a response to these “consulting habits,” 
I invited consultants to consider the props they 
frequently used, and to actively experiment with placing 
different props in their space, close for both writers and 
consultants, asking consultants to look at their own 
behavior and explore points of possibility to create new 
writer and consultant orientations.  This conversation 
helped consultants view and describe props and carts in 
new ways; when asked in the survey how they thought 
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the prop carts might be asking them to use props 
differently or inviting them to try new props, new 
consultant respondents positioned the prop carts as 
sources of possibility and inspiration, describing the 
prop carts as: 

● “a ‘treasure chest,’ of sorts, where we dig 
around to find unexpected creative inspiration” 
to “use props as a way to visualize and have fun 
while working on an assignment”  

● “a movable object […] not static and therefore 
it is easily accessible for both the writer and the 
consultant”  

● “always there and available in the open is 
encouraging, and reminds me as a consultant 
that there is no one way to explain a strategy or 
think about the writing process. It also reminds 
me that people have different learning styles, 
and invites me to think of ways to incorporate 
props into addressing these styles.”  

The consultants’ language in these reflections show that 
they associate props with access and possibility; the 
props, which are “movable object[s],” remind 
consultants that their habits and practices are equally 
moveable and changeable, “that there is no one way to 
explain a strategy or think about a writing process.” 
These possibilities open many opportunities to disrupt 
consulting habits.  

Ahmed tells us that “what bodies ‘tend to do’ are 
effects of histories rather than being originary. We could 
say that history ‘happens’ in the very repetition of 
gestures, which is what gives bodies their tendencies” 
(Ahmed 56) and that “the work of repetition is not 
neutral work; it orients the body in some ways rather than 
others” (Ahmed 57). Props can help us identify and 
recognize these orientations. Identifying repeated prop 
use can help us recognize our existing habits, 
orientations, and patterns. For example, Hochstetler 
writes that comparing other tutors’ essay models, made 
with different toys, to Hochstetler’s own always-Lego 
essay model helped Hochstetler reflect on and recognize 
recurring writing patterns and “habits” (Hochstetler 10). 
They can also help us make new decisions about our 
writing; Klein and Hecker’s students discovered that 
tactile modeling helped them construct connections, 
that “‘thinking about the size, color, and shape of the 
pieces helped me make decisions about where the pieces 
belong in the overall structure’” (Klein and Hecker 97). 
These comparative and tactile applications offer two 
ways consultants might apply “props as a way to 
visualize and have fun” in a consultation; having the 
props as a physical reminder that there is “no one way” 

to consult encourages consultants to frequently consider 
how they can disrupt and transform their practices.  

 
 “The ‘Now’ of this Nearness”: Locating Props 

When we introduced the carts in the spring, they 
appeared sporadically, and, although many consultants 
discussed the carts informally, I did not facilitate any 
formal discussions or conversations. Results from the 
spring survey indicated that, even with the carts, 
consultants still weren’t sure where to find all props, and 
we knew that, to engage props, consultants must first 
know where to find them. During Fall 2018, we 
explicitly introduced the carts and props during our fall 
orientation activity and classroom conversation. After 
these activities, I invited new consultants to complete 
the fall survey; 12 new consultants replied. As in the 
spring survey, I invited consultants to indicate whether 
they knew where to find a list of props. I hoped to learn 
which, and how many, props all consultants knew where 
to find in the writing center. Consultants responded as 
follows: 

● In the spring survey (May 2018) all 14 
respondents indicated they knew where to find 
6 of 11 (54.5%) of listed props. (Note that, of 
the 14 consultant respondents, 13 had worked 
for nearly a full academic year).  

● In the fall survey (October 2018) all 12 
respondents said, “yes, I know where to find 
this object” for 15 of 24 (62.5%) of listed props. 
(Note that these 12 consultant respondents had 
worked for less than a month).  

In the fall survey, all respondents reported knowing 
where to find a higher percentage of more props. These 
results suggest that explicitly introducing props and carts 
through the orientation activity and in-class discussion 
invited more consultant awareness of props and their 
locations.  

However, our survey results also taught us that 
proximal access matters. While we had moved all props 
to the carts in spring, in the fall, responding to summer 
consultants’ comments, we placed some props back on 
the table and left some in the cart. In the fall survey, we 
explored the relationship between location and prop 
use, asking consultants to indicate how often they used 
the pencils and notepads on the table versus the pencils 
and notepads in the cart:  

● 10 of 12 respondents indicated that they had 
used the pencils on the table; only 2 of 12 
indicated they had used the pencils in the cart 

● 8 of 12 respondents indicated that they had 
used the mini-notepads on the table; only 3 of 
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12 indicated that they had used the mini-
notepads in the cart.  

These results implied that prop proximity relates to 
engagement; in response, we moved a few more key 
props (specifically colored pencils, markers, and 
highlighters) onto tables. By placing a few props at hand, 
we hoped consultants would construct new orientations 
that might extend their reach to other props available in 
the carts.  

We found that placing props “near” empowered 
consultants and writers to explore new possibilities with 
these movable objects “in the ‘now’ of this nearness” 
(Ahmed 39). For example, in one December consulting 
log, a consultant wrote: 

The writer came in with a large paper that needed 
to be re-organized and more, and they were a little 
worried about it. But they saw the play-doh [sic] in 
the roll carts and immediately asked if they could 
grab some and play with it. Of course, I said yes, 
and they grabbed some and used it almost as a stress 
ball, just working it around while we talked about 
their work. 

This description shows that, with the Play-Doh visible, 
and at hand, the writer felt they could ask to work with 
it. Later, this writer and consultant ended up color-
coding the paper, using sticky notes to categorize and 
organize ideas from the color-coordinated pages, and 
using the whiteboard to brainstorm paper titles. The 
possibilities that emerged from the Play-Doh’s nearness 
carried forward, shaping the direction of their 
consultation. While writers and consultants both choose 
props with intention, what results from those choices 
“remains open,” creating new possibilities for prop, 
writer, and consultant to affect and engage one another 
in the consultation space.  

Repetitions and orientations can only be changed by 
props which are known and at hand; while placing props 
close by, or choosing to incorporate a prop, may seem 
like an artificial practice, we must remember that the 
possibility emerges in each moment’s intra-action. As 
Ahmed argues, our previous orientations make possible 
what we reach for (Ahmed 39), but the possibility 
between subject and object is “what happens once we are 
near. If being near to this or that object is not a matter 
of chance, what happens in the ‘now’ of this nearness 
remains open, in the sense that we don’t always know 
things affect each other, or how we will be affected by 
things (Deleuze 1992: 637)” (Ahmed 39). We can help 
determine what “gets near” to consultants and writers in 
consultation spaces, whether inside or outside our 
writing center.  
 

Conclusion 
When we consider and practice orienting ourselves 

differently with the props at hand, “in reach,” within our 
consultation space, we can adjust and change our 
orientations and practices, swerving, bending and 
turning so that we are not enacting the same gestures, 
the same “cuts,” to determine which voices or objects 
or perspectives matter within the writing center. 
Whether in proximate or online writing center spaces, 
we encounter new opportunities to consider and 
reorient our own habits, and to help writers do so. By 
inviting a writer to work with sticky notes, or with an 
online Trello board, we might create opportunities for 
them to reconceptualize their organization; by inviting a 
writer to try color-coding their sentences with colored 
pens, or by changing the font color in a Google doc, we 
might offer them a new way to understand the structure 
of language. However, by consistently offering the same 
approaches, only using the same pen and paper, or the 
same computer mouse to scroll through a draft, we 
might exclude a writer from engaging their unique 
writing and thinking processes, or from exploring new 
ones.     

Every writing center’s available props and 
consultant training practices differ; rather than offering 
prescriptive recommendations for prop education, I 
instead suggest that directors and consultants begin 
conversations about their own prop practices. 
Questions like these might begin to inform your writing 
center’s unique approach to prop education:  

● Collect Props: What physical and digital props 
do we have in our writing center, our at-home 
workspaces, and our online spaces that are, or 
could be, used as props? Let’s gather them 
together (physically, or in a list).  

● Identify Practices: Which of these props do we 
use in our consultation practices? How do we, 
and writers, use them, and why? How are props 
related to our consulting habits? When do our 
practices use the prop to act upon a writer’s 
draft (as a “tool”) and when do they engage a 
prop with the writer (as a “prop”)?  

● Discuss Possibilities: Thinking of a specific 
consulting moment, what possibilities and 
choices might different props have opened for 
us and for writers? How can we practice acting 
with new props, and how can we invite writers 
to do so?  

● Extend Access: How can we make props and 
consultation spaces more accessible for 
consultants and writers, including through 
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increased visibility, closer physical proximity, 
lingual, aural, and tactile diversity, etc.?  

Our prop education didn’t, and shouldn’t, ask 
consultants to consider props in isolation, as things that 
are used, but instead helped consultants intentionally 
consider the ways bodyminds interact with one another 
with props in the writing center, and, now, in virtual 
spaces. These conversations were ongoing, occurring in 
observations, small-group staff meetings, and casual 
conversations in shared spaces, and were always 
grounded in the consultant’s specific intra-action with a 
prop and writer.  

Maintaining awareness of the physical movement 
and adaptation, the embodied situatedness, that 
consultations require can help us ask if our theoretical 
and pedagogical approaches acknowledge the material 
experiences of different bodies and the power dynamics 
that emerge in consultant and writer engagement with 
props, and, thus, in our writing centers and 
communities. These physical movements and 
manifestations are equally important in online spaces; as 
Laura Feibush emphasizes through gestural listening, 
directors and consultants must further “reflect on 
elements of interface and embodiment” (Feibush). 
Digital and physical props can still create possibility in 
online consultations, possibilities writing centers 
continue to explore. As Barad reminds us, objects, 
“‘environments’ and ‘bodies’ are intra-actively co-
constituted. Bodies (‘human’, ‘environmental’, or 
otherwise) are integral ‘parts’ of, or dynamic 
reconfigurings of, what is” (Barad 170). Consultant 
education that invites consultants to explore how they 
can interact differently with props and with writers teach 
them how to change and transform the consultation 
itself. We must continue to engage these education 
practices in conversation with queer and feminist 
theoretical approaches like Ahmed’s and Barad’s and 
must continue to ask how bodies are moving and intra-
acting to recognize how our practices limit or encourage 
new orientations, turnings, and possibilities. 
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Notes 

 
1.   Kay Are explores this phenomenon through an 
object learning approach, exploring the diffractive 
power of objects, and specifically object-based learning 
(OBL), in creative writing pedagogy. Are positions 
objects as tools to decenter the subject and help students 
work toward material changes in systems of power, 
rather than simply reproducing those systems through 
the emphasis on the subject brought by the reflection-
focused model. 
2.   Carol Lethaby and Patricia Harries discuss this 
debate about learning styles and preferences, 
emphasizing that preferred learning styles is a 
neuromyth, even as educators continue to teach to 
them; while different sensory information is processed 
differently in the brain, people do not process 
information through only one sense, and scientific 
evidence does not support the idea that students learn 
better through their preferred learning style (Lethaby 
and Harries 17-18). 
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Abstract 

As writing center scholars focus more attention on graduate writers, 
we suggest being attentive to who we call “present others,” 
individuals who are not physically present in writing center sessions 
but are part of writers’ feedback networks, such as advisors, 
committee members, and colleagues. We assert that present others 
are key to gaining a more nuanced understanding of graduate writers’ 
experiences in the writing center because they shape writers’ 
socialization into the academy and complicate the centrality of one-
to-one work in writing center scholarship and practice. Using 
interviews and session recordings with two advanced graduate 
writers, we illuminate how present others influenced these writers’ 
sessions, their feedback networks, and their long-term writing center 
use. In doing so, our study widens the scope beyond the writer and 
the consultant, providing another avenue to work with the text and 
the emotions and relationships that surround graduate students’ 
writing processes and disciplinary identities. Finally, we provide 
strategies for tutor training and encourage writing centers to explore 
how to more holistically meet the complex needs of graduate writers. 

 

“If I just got a big set of revisions from my advisor, I’ll 

probably go in [to my writing center session] and say ‘so 

I just heard from my advisor.’ And then sometimes if I 

haven’t heard from him, I’m doing lots of guessing as 

we’re reading through. I come across a sentence, and 

I’m not sure how he would want me to say it, so I say, 

‘I think he would want me to say this.’ But I’ve been very 

bad about guessing how he would think. I still try 

because I think it streamlines the [feedback] process . . 

.”  

--Jane, PhD candidate in Biology 
 

“While I was writing my paper, my participants 

themselves were really important. And I actually spent a 

lot of time with [consultant] working on this. . . How do 

I make sure that I’m saying things that are clear and that 

are saying the things that [the participants] were saying, 

and not things that I would like them to have said? Or 

things that I thought that maybe made a more clear 

argument.” 

--Jessica, PhD candidate in Geography 
 

These excerpts,2 taken from interviews with two 

graduate writers, exemplify the importance of those we 

name “present others” in writing center consultations, 

individuals who are part of writers’ feedback networks, 

such as teachers, friends, colleagues, editors, family 

members, advisors, committee members, and non-

present writing center staff. As part of graduate writers’ 

feedback networks, and unlike imagined and actual 

audiences, these individuals provide feedback, discuss 

writing and writing processes, and set expectations for 

graduate writers. For our purposes, present others only 

include humans, particularly those who the writer or 

consultant know. While we acknowledge the importance 

and power of imagined audiences in shaping graduate 

writers’ practice, our definition of present others focuses 

on writers’ more immediate feedback networks, 

especially individuals who might provide direct feedback 

or otherwise influence their writing processes through 

social interaction. Although these individuals are not 

physically present, they nonetheless shape writing center 

sessions. As a result, these individuals are present for the 

writer, and should likewise be for the consultant. 

Writing centers have the potential to play a more 

active role as writers become disciplinary experts and 

negotiate their relationships with their feedback 

networks. We contend that recognizing present others 

can help consultants support graduate writers in this 

process. Rather than assuming that these individuals’ 

feedback should primarily be addressed by the writer, 

we assert that writers benefit from consultants making a 

conscious and deliberate attempt to engage with present 

others because they are important to graduate students’ 

socialization process (Kim) and their identities as 

graduate students and scholars.  

Writing center studies has witnessed a 

reinvigoration of research about graduate consultants 

and writers, as exemplified by special issues in Praxis and 

the Writing Lab Newsletter in 2016 and Susan Lawrence 

and Terry Myers Zawacki’s collection, Re/Writing the 
Center in 2019. However, even as scholars have focused 

more recently and empirically on the graduate writers 

who come to our centers, this population remains 

understudied. Our study responds to concerns that 

writing centers focus too much on decreasing time-to-

degree and attrition when we frame support for graduate 

writers (Lenaghan) and builds on scholarship that 

explores how consultants and graduate writers negotiate 

authority (Welch) and advice (Waring) during writing 

center sessions. Most importantly, we expand 

discussions of how writing centers can provide holistic 

support that recognizes graduate students’ emotional 
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well-being (Gray) and acknowledges the relationships in 

their feedback networks. This work is necessary as 

graduate writers must decide how to respond to 

competing advice and feedback as they are socialized 

into their disciplines. Finally, we complicate the notion 

that writing sessions are only one-to-one.  

In fact, the field’s scholarship suggests that writing 

center sessions are not only influenced by the co-present 

consultant and writer; rather, other individuals and 

forces who are not physically present for the session can 

change its direction and influence the revision and 

feedback process (Briggs). Terese Thonus notes that 

instructors can be “silent participants” in writing center 

sessions with undergraduate writers—figures who are 

not co-present during the sessions but whose “voices” 

and feedback may nevertheless shape the feedback 

process and the session itself. Judith Powers likewise 

describes the practice of the “trialogue,” in which 

writing centers can solicit feedback directly from 

advisors (15). Though this concept opens up dialogue, it 

centers the advisor’s agency rather than the writer’s. 

These examples demonstrate how some scholars 

recognize the influences of individuals who are not 

present in the session. We extend their work by 

foregrounding how present others impact graduate 

writers’ sessions from the perspective of graduate 

writers. 

We argue that present others deserve the attention 

of writing center scholars and consultants because they 

can shape writers’ sessions and writing processes in 

significant ways. Importantly, attention to present 

others means rethinking existing practices and our view 

of sessions as (only) one-to-one, which continues to be 

a defining feature of the writing center grand narrative 

(Grutsch McKinney) and remains central to most 

writing center scholarship and training. Critiques of the 

one-to-one model note that it places the responsibility 

for improving writing on students rather than on the 

academy, and it can lead to writing centers upholding 

rather than questioning the status quo, with particularly 

harmful consequences for writers who aren’t white and 

middle class (Grimm, “The Regulatory” and 

“Rethinking ”; Grutsch McKinney; Scharold). To this 

critique, we add that the myth of writing center sessions 

as solely between a writer and a consultant especially 

hinders our ability to recognize and support the 

complexity of graduate writers’ writing processes. 

Furthermore, it diminishes the roles of present others, 

which risks ignoring important relationships that 

comprise writers’ feedback networks. Engaging with 

graduate writers’ texts and the present others that 

surround them provides a valuable opportunity to 

support these writers more holistically by focusing both 

on the text and its context, including the emotional 

aspects of being graduate students and writers. Writing 

centers can also serve as safe spaces where graduate 

writers can engage, question, vent about, and even resist 

present others’ feedback or expectations, highlighting 

their agency in disciplinary writing and socialization.  

As such, our larger study poses the following 

research questions: 

● What present others appear in writing center 

sessions? 

● How do these present others show up in 

writing sessions? Who invites them into the 

conversation? 

● How do consultants and writers engage with 

present others when they arise in the session? 

● What role(s) do these present others play in 

shaping the session? 

In this article, we begin to answer these questions by 

analyzing sessions and interviews with two long-term 

graduate users of the writing center.  

By understanding how present others shape writing 

tutorials, our study advances knowledge about writing 

center sessions and informs training and practice in 

order to better support graduate writers. Ultimately, we 

seek to move beyond the myth that individual sessions 

are only between the writer and the consultant, as the 

maintenance of this myth cleaves writing center sessions 

from other individuals who graduate writers turn to for 

feedback.  

 

Writing Centers and Graduate Writers  
Though graduate writers have been understudied in 

our scholarship, it is clear that they pose unique 

challenges that writing centers must grapple with, 

particularly as over two-thirds (68%) of respondents to 

the National Census of Writing report that their writing 

center serves graduate students. As Lawrence and 

Zawacki note, “advanced graduate writers present an 

exigence for writing centers that differs from that 

presented by undergraduate writers” (22). Given this 

exigency, graduate-focused writing centers are on the 

rise (Summers, “The Rise”), and scholars are urging 

writing centers to rethink their practices (Lawrence and 

Zawacki). Furthermore, graduate writers use the writing 

center for multiple reasons alongside other writing 

support and often benefit from feedback from someone 

outside of their discipline (Mannon). Graduate writers 

also experience a process of disciplinary socialization 

during graduate school, which requires them to learn 

discipline-specific ways of making knowledge, generic 

conventions that address multiple audiences, and how 

to take on a scholarly identity (Curry; Lawrence and 
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Zawacki).The writing graduate students do—and the 

feedback they receive on that writing—is one way in 

which they develop and display their disciplinary 

expertise. As such, through the writing process, they 

also cultivate their scholarly identity, an identity that can 

be complicated by feelings of imposter syndrome, 

advisor dynamics, and an expectation that they already 

know how to write in occluded academic genres (Rogers 

et al.; Simpson, “New Frontiers”; Lawrence and 

Zawacki). As writing centers across the U.S. attend to 

the multifaceted needs of graduate writers, they have an 

opportunity to support graduate writers’ developing 

scholarly identities and disciplinary socialization. 

Graduate writers’ emotional well-being is one 

complex need that writing centers must better 

understand. While writing centers have begun to 

consider the role that emotion plays in our work, these 

conversations have started at the level of the tutor 

(Nicklay) and of writing center directors (Caswell et al.; 

Green), highlighting the emotional toll and labor 

involved in writing center work. For example, Jo 

Mackiewicz and Isabelle Thompson found that tutors 

use motivational scaffolding strategies to offer 

undergraduate writers encouragement as “signals that 

they care about students’ comprehension and well-

being” (65). Being attentive to the affective components 

of writing is especially important as Harry Denny, John 

Nordlof, and Lori Salem acknowledge that the writers 

who come to our centers are navigating complex 

emotions in the academy. While their research focuses 

on working-class undergraduates, their findings could 

apply to graduate writers who “want relief from the 

stress of feeling like imposters” (Denny et al. 86). As we 

know, writing can play a key part in graduate students’ 

lack of confidence. Marilyn Gray found that “[w]hen 

given a self-assessment of skills, UCLA doctoral 

students rated themselves lower on a number of writing-

related skills than on other types of skills” (228). 

Ultimately, there is much to be gained from building 

“intentional,” integrated writing center support for 

graduate students’ well-being (Gray 225). Although 

writing specifically of dissertation support programs, 

Gray notes that writing centers are poised to contribute 

positively to institutional support for graduate writers’ 

well-being (224).  

Despite the potential writing centers have for 

holistically supporting graduate writers, Talinn Phillips 

(“Tutor Training”) and Sarah Summers (“Building 

Expertise”) found that tutor training handbooks and 

locally-developed tutor training often lack attention to 

graduate writers. As Lawrence and Zawacki suggest, “if 

we do not shape practices in response to graduate 

writers’ distinct circumstances, we risk alienating them 

in a context that may already have them feeling alienated 

as writers” (10–11). Part of this process of attending to 

graduate writers’ needs and of reevaluating our field’s 

practices, however, involves learning more about 

graduate writers’ experiences in general (Lawrence and 

Zawacki). Shannon Madden contends that “as a field, 

we don’t yet know enough about the lived experience of 

writing for graduate students.” Collectively, though this 

scholarly (re)attention to graduate students is promising, 

writing center studies still offers ample opportunities to 

expand our knowledge and rethink our praxis for 

working with graduate writers more effectively. 

Consequently, we prioritize how graduate writers 

strategically manage present others during their 

consultations, since much writing center scholarship 

understandably focuses on the perspective of the 

consultants in this relationship.  

 

Methods and Methodology 
Background and Motivations  

The present study developed out of a prior 

collaborative study of online and face-to-face writing 

center consultations (forthcoming). As we coded, we 

were struck by moments when present others surfaced. 

Intrigued by these individuals, we conducted a small-

scale analysis using the online study data. Although we 

found examples of present others in sessions with both 

undergraduate and graduate writers, we focused the 

current study on graduate writers, knowing that graduate 

writers remain understudied in writing center research. 

 
Study Setting and Context  

Our study took place at a public R1 university in the 

Midwest. Writers at this institution are served by one 

writing center that integrates support for and is staffed 

by undergraduate and graduate students. It also offers 

writing support for faculty, post-docs, and staff. Writers 

are allowed up to two 50-minute face-to-face or 

synchronous online consultations per week, as well as 

unlimited drop-in sessions. During the time of our data 

collection (spring, summer, and fall of 2019), the writing 

center provided 7,619 consultations, the majority of 

which were with multilingual writers. In the spring and 

fall semesters, graduate writers made up just under 30% 

of consultations; during the limited summer hours the 

center offers, graduate students comprised 75% of 

sessions. These graduate writers identified 

predominately as international, non-white, and female. 

In addition to individual consultations, the writing 

center supports graduate writers via writing productivity 

groups, week-long dissertation writing retreats, and 

workshops on various topics, such as preparing 
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conference presentations, revising papers into articles 

for publication, and staying on track with long-term 

writing.  

 
Data Collection: Session Recordings and Follow-up Interviews 

After gaining IRB approval in February 2019, we 

recruited consultants via announcements at staff 

meetings, email, or in person before their sessions. We 

recruited writer participants by identifying returning 

graduate writers through our online scheduling system, 

then invited these potential participants using the same 

strategies we used with consultants, with the exception 

of staff meeting announcements. Participants were not 

monetarily compensated but writers could schedule an 

additional appointment for participating.  

From February to December of 2019, we collected 

data from three sources: (1) face-to-face and online 

consultations with graduate writers, many of whom 

visited the writing center multiple times a 

semester/across semesters; (2) interviews with focal 

participants; and (3) writer data from our scheduling 

system, including their demographic data, appointment 

focus, and total number of sessions. With the consent 

of both the consultant and writer, we audio- and video-

recorded twenty sessions with twelve experienced 

graduate consultants4 and eighteen graduate writers. 

While ten of the writer participants were multilingual 

writers, all but one of the consultants were native 

English speakers. Four consultants identified as male 

while only two of the writers did. Our writer and 

consultant participants represented a range of 

disciplines, including Education, English, Library and 

Information Sciences, Economics, Political Science, and 

Environmental Engineering. All of the writers were 

returning users of the writing center, and many of them 

used the center regularly over multiple semesters.  

To triangulate our session data and to help us make 

meaning of these sessions from the writers’ 

perspectives, we invited writers to take part in follow-up 

interviews. In these 45-60-minute semi-structured 

interviews, we sought to contextualize the recorded 

session and learn more about participants’ writing and 

writing center experiences. We selectively transcribed 

the recorded sessions ahead of our interviews to guide 

our conversations. In our interviews, we used stimulated 

recall (Dempsey) by showing participants notable clips 

from the recording in which they mentioned present 

others in order to facilitate recall and gain further insight 

into present others mentioned during the session. First, 

we contextualized these sessions and clips for the 

participant (using the transcripts and the appointment 

notes from the scheduling system) and then prompted 

participants to tell us what was happening in these 

moments.  

Our larger dataset shows that across our diverse 

participant pool, conversations about present others 

frequently occurred in writing sessions; however, they 

were most rich with long-term users who had developed 

relationships with consultants over time. As such, a level 

of comfort with the writing center and between 

particular writers and consultants seemed to facilitate 

conversations about present others as consultants “got 

to know” other individuals in writers’ feedback 

networks. Our interviews confirmed that these 

established writer-consultant relationships were central 

to how writers and consultants leveraged present others 

during sessions. Given these findings from our larger 

dataset, we were also interested in how consultants 

responded to instances of present others in sessions 

with graduate writers. 

In this article, we focus on two advanced graduate 

writers, Jane and Jessica5 who were long-term and 

consistent users of our writing center. Jane and Jessica’s 

recorded sessions and interviews reflect illustrative 

trends that are visible in our larger dataset. At the time 

of this study, Jane and Jessica were both in the last year 

of their graduate programs and working on their 

dissertations and job market materials. They’re both 

white native English-speaking women. Although Jane 

and Jessica were not representative of our diverse 

writing center users, we believe that their close 

relationships with the writing center, their academic 

stage, and our follow-up interviews with them offer 

important insights regarding present others.  

 
Data Analysis  

We transcribed Jane’s and Jessica’s recorded 

sessions and interviews to facilitate our data analysis. 

Informed by our previous work in the online study, our 

coding revolved mainly around present others. First, we 

identified the present others who appeared in the 

sessions and interviews. We then focused on the 

discourse surrounding these sections so that we could 

begin to examine the roles of present others. At this 

stage, we asked questions such as: Did the writer or the 

consultant invoke this present other? How is this 

present other influencing the writer’s writing or revision 

processes? How is this present other shaping the session 

interaction? In our interviews, we asked similar 

questions and used clips from the sessions to 

understand present others from the writers’ 

perspectives. To contextualize sessions within 

participants’ feedback networks, we also asked writers 

when and who they turn to for feedback on their 

writing. Focusing on present others allowed us to see 
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emerging themes, such as how they influenced the 

session focus and impacted graduate writers differently. 

Present others’ roles and influence varied according to 

components like the writer’s task, where they were in the 

process, the relationships surrounding their writing, and 

other factors that regularly shape writing processes.  

 
Researcher Positionalities 

We believe that researchers’ positionalities 

significantly influence methods, methodologies, and 

data; therefore, before discussing our findings, we first 

provide some background about ourselves. We are both 

women and were both graduate students in the same 

department at the time of our study. One of us is a 

Latina and a native Spanish speaker. The other is a white 

native English speaker. We both worked at writing 

centers as undergraduates and have been consultants or 

involved with our graduate institution’s writing center in 

some capacity since 2015. Together, we have 13 years of 

consulting experience. Our positionalities as graduate 

writers who were in the midst of writing our 

dissertations provided us with relatively easy access to 

writers who are in similar stages of their graduate careers 

and helps us see our data in ways that researchers with 

different positionalities might not. During our data 

collection process, we both served as consultants and in 

administrative capacities in the writing center, so we 

took care to design our study to mitigate the influence 

of our roles and avoid conflicts of interest. Our roles 

and identities ultimately shaped the decisions we made 

in our data design and strengthen our analysis. 

 

Jane’s and Jessica’s Present Others 
In this section, we turn to exemplifying the range of 

present others that appear in our larger dataset. We use 

interviews and session recordings from our focal 

participants to show how Jane’s and Jessica’s writing 

center sessions have overlapping and unique present 

others, as depicted in Figure 1 (See Appendix). Next, we 

provide more background on Jane and Jessica and 

highlight present others who are particularly salient for 

them to show how these present others influenced their 

writing and consequently their writing center sessions.  

 

“That Day… Was Him-Focused”: Jane’s Present Others 
Jane, a PhD candidate in Biology, began using the 

writing center sporadically early in her graduate 

program, typically before an impending deadline. A few 

years later, a conversation with her advisor prompted 

her to realize that she needed additional support to make 

faster progress on her dissertation. Additionally, Jane 

sensed that her advisor disliked her writing and that “he 

just did not understand [her] writing style whatsoever at 

first.” Spurred by these conversations with her advisor 

and the encouragement of our writing center Director, 

Jane began using the writing center more consistently, 

making one or two appointments every week. By the 

time she graduated, Jane had attended over 100 sessions 

in addition to participating in writing groups and 

retreats. Jane generally worked with the same two 

consultants, so she developed a close working 

relationship with both of them. The session we recorded 

with Jane was with one of these two consultants. 

Though Jane noted that her advisor influenced her 

writing the most, she also discussed during the interview 

many other individuals in her feedback network who 

impacted her writing and other sessions. For example, 

Jane explained that her committee members provided 

extensive feedback on her writing earlier in graduate 

school but less so during her dissertation process. Jane 

also frequently collaborated on research and co-wrote 

articles with friends, colleagues, and scholars outside of 

her department, where she navigated the messy process 

of co-writing and (co)ownership over writing.  

While Jane described multiple individuals who 

influenced her writing in graduate school, her advisor 

was undoubtedly the most recurring present other 

across her writing center sessions and in her interview, 

as he influenced her decision to come to the writing 

center regularly and his feedback often seeped into these 

sessions. As Jane’s excerpt at the beginning of this article 

illustrates, her advisor’s feedback played an instrumental 

role in determining the focus of her writing center 

sessions. During her interview, for instance, when we 

asked Jane to review notable portions of the session we 

recorded, she described the session as very “him-

focused” because she and her consultant were reviewing 

and navigating the feedback her advisor had recently 

given her. Throughout this session, which occurred near 

the end of her dissertation process, Jane expressed her 

struggle of responding to his feedback, mentioning for 

instance: “I was a little confused by his comment,” “I’m 

not exactly sure what he meant by that,” and “he 

changed it in a way that I didn’t expect.” 

Given perceived differences in their writing styles, 

throughout her interview, Jane repeatedly characterized 

her advisor’s feedback as “cutting” through her work, 

making her text “bleed” with extensive comments. She 

elaborated: 

 He changes words, everything. I’ve decided that . . 

. he has ways he likes to say things, and he will go 

through and change it. Whereas when I’m reading 

somebody else’s stuff, I think “well that’s not how I 

would’ve written it but it’s technically correct, it’s 

clear.” I don’t touch it. What he sends me in the 
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very beginning is just bleeding. Everything 

changing, whole sentences, so on and so forth… I 

don’t like it when he changes all of those first few 

sentences because it feels like it’s not mine then 

anymore. I like it to be my work.  

As Jane noted in her interview, not only was her writing 

style markedly different from her advisor’s, their 

methods of giving feedback differed significantly as well, 

complicating Jane’s sense of ownership over her ideas 

and writing.  

Consequently, these differences drove Jane to try to 

understand and imitate her advisor’s writing style over 

time to ameliorate tensions in her writing process, often 

turning to writing center consultants to aid in these 

efforts. Her advisor’s at-times confusing and “cutting” 

feedback influenced the work that Jane and her 

consultant did throughout the session we recorded. One 

such moment occurred when Jane was trying to 

understand whether she needed to keep a citation, based 

on her advisor’s feedback: 

Jane: It’s just that (laughter) sometimes- like this is 

[author]’s paper that I’ve mentioned in every other 

chapter. 

Consultant: I know. 

Jane: And sometimes I throw it in there and [my 

advisor] cuts it out (C: I know. Yeah.) So (laughter) 

I think this time I was trying not to put it in so he 

wouldn’t cut it out and now he wants me to have it 

(both laugh). So. Whatever. 

 Consultant: It’s hard.  

Here, Jane details her attempts to anticipate and 

preemptively address her advisor’s feedback. In this 

moment, Jane uses this session as a venue to express her 

frustration with her advisor’s conflicting feedback and 

her ultimately unsuccessful efforts to anticipate his 

comments. Her consultant, having worked with Jane for 

two years and being familiar with her advisor’s feedback, 

uses this moment to empathize with Jane, reinforcing 

that she understands Jane’s frustration and 

acknowledging Jane’s long-term efforts to make sense 

of her advisor’s feedback. During our interview, Jane 

observed that this consultant “[did] a pretty good job of 

interpreting what my advisor would probably want,” an 

effort that Jane continually made on her own and in the 

writing center. Because Jane’s advisor shaped so much 

of their sessions together, it’s significant that the 

consultant notes, “I’m also… trying to imagine what it 

is that he might be wanting, which is interesting because 

I don’t know him, but you and I have such a long 

relationship, and I’ve seen so many of his comments, so 

I have some idea.”  

Jane’s advisor is so present during their sessions that 

both Jane and her consultant actively and repeatedly 

worked to anticipate Jane’s advisor’s preferences. Even 

as Jane was finishing her dissertation, she was still 

grappling with her advisor’s feedback, trying to figure 

out his scholarly style while also maintaining agency and 

ownership over her disciplinary identity and work. 

Ultimately, for Jane, it was nearly impossible to engage 

with her writing in consultations without also engaging 

with her advisor, his feedback, and the emotions 

surrounding that relationship. Jane used these sessions 

as a space where she could safely vent about and 

question her advisor’s feedback in the moment as 

informed by their past experiences, while also finding 

ways to move forward with or move past that feedback. 

 
“They Were Very Present in the Writing Process:” Jessica’s 
Present Others  

Our second focal participant, Jessica, was a PhD 

candidate in Geography. She had been using the writing 

center since her first year as a PhD student when she 

mostly took advantage of drop-in sessions shortly 

before due dates. Later in her graduate career, after 

attending a writing center-sponsored workshop focused 

on dissertation writing, Jessica concluded that she 

should be using sessions to her advantage and began 

making appointments more consistently. Like Jane, 

Jessica also attended some writing groups, but unlike 

Jane, Jessica rotated consultants quite often. In part 

because she had been using the writing center for many 

years, Jessica was a savvy user and knew she could take 

advantage of consultants’ diverse strengths. She used 

this knowledge to make decisions about who to work 

with based on her needs throughout her writing process. 

During our interview, Jessica provided insight into how 

she chose which consultant to work with:  

Sometimes you want go to the [writing center] to 

get validation that your work is going well, and 

sometimes you want to go and get critiqued . . . And 

so, when you needed validation, you would go to 

the validation person, when you needed critique, 

you’d go to the critique person. . . When you’re 

feeling stuck, sometimes you’d go to a person who 

would talk most of the session, where you wouldn’t 

have to do a lot of work, but you’d leave with a lot 

of next steps. Or sometimes you’d go to one who 

would just listen to you the whole time, when you 

needed some serious writing therapy or some 

generative support. 

The consultants Jessica regularly worked with became 

part of her feedback network. As her dissertation 

defense date drew closer and as job applications became 

due, Jessica began to use drop-in hours more regularly 

in addition to her regular sessions. By the time Jessica 

graduated, she had amassed over 75 appointments and 
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countless drop-in sessions. Our dataset includes two of 

Jessica’s recorded sessions with consultants who were 

familiar with her dissertation project and worked with 

her often.  

Like Jane, Jessica’s advisor and committee members 

are some of the present others visible in her recorded 

sessions and interview. Given that both of these writers 

were in the later stages of their PhD programs and that 

their recorded sessions were focused on their 

dissertations, this is to be expected. However, Jessica’s 

present others extended well beyond her advisor and 

committee and included her research participants, 

consultants, and peers. As a qualitative researcher, 

Jessica conducted interviews for her dissertation project, 

and, as she explained in the opening epigraph, those 

interview participants ultimately shaped her writing and 

sessions. Furthermore, Jessica saw her participants as 

potential readers of her dissertation, and she wanted to 

ethically represent what they shared with her. As a result 

of her participants expressing a desire to read her work, 

Jessica seemed to draft with participants and her 

relationship with them at the forefront of her mind. In 

Jessica’s words, “they were very present in the writing 

process.”  

One of her recorded sessions exemplified this as 

Jessica worked with a consultant who was also a 

qualitative researcher finishing up her dissertation. 

Together they brainstormed how Jessica’s positionality 

overlapped with her participants’ and preemptively 

addressed Jessica’s committee’s critiques about her 

participant population. By doing so, Jessica worked to 

address two groups in her feedback network: her 

participants and her committee members. More 

specifically, this conversation resulted in Jessica 

composing a section of a chapter where she explained 

how her positionality provided her unique access to her 

participants. The consultant’s willingness to respond to 

Jessica’s relationships with her participants and her 

concerns about her committee’s feedback led to a 

productive engagement with present others who, 

although not physically there, had a significant impact 

on Jessica’s writing and the processes surrounding it.  

In addition to her research participants, writing 

consultants were present others in Jessica’s writing 

sessions. Sometimes non-present consultants shaped 

the agenda setting of the current session as Jessica 

recapped what she and her previous consultant 

accomplished. Other times, present others were brought 

up because of Jessica’s familiarity with many of the 

consultants. For instance, late into a session, Jessica and 

her consultant discussed upcoming appointments and 

the fact that her current consultant was unavailable 

during a time they regularly worked together because of 

the consultant’s dissertation defense. They both shared 

their feelings about their upcoming defenses and agreed 

that Jessica would be okay even though she would be 

working with a different consultant: 

Consultant: It’s going to be fine.  

Jessica: I know.  

Consultant: It’ll be fine. It’ll be great. They’re all 

amazing.  

Jessica: I know. Everyone is amazing.  

Although this exchange didn’t explicitly influence 

Jessica’s writing, it shaped at least part of the session by 

helping them to continue to build their relationship and 

empathize about their respective defenses. This 

conversation also allowed them to strategize future 

appointments and reinforced Jessica’s trust in the 

writing center. The consultant reassured Jessica, and 

they agreed that any consultant Jessica chose would be 

able to support her. The extent to which non-present 

consultants shape sessions and writers’ writing varies, 

but what is significant in these examples is that Jessica’s 

relationships with consultants were a part of her 

feedback network and important enough to be invoked 

in sessions when other consultants weren’t present.   

As with Jane, Jessica also discussed others who 

comprised her larger feedback network, providing us 

with insight beyond the present others in her recorded 

sessions. Jessica’s feedback network is broad. When 

asked who she turned to for feedback on her writing, 

Jessica explained she had been using peer feedback to 

her advantage for years. She shared that “I’ve been 

turning to people my whole life. I turn to anyone who I 

think won’t be annoyed that I’m asking them for stuff. 

And this goes back to high school” when she “got all 

this feedback [from friends] over the course of the day 

as [she] was working on the paper.” As a graduate 

student, Jessica also counted on peer feedback. She 

explained in our interview that “I have some lawyer 

friends who copy edit my work.” The choice to turn to 

her peers for feedback was driven in part by past 

practices but was also influenced by her advisor’s 

preferences. Jessica noted: “my advisor would give me 

feedback once my work was done.” This meant that 

Jessica needed to turn to others earlier in her writing 

process and that her advisor was the last person to read 

her work. Another explanation for the breadth of 

Jessica’s feedback network is her belief that “fresh eyes 

are really important. So, you have to cycle through your 

readers.” Throughout the writing process, Jessica turned 

to the writing center and her feedback network for those 

fresh eyes and to help her make progress, revise her 

writing, and receive the type of support she needed at 

different stages in the process. 
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Discussion and Implications 
Responding to growing attention to graduate 

writers in writing center scholarship, particularly to calls 

for supporting them holistically and emotionally, we 

sought to learn more about how present others shape 

writing consultations with graduate writers. Not 

surprisingly, advisors and committee members are 

recurring present others for Jane and Jessica and in our 

larger dataset. The writing center provided a supportive 

setting for Jane and Jessica to negotiate their disciplinary 

socialization and develop their scholarly identities 

through writing. They were able to do so by leveraging 

the low-stakes possibilities of sessions where they could 

safely contend with their advisors’ feedback (or lack 

thereof) without feeling like they needed to already be 

disciplinary experts. Jane and Jessica both noted that the 

writing center served as a useful third space where they 

could receive more personalized, clear feedback as they 

moved through their writing processes—something 

their advisors and committees couldn’t always provide. 

Their experiences also illustrate the diversity of present 

others and graduate writers’ feedback networks, which 

might shift throughout graduate school. As these 

feedback networks evolve, the writing center can remain 

a source of support capable of adapting to writers’ 

dynamic needs. Our findings provide insight into the 

lived experiences of graduate writers, as well as their 

evolving and affective relationships with those who 

provide feedback on their writing. These findings 

illuminate the potential writing centers have to intervene 

in graduate writers’ feedback networks.  

In addition to capturing the complexity of the 

relationships that affect graduate writers’ processes, 

taking present others seriously also provides avenues to 

attend to graduate writers’ affective needs, such as by 

practicing motivational scaffolding (Mackiewicz and 

Thompson). Although it is common in writing center 

lore to acknowledge that we work with writers and not 

just writing, we feel it warrants repeating here, especially 

when it comes to writers who are navigating what are 

often complicated relationships with their feedback 

networks and the pressures of graduate school. Our 

findings underscore that writing centers should move 

away from thinking of sessions as exclusively one-to-

one in our scholarship, practice, and tutor training. 

Instead, we call for writing centers (1) to acknowledge 

that multiple individuals influence writing sessions and 

(2) to collaborate proactively with writers so that they 

can better leverage their relationships with present 

others. To do so, consultants can work towards building 

strong relationships with graduate writers over time to 

help them navigate their feedback networks. Strong 

relationships between consultants and writers can build 

trust and empower writers to exert agency over their 

writing as they become disciplinary experts. 

At our writing center, where we see many graduate 

writers over multiple sessions, our staff has benefited 

from training tailored to working with graduate writers. 

We have added present others to our “toolkit” as a 

means of supporting the unique needs of this population 

(Summers, “Building Expertise”). For instance, we have 

invited graduate writers to share their writing 

experiences during tutor training meetings to gain 

insight into advanced writers’ long-term writing 

processes. Our staff has also collaboratively analyzed 

scenarios based on recorded sessions with graduate 

writers at our center. Using these sample sessions, 

consultants identified how present others shaped the 

interaction and discussed how they could engage with 

present others in future sessions. Finally, our staff has 

brainstormed additional strategies for working with 

graduate writers, such as affirming that writers have 

agency over their writing and providing space for 

graduate writers to express themselves without feeling 

like they need to be experts. While these approaches 

worked for our center, each writing center should 

develop strategies that will be most useful for 

considering present others in their local contexts.  

We have begun to partially answer our research 

questions, but we also acknowledge some of the 

limitations of this work and some questions that remain 

unanswered. For instance, although our larger dataset 

includes writers of diverse backgrounds, most of them 

identify as women, as do our focal participants. We 

sense that imposter syndrome might be playing a role in 

the number of female graduate students we see at our 

writing center, which may have influenced our 

participant demographics. At the time of this study, Jane 

and Jessica were both nearing the completion of their 

PhD programs, so we have more insight into these 

writers’ long-term relationships compared to writers 

who are beginning graduate school. Since Jane and 

Jessica observed that their feedback networks shifted 

over time, future work should explore how present 

others influence newer graduate writers’ sessions. 

Additionally, our larger dataset shows that for some 

writers, present others are an almost-constant presence 

during sessions, whereas sometimes present others only 

temporarily impact the session, suggesting the need for 

more research on why that might be. 

Moreover, while our case studies demonstrate 

present others from the writers’ perspectives, our data 

show that consultants also mention present others 

during session conversations. At times, our graduate 

consultants invoked salient individuals in their own 
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writing processes. This was the case with Jessica’s 

consultant, who mentioned her own committee 

members and shared how she has navigated her 

feedback relationships with them. In other words, both 

writers and consultants acknowledge present others 

during sessions, pointing to the need to also examine 

present others from consultants’ perspectives.  

 
Conclusion 

Present others have the potential to significantly 

impact writing center sessions, particularly with long-

term and advanced writing center users. Consultants 

help writers navigate their relationships with their 

feedback networks as they discuss not only writing but 

also emotions surrounding feedback and their identities 

as graduate students and scholars. The relationships that 

consultants develop with writers can facilitate writers’ 

control over their writing process and the networks that 

shape it. To us, this emphasizes the need to think about 

writing center work more broadly as supporting all 

facets of graduate education so that we can support 

advanced writers who come to us seeking more than just 

feedback on their writing.  

Working holistically with graduate writers is 

especially important, as Bruce Ballenger and Kelly Myers 

note that advanced writers often experience negative 

emotions, self-doubt, and fear around revising their 

writing. These emotions are understandable since 

graduate writers are learning to navigate academia, 

where imposter syndrome is prevalent6 (Clance and 

Imes; Parkman) and where mental health has been 

named a pressing issue for graduate students (Okahana). 

Ultimately, within this high-stakes context, by attending 

to present others and the complex, interpersonal 

circumstances of graduate students’ writing and 

graduate school, writing centers can begin to re-envision 

how we can more holistically support graduate writers. 

 

Notes 

 

1. We thank Harry Denny for inspiring this title. 

2. Transcript excerpts have been edited for clarity 

and length. 

3. Although multilingual writers aren’t the focus 

of this study, writing center scholarship has long 

recognized that multilingual and international students 

face complex challenges, particularly at the 

undergraduate level. Scholars are just now beginning to 

explore these challenges at the graduate level, where 

writers face higher stakes. See Powers and Nelson; 

Waring; Phillips, “Shifting, ” “Tutor,” and “Tutoring L2 

”; Madden; Severino and Prim; Simpson, “On the 

Distinct Needs.” 

4. All of the consultants in our dataset had worked 

at this writing center for at least one year with the 

exception of one consultant who was an experienced 

teacher of writing and a Writing Studies PhD student. 

The majority of these consultants had been consulting 

for at least two years and a significant portion have 

worked at multiple writing centers. Additionally, some 

of the writers in our data pool were also graduate 

consultants at our writing center, meaning that a few of 

our participants inhabited both the roles of consultants 

and writers. 

5. Participants were given the option of using their 

real names or pseudonyms, and we followed their 

preferences accordingly. 

6. See Gibson-Beverly and Schwartz and Cope-

Watson and Betts for how imposter syndrome affects 

graduate students. 
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Figure 1. Present others mentioned in Jane’s and Jessica’s recorded sessions and interviews.  
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Abstract 
This paper investigates the question of conflict in writing center 
sessions. Using a corpus of session notes from a large public 
university, I argue that there is a discrepancy in the reportage of 
conflict in writing center sessions: on the one hand, conflict in 
session notes from tutors to tutees tends to be concealed in linguistic 
markers of agreement; on the other hand, instances of disagreement 
are generally easily acknowledged to writing center administration, 
but not students. This incongruity and different attitudes in the 
reportage invite further debate about the role of conflict in tutor 
tutee interactions, especially as it bears on the improvement of 
writing. I offer a critique of the orthodoxy of conflict avoidance in 
writing center theory and practice, and call for more attention both 
to the genre of the session note as a site of writing center practice 
and the question of conflict as it relates to tutor-tutee interactions. 

 
Composition and writing center studies may differ 

in important respects regarding their pedagogical 
approaches, but they are not unlike each other; they 
share a unique commitment to writing and effective 
approaches to its teaching. Based on these shared goals, 
research in one can motivate studies in the other insofar 
as pedagogical lessons may be learned. For after all, both 
fields are allied, with writing center studies often 
considered a subset of composition studies more 
generally. Consider this case: In his influential 
ethnographic study, Collision Course: Conflict, Negotiation, 

and Learning in College Composition, Russel K. Durst 
explores the contradictory expectations of first-year 
college composition students and writing professors. 
Durst argues that at the heart of first-year writing 
instruction is a seemingly irreconcilable expectation of 
students and teachers: students arrive in composition 
classes with the “instrumentalist” mindset of advancing 
their careers with writing, while teachers wait to impart 
critical and social consciousness through writing to 
students. In order to bridge this conflict and gap in 
expectation, Durst suggests a pedagogy rooted in what 
he calls “reflective instrumentalism” that “takes 
advantage of the motivation students bring to their areas 
of specialization, provides students with useful 
knowledge, and engages students in critical scrutiny of 
schooling and society” (179).  

In composition studies, such conflict between 
student and teacher expectations, between students and 
the learning materials they engage, and sometimes, even 
between instructor and student, is generally described as 

inevitable and beneficial. This assumed benefit of 
disagreement hinges on the potential of conflict to 
create a learning experience that fosters critical inquiry, 
challenges orthodoxy, and allows for discovery of new 
and better ideas. In some sense, to denounce the 
usefulness of conflict would be to risk stifling dissent. 
Thus, research in composition has advanced the 
distinctive importance of conflict to the quality of 
debate and the exploration of alternative viewpoints (see 
Jarratt; Lynch et al.,; Roberts-Miller). In exploring the 
case for multiple viewpoints, Peter Smagorinsky 
observes that meaning is constructed within a culturally 
mediated context, like the classroom, “a transactional 
zone” just like any human space of interaction, where 
conflict is almost inevitable in the interactive space that 
is teaching and learning (133).  

Yet, although this recognition and/or praise of 
conflict in composition studies is pervasive in the 
literature, extensive studies of conflict in the writing 
center literature are limited. Where evident, studies of 
conflict have been concerned with how writing center 
administration has occasionally been characterized as 
setting themselves against their institutional contexts 
through a Socratic orientation (Ianetta). Further, in 
terms of institutional conflict, disagreement between 
writing center administrations and university 
management have been construed in decidedly negative 
terms, the contention often revolving around the 
marginalized status of writing centers within the larger 
university, and the need to legitimize writing center 
work in the face of skepticism of colleague instructors 
and university administrators (Harris, “Writing Center 
Administration”; Kjesrud and Wislocki).  

Studies of conflict in the writing center have been 
discussed in the idiom of anti-racism, with attention to 
the ways in which tutors may constructively respond to 
offensive content in order to address social justice 
concerns (Suhr-Sytsma and Brown; Greenfield and 
Rowan). Still, the study of conflict has been approached 
in terms of “brave spaces” at writing centers, the 
concern here being how to succeed at “[m]aking spaces 
‘safe enough’ so that people are comfortable taking 
risks, even if they are still not entirely comfortable” 
(Martini and Webster). These studies provide a 
theoretical basis for the attention to conflict, while 
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creating room for more detailed, context-driven studies 
that expand our understanding of conflict in writing 
center studies. Following from these studies on conflict, 
therefore, this current study attends to conflict in writer 
center work through another route—the writing center 
session and one of its primary genres of record, the 
session note. Mark R. Hall calls for a systematic study of 
texts like session notes, writing that as commonplace 
documents, their “ubiquity and mundanity” can make us 
ignore their importance to writing center work (81). 
There are several reasons a focus on session notes as a 
possible index of conflict during writing center 
consultations is worthwhile. First, as an important genre 
of the record of sessions, these notes contain 
interactions that help us examine the nature of 
interactions during sessions, including, for example, the 
difference in power between tutor and tutee, 
disagreements about the arguments a student wants to 
make, an offensive comment from either tutor or tutee, 
and misunderstandings about the writing task during a 
session.  

Second, the non-directive and/or non-evaluative 
tutoring approaches used in some writing centers 
provide context for conflict to potentially arise during 
sessions. As Mary Hedengren and Martin Lockerd’s 
study of writing center exit polls demonstrate, tutees 
occasionally offer negative feedback, implying that 
disagreement may be an underlying feature during 
sessions, even if infrequently. For Hedengren and 
Lockerd, such negative feedback from tutees are an 
“underused resource” (133) for improvement of writing 
center practice. If we take these authors’ findings 
seriously and consider Smagorinsky’s claim concerning 
composition classes as “transactional zones,” what 
becomes evident is that writing centers as spaces for talk 
about writing are just as transactional in this respect. 
Given that writing center studies shares pedagogical 
concerns with composition scholarship, it is worthwhile 
for writing center scholars to follow the trajectory of 
composition studies in investigating instances of 
conflict. Thus, this paper examines how conflict in 
writing center sessions arise, and what their index in 
session notes can tell us about interactions in writing 
center collaborative work.  

The remainder of the paper proceeds as follows. 
First, in order to establish the context of writing center 
work from which the idea of conflict emerges, I offer an 
overview of the idea of collaboration in writing centers 
as a strategy for accomplishing writing tasks. Next, using 
corpus linguistic and discourse analysis methods, I 
examine a corpus of writing center session notes—both 
those aspects available to tutees and sections accessible 
exclusively to administrators. Doing so affords an 

analysis of references to conflict in respect of different 
audiences. Finally, I conclude with a discussion of the 
results and significance of the analysis for theorizing 
conflict and conflict negotiation strategies in writing 
center practice.  

 

Understanding Conflict: Tutor and Tutee 
Collaborations in the Writing Center 

Given that difference and conflict are integral to 
writing center communities, and even inevitable, 
focusing attention on writing center collaborative work 
can reveal how tutors and tutees negotiate their 
situatedness—power, control, and difference—during 
writing center sessions. The concept of collaboration in 
writing center work is as old as the inception of writing 
centers. Andrea Lunsford locates the application of the 
term collaboration to writing center work in a shift, during 
the 1980s, toward an understanding of the ontology of 
knowledge as a product of social interactions and 
language mediation (4). In this shift, rather than an 
interiorized externalization of individual writers’ 
thoughts, knowledge—and by extension writing tasks—
is understood to be shaped by interaction and emerges 
as a product of collaborative work. Thus construed, the 
idea of knowledge implies co-creation and by that logic 
departs from the notion that individuals are solely, 
without external factors, responsible for the generation 
of ideas.  

In this spirit of knowledge as a collaborative activity, 
Muriel Harris writes that what happens at the writing 
center is “collaborative learning about writing,” and 
involves “interaction between writer and reader to help 
the writer improve her own abilities and produce her 
own text—though, of course, her final product is 
influenced by the collaboration with others” 
(“Collaboration is not Collaboration” 370). Similarly, 
Irene L. Clark argues that writing center collaboration 
aims mainly at enhancing students’ overall learning 
about writing, and that such collaboration is focused on 
the writing process, as opposed to illegitimate assistance 
that fails to achieve this goal (520). Regarding Clark’s 
distinction, writing center collaboration finds forceful 
expression not only in non-directive tutoring, but also 
in scaffolding, a concept central to writing center 
conferences (Mackiewicz and Thompson; Nordlof). Jo 
Mackiewicz and Isabelle Thompson define scaffolding 
as “tutoring strategies used to support students’ efforts 
to arrive at their own solutions to problems or, in the 
case of writing center conferences, to decide on topics 
and revisions of existing drafts” (39). They indicate that 
in scaffolding, writing goals and tasks are mutually 
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defined and ideas are dialogically explored between tutor 
and student, hence the collaboration (46).  

This understanding of scaffolding is consonant with 
David Wood and Heather Wood’s perspectives on 
effective collaboration which involves, among others, 
(a) establishing a link between students’ relevant 
previous knowledge and skills, and the new writing task, 
and (b) ensuring that students take ultimate 
responsibility for writing tasks (6). Drawing from 
Vygotsky’s concept of Zone of Proximal Development 
(ZPD) in which more experienced learners facilitate and 
guide less experienced learners, David Wood and 
Heather Wood explain that the guidance in ZPD could 
be understood within the framework of writing center 
collaboration, in interactions between tutors and 
students and through the tutoring functions of the 
writing center tutor.  

But collaboration has potential pitfalls. Lunsford 
offers a cautionary tale against the prevalent view of 
collaboration as mostly beneficial, calling attention to its 
capacity to be authoritarian as well. Lunsford calls for 
writing centers to “address the issue of control 
explicitly” and suggests that while these tutor-centered 
domains of work may be based on collaboration, they 
risk replicating the hierarchy of teacher-centered 
collaborations and offer a “pretense of democracy” by 
“eras[ing] rather than valu[ing] difference” (7). She 
writes that, 

collaboration often masquerades as democracy 
when it in fact practices the same old authoritarian 
control. It thus stands open to abuse, and can, in 
fact, lead to poor teaching and poor learning. And 
it can lead—as many of you know—to disastrous 
results in the writing center. So amidst the rush to 
embrace collaboration, I see a need for careful 

interrogation and some caution. (3-4, my emphasis).  
Indeed, writing centers today may, generally speaking, 
be unlike the “teacher-centered classrooms” Lunsford 
referred to almost three decades ago. The non-directive 
and non-evaluative approaches currently practiced in 
some writing centers make the power asymmetry more 
tenuous. Yet, this asymmetrical display of power cannot 
be totally overlooked, nor could Lunsford’s call for 
“careful interrogation and some caution” (4), 
particularly within the context of research that continues 
to point to this very question of control. Increasingly, 
some scholars are taking up Lunsford’s concerns on the 
question of control and power asymmetry in peer 
tutoring and writing center collaborations (e.g., Carino; 
Thompson et. al.). As Thompson elsewhere explains, 
“collaborators who perceive themselves as powerful can 
control the conversation, call attention to themselves, 
and influence others’ perceptions of their writing 

abilities” (424). Still, outside the United States, Twila 
Yates Papay’s research on collaboration in South 
African writing centers reveals similar scenarios of 
unequal distribution of power. In this case, peer 
consultants employ questions and cite information to 
minimize the unequal power differentials. In short, the 
dynamics of uneven power and control are still not 
uncommon in writing center collaborations.  

 Indeed, attention to writing center 
collaboration and its potential perils as part of our 
scholarly lore and practice is also in keeping with recent 
calls by John Nordlof for scholars to examine the 
usefulness and success of “dogmas,” “orthodoxies,” and 
theories undergirding current writing center practice 
(60). Meanwhile, Trish Roberts-Miller’s work on the 
importance of agonistic, discursive conflict in 
communities of discourse is relevant as much for writing 
center collaborative work as for composition classes. 
Thus, the idea of conflict inherent in collaborative work 
is revealed in the potential for disagreement to arise 
when tutors and tutees work together on writing tasks.  

The notion of conflict within the collaborative work 
of writing center sessions emerges from yet another 
source. Given writing centers’ diverse student 
populations, there is a problem with conceiving of 
writers as homogenous groups for whom an all-sizes-
fits-all collaborative approach to writing works. As Paul 
Matsuda argues, the idea that the American composition 
class is linguistically homogenous is a myth (638). The 
varieties of English and varying levels of English 
language competence of both native and non-native 
speakers reflect a classroom space of divergent 
instructor-learner expectations and potentially 
misunderstood interactions. This heterogeneity of 
writers in composition studies should, in part, force us 
to consider the interactions, for example, between 
native-speaker tutors and non-native speaker tutees, 
particularly when not all writing centers might pair non-
native tutors with non-native tutees for sessions. 
Recognizing the potential difficulty of interactions 
between native-speaker tutors and non-native-speaker 
tutees in collaborating on writing tasks, Terese Thonus 
writes that “they [tutors] and (their supervisors) must be 
willing to relinquish the orthodoxy of the collaborative 
frame” and permit more realistic and appropriate 
“contact zones” for tutorials with NNSs” (240).  

Such a willingness invites us as scholars and 
practitioners to acknowledge that although 
collaboration may be an ideal, it does not always 
manifest in the fruitful, consensual frame within which 
it has frequently been cast. Rather, and equally 
importantly, collaboration involves disagreement and 
contention, both inevitable elements in writing center 
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work. Indeed, as Hall points out, conflict may manifest 
during writing center sessions, as tutor and tutee goals 
diverge with “different tools, rules, and motives in mind 
for accomplishing the same task” (60). Hall observes 
that “existing scholarly conversation about tutor reports 
is limited, focused less on the work (emphasis in original) 
that session notes do and more on persistent anxieties 
about audience and access” (82). In this regard, scholars 
are beginning to take up this concern, including Genie 
N. Giaimo et al., who demonstrate the necessity of both 
focusing attention on session notes and using corpus 
analytical methods to reveal the rhetorical work of these 
notes. I follow up on this call to investigate the work 
that writing center texts do, by examining session notes 
as an important site for possible indicators of 
disagreements and conflicts. The next section describes 
the data and methods I use in accomplishing this goal. 
 

Description of Data Set and Methods   
The data set for this study comprises 100 entries of 

session notes of between 70 and 450 words, totaling 
10,788 words. The notes span the period January 19 to 
26, 2016, and are collected from the writing center of a 
large public research university in the southwestern 
United States. Because this study was a textual analysis 
of notes without direct interaction with any human 
subjects, this study was IRB-exempt. Added to the data 
set are sections of session notes from fall 2015 available 
only to writing center administration. These provide a 
useful lens with which to evaluate discrepancies in the 
reportage of the session to tutees and writing center 
administration. The session notes have been recorded 
by the writing center over the period and include a 
tutor’s name, date, assignment, and writing task 
accomplished. For the sake of confidentiality, all 
identifying information from the dataset are excluded 
from the analysis.  

To analyze references to disagreement in the notes, 
I draw on both Ute Römer and Stefanie Wulff’s corpus 
linguistic methodology for the analysis of written 
academic texts, and Ellen Barton’s inductive discourse 
analysis of rich features of texts. On the one hand, 
Römer and Wulff’s methodology allows for context-
specific analysis of large corpora of linguistic units. 
Using the concordance mapping feature of the 
methodology provides context for the linguistic units 
that appear in a large body of texts. The concordance 
allows for a sorting of word classes, which can then be 
further selected and analysed based on their frequency 
and the intended research purpose. On the other hand, 
Barton offers an inductive discourse analytical approach 
that focuses attention on the rich features of texts, those 

“linguistic features that point to the relation between a 
text and its context” (23). Rich feature analysis relies on 
examples and patterns as the basis for argumentation 
and places contextual value of patterns at the center of 
the analysis. The approach involves the selection of a 
study data, the verification of patterns, coding of data, 
and interpretation of the data based on significance of 
the patterns within the context of the sample.  

The larger goal of my study, as already outlined, is 
to investigate conflict in the session notes in the context 
of the collaborative frame within which it occurs. Hall 
argues that session notes could provide a crucial index 
for “valued practices for tutoring” at the writing center 
(77). For this study, Römer and Wulff’s corpus linguistic 
methodology in combination with Barton’s approach is 
appropriate for the study in order to “assess and 
describe a linguistic phenomenon in a maximally 
objective and hence largely theory-neutral fashion” 
(Römer and Wulff 100). Römer and Wulff offer a four-
step approach to corpus analysis with the software 
package AntConc, namely  

(a) the creation of a word list and keyword list,  
(b) compiling and analyzing a concordance,  
(c) tracing repeated instances of a word or phrase in 
a text, and  
(d) examining contextual phenomena such as 
collocates and clusters (103).  

Importantly, the first step (of creating word lists) is 
crucial because word lists, according to the authors, 
“highlight which words are most frequent in a corpus 
and may be worth investigating” (Römer and Wulff 
104).  

For the purposes of this paper, I omitted keyword 
lists from the analysis since the objective here is not to 
compare the frequency of words in the corpus under 
analysis with a reference corpus. I developed a corpus 
of all 100 entries of session notes and coded for the 
most frequently occurring words using the AntConc 
concordancer. The results from the first twenty most 
frequently occurring words in the corpus in AntConc are 
shown in Table 1 (See Appendix). 

After creating a word list, the next step in Römer 
and Wulff’s approach involves the compilation and 
analysis of a concordance. I examined words that 
frequently appeared in the corpus and which could 
potentially provide insight into collaboration and 
instances of conflict.  

Considering the interactive nature of writing center 
collaborative tasks, tutors frequently employ words that 
suggest action both on their part and their tutees’. Based 
on this assumption, I focused on the words ranked 3, 4, 
6, and 17 in AntConc, namely “you” “your” and “we,” 
these being content words meaningful to the analysis, 
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compared to grammatical articles and pronouns like 
“the,” “to,” and “in,” which do not suggest interaction 
at all, although these equally register high frequencies in 
the corpus.  

I also paid attention to the verb “discussed,” as 
within the context of the sessions, its use indicates the 
interaction between tutor and tutee. I traced the 
instances of the use of the content words within context, 
reading closely for cases where collaboration and 
conflict are expressed. This third step in the corpus 
analytic framework works in tandem with the fourth and 
final step, the contextual reading for collocates and 
clusters. For my analytical purposes, I assumed words 
that cluster with the word list under examination could 
provide indications of the phenomena of conflict being 
investigated.  
  

Results, Analysis, and Discussion  
Overwhelmingly, my analysis of the corpus reveals 

collocates that suggest consensus- building in achieving 
writing tasks. For instance, in coding for tutors’ 
discussion of their interactions with tutees, all but two 
sentences in the entire corpus (based on the word list 
investigated) referred to the interactions in consensus-
building terms. The tutors described their interactions in 
primarily three rhetorical moves. First, they defined the 
writing task sought by the tutee, including writing 
concerns tutees brought to the center. Second, they 
indicated strategies used to achieve the task. Third, and 
finally, they recapped the decision collectively agreed 
upon for the improvement of the writing task. These 
findings resonate with Hall’s observations of the variety 
of rhetorical work that session notes do: they summarize 
the content of the session, address tutee concerns, and 
recommend next steps beyond the session (87-89). 
Indeed, in his analysis of a corpus of session notes, Hall 
found that the most frequently occurring rhetorical 
move tutors make is to “build rapport,” a move that not 
only reflects the ways in which session notes are “a 
direct person-to-person communication between peer 
tutors and writers” (94), but also points to the values and 
identities that a tutor creates for herself as a “peer 
collaborator/co-learner” (97). In this regard, beyond the 
practical function they serve, session notes provide 
tutors with opportunities to reflect on their practice and 
persuade others (like other instructors and writing 
center administrators who read these notes) that they 
(tutors) are capable practitioners conforming to writing 
center norms. This identity construction dimension of 
the notes and the collaborative and rapport-building 
ethos are reflected also in my corpus.  

Further, in describing the writing task and the 
decisions they arrived at with tutees, tutors typically 
expressed their interactions and collaborations in terms 
such as the following: “You intended to…” “I 
suggested…,” “I encouraged you to…,” “I think you 
should…,” “We decided…,” “We agreed…” “We 
discussed…,” and “We worked on…” Such rhetorical 
moves not only emphasize the non-directive, non-
evaluative aspect of writing center tutoring in this 
corpus, but also draw attention to dominant perceptions 
of writing center collaborations as collaborative learning 
about writing, with the primary responsibility for the 
final draft of writing being the tutee’s rather than the 
tutor’s. Evident from the language used here is a sense 
of collaboration manifested in decidedly rapport-
building terms. More specifically, the uses of a “we” 
language, as Hall has similarly found, emphasizes the 
collaborative nature of tutor-tutee relationships during 
sessions and “implies agreement, and thus a smooth, 
cooperative relationship between the two” (99).  

Two cases within the corpus, however, lend 
themselves to considerations of disagreement. Due to 
their particularly contextual nature, I quote them in full 
below for the analysis: 

1. While we didn't quite come to a decision on the 
tone of your statement, we did come up with a 
strategy that will allow you to move forward with its 
composition. 
2. We talked about how you could rework the first 
paragraph as is, but you felt that made your 
statement more generic. So then, we considered 
ditching the first paragraph to refocus your essay 
and more clearly articulate how being an artist 
relates to dentistry. You decided that the story about 
being an artist allowed you to be more original and, 
therefore, give the admissions committee a better 
sense of who you are. 
Both cases point to instances where collaboration 

could result in disagreement as well.  Tutees do not 
always come to a decision with their tutors, regardless of 
whether they think these tutors have superior 
knowledge of writing. Aside these two traces of 
disagreement, one other source of information suggests 
that conflict may be much more common during 
sessions than writing center scholarship or session notes 
might suggest. In the dataset for this analysis, aspects of 
session notes available exclusively to writing center 
administration point to traces of disagreement and 
conflict that may not always be acknowledged in writing 
center session notes.  

Few instances of conflict are directly evident in the 
session notes analyzed. I argue that this is likely the 
result of a writing center practice in which tutors are 



Collaboration and Conflict in Writing Center Session Notes • 79 

 

Praxis: A Writing Center Journal • Vol 18, No 2 (2021) 
www.praxisuwc.com 

 

encouraged to downplay conflict, in keeping with the 
conflict avoidance of much writing center discourse. 
Research has demonstrated that tutors construct 
identities for themselves in session notes as customer 
service workers, by “echoing the sort of customer-
service language we might expect to hear in a hospitality 
or retail setting” (Hall 99). Not unlike the slogan “the 
customer is always right” that encourages an ethos of 
conflict avoidance and customer satisfaction, the near 
absence of and lack of explicit indicators of conflict in 
the corpus of notes available to students could be 
understood in terms of writing center values and 
practices. If, as Hall argues, “session notes both reflect 
and construct the underpinning values and institutional 
ethos of a writing center” (102), then it stands to reason 
that the notes in this corpus perform the ideals of 
collaboration, rapport building, and conflict avoidance 
that would characteristic of much writing center work.  

In contrast to the rapport-building ethos enacted in 
much of the corpus, a section of the session notes 
available only to writing center administration (but not 
students nor their instructors) provides a much different 
insight into tutors’ representations of their interactions 
with tutees. This section of the notes entails concerns 
relating to sessions that tutors want administrators to 
address. My analysis reveals moments of frustration 
experienced by tutors and which expose instances of 
disagreement and conflict during sessions. Three 
examples below from the dataset from fall 2015 are 
representative of these conflictual encounters. To 
provide a fuller analysis, I follow Hall’s approach of 
analyzing the session notes in full (79), editing for 
confidentiality where necessary.  

 
Excerpt 1 

The student came in with a paper for her [X] course 
in which she was supposed to choose a side and 
argue whether or not plants have intelligence. The 
student wanted to simply look over her draft in 
general (no particular concerns). This student was 
extremely difficult to work with from the start of 
the consultation to the very end. Any 
comment/suggestion/explanation of writing 
process or elements from me was met with a very 
defensive attitude and the consultation grew very 
tense very quickly. I felt as if she was insulted by 
any comment or question I had about her paper and 
immediately disregarded everything I said. The 
student explained that she learned how to properly 
write papers in her high school junior and senior AP 
courses. The consultation ended with what I 
considered an offensive remark from the student, 
"I think I'm just thinking about this more 

intellectually...you know, more scientifically." I took 
offense for the obvious reasons, but also because I 
am in fact a senior science major, and this paper did 
not even resemble a science paper! (*inner 
frustration*) Shortly after discussing this 
consultation with a few coworkers, I learned that 
the instructor is offering extra credit for coming to 
the writing center. The student did indicate that she 
wanted a note to her instructor; however, the 
instructor's name and contact information was not 
on the intake form. I suppose the extra credit 
somewhat explains the student's outward 
disinterest, but the defensive and condescending 
attitude were definitely the higher order concern in 
my opinion. I would like to further discuss this 
consultation with a member of the admin team in 
person.   

What is evident from this note is the very conflictual 
nature of the session. The tutor’s perspective of the 
session is that of a person frustrated by the encounter 
with the tutee. Several sources of this conflict can be 
adduced: the tutee’s hostile disposition to the session; 
the tutor’s belief that their prior knowledge of the 
subject matter was at odds with the tutee’s knowledge; 
and, the instructor’s requirement for students to visit the 
writing center for extra credit. The tutor characterizes 
the conflict itself as “definitely the higher order 
concern,” suggesting that the experience possibly 
created a climate wherein the conflictual encounter, 
rather than the writing task, became the focus of the 
session. The encounter between the tutor and tutee here 
echoes Hall’s argument that even as tutor and tutee 
work toward the same goal, they may sometimes seem 
to be “working at cross purposes” (60). On the one 
hand, the tutor believes his knowledge as a science 
major better positions him to discuss the subject matter 
with ease and help the tutee accomplish their writing 
goals. The tutee, on the other hand, reported thinking 
about the subject “more intellectually” and “more 
scientifically.” Meanwhile, while the instructor’s 
requirement for students to visit the writing center for 
extra credit is an external factor to the session (a 
requirement to which this particular student is 
demonstrably resistant), it contributes to the experience 
of the conflict. Thus, the gap in agreement between 
tutor and tutee, the differences in expectations, and the 
varying motives both tutor and tutee bring to the writing 
task contribute to the experience of conflict during the 
session. In short, while they both shared a common goal 
of working collaboratively on the draft, both the tutor 
and the tutee’s purposes diverged and became the 
source of disagreement and conflict.  
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Excerpt 2 

This was an odd consultation. The student indicated 
he'd been here before, but he was very confused by 
my question "What concerns do you have about 
your paper? What are your goals for our time here 
together?" He kept on saying "just read through it 
and tell me what's wrong" without being able to 
offer any suggestions for what could be "wrong". I 
reminded him of our non-directive approach and he 
finally said he wanted to work on "flow." We read 
through his paper paragraph-by-paragraph and at 
each suggestion, he said "well I have been writing 
papers like this and my TA gives me an A." I 
reminded him that he always has veto power, to 
which he replied, "well the TA likes us to come and 
have notes sent so that's why I came." So overall, it 
was just odd because he seemed frustrated with my 
questions, which I took to be lack of understanding 
of how we work here and then dismissal of all 
suggestions because he gets good grades on his 
assignments anyway. He wasn't completely 
disengaged with the consultation, but he wasn't the 
most active participant either. I'm not sure how 
best to handle situations like this so any tips are 
welcome. 

In this second example, the source of conflict could be 
located within the non-directive, non-evaluative 
approach to tutoring practiced in this writing center. 
The tutee’s expectation of direct instruction from the 
tutor was at odds with the center’s ideals of writer 
autonomy, where tutees, while collaborating with tutors 
on projects, still hold greater say in the direction of the 
goals and outcomes of the writing task. This second 
example also demonstrates not just minimal 
collaboration during the session, if at all, but also shows 
that the tutee’s deference of power to the tutee deviates 
from the practice of collaboration that requires tutees to 
take active control of their writing tasks. Further, that 
the tutor was unsure how to handle such conflict arising 
from the gap in expectation between institutional policy 
and tutee expectation points to the presence of conflict 
during sessions, even if such conflict is not reported in 
session notes available to tutees. Moreover, in this 
example, the teaching assistant’s mandatory requirement 
that students visit the writing center does introduce a 
further dynamic of disappointment not just for this 
tutee, but for the tutor and administrators as well. Given 
institutional policies that limit the tutor’s ability to meet 
these demands from instructors, coupled with the 
tutee’s resistance to such “forced” services that he may 
otherwise not voluntarily take advantage of because of 
his good grades, the session was conflictual, as both 
tutor and tutee attempt to meet the instructor’s goals. 

Excerpt 3 

A student seemed to have left the consultation 
feeling distressed and upset. She was working on a 
chemical engineering research paper in which the 
prompt asked her to evaluate a situation. She did 
not state her arguments in a clear, direct manner; 
instead, she used mostly descriptive voice. When I 
was asking her questions to get a better picture of 
her thought process and to help her form an 
argumentative voice, at first she responded as if I 
was questioning her, but after I explained why I 
asked her those questions, she seemed to 
understand and came up with strong topic 
sentences on her own. After a few paragraphs, I 
asked her to follow the pattern we have previously 
done and continued asking some more questions, 
when all of a sudden she took it personally as if I 
was criticizing her. She said, "I've only started 
learning English five years ago. I know what I want 
to talk about; I just don't know how to say it 
properly in English. I think in my own language. Is 
English also your second language? I'm sure you 
know this too." Previously, she also raised her 
eyebrows and expressed concerns when I described 
our ND/NE policy "I'm not here like your 
professor/TA, so I'm not grading your paper, 
telling you what is right/wrong..." and when I said 
that I'm an undergraduate student just like her. I was 
under the impression that she came in with a 
perception that there is right and wrong in English 
writing, and when I didn't give her a direct answer, 
she thought I was withholding information from 
her or purposefully trying not to help her. 

Earlier, I noted that the myth of linguistic homogeneity 
as discussed by Paul Matsuda ought to shape our 
understanding of tutor-tutee interactions and the 
varying levels of English language competence that 
could be a source of conflict during sessions. The 
varieties of English tutors and tutees bring to the writing 
center may be a resource, but depending on how these 
varieties are approached, they could also be the source 
of conflict as has been demonstrated in the third excerpt 
above. While the tutor clearly sought to relinquish any 
perceived power during the session by emphasizing the 
non-directive, non-evaluative approach used in this 
writing center, the tutee’s expectation of direct 
instruction shaped the experience of the session, 
resulting in the conflict. Indeed, it is impossible to tell 
from the note the nature of the tutor’s questions that 
might have led to the tutee’s perception of being 
criticized, but the tutee’s acknowledgment of the limit 
of their own English proficiency (“I just don’t know 
how to say it properly in English”) and their assumption, 
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“that there is right and wrong in English writing,” 
reveals the potential source of misunderstanding and 
ultimately the distress that was the outcome of this 
session.    
 

These three cases are only a microcosm of a larger 
phenomenon in which tutors report difficult sessions to 
administrators, pointing out the conflict that is clearly 
elided in the session notes students see. In a sense, given 
the multiple, even conflicting audiences and purposes 
for session notes (Hall 77), it is reasonable that the 
section of the notes addressed to writing center 
administration would admit such occurrences of 
conflictual encounters. While conflict does seem to be 
generally avoided in the session notes in the aspects 
available to students, analysis of session notes in 
previous research has revealed that “tutor reports 
occasionally included negative evaluations of writers 
themselves” (Hall 94). Such a finding suggests that 
inherent in the collaborative ethos and the rapport-
building rhetorical work enacted in session notes may be 
instances of conflict and disagreement that tutors may 
gloss over because of the values we enact and the ideals 
we tend to uphold. 

 

Conclusion 
This analysis has used a small data set to gain 

insights into disagreement and conflict during writing 
center sessions. Evidence from sections of notes 
available to writing center administration suggests that 
though conflict does occur during sessions, they are 
generally not acknowledged in the notes tutees see at the 
end of tutoring. I argue that this is perhaps partly a result 
of the customer-service ethos writing centers generally 
cultivate and the rhetorical work that the notes as a 
genre tend to perform for tutee audiences. Further, my 
analysis reveals that tutors candidly discuss instances of 
conflict in situations where only administrators read 
sections of notes. But as Hall suggests, “any session 
report is limited, an incomplete account of a 
consultation” (83). Thus, we may consider comparative 
analyses of notes available to tutees on the one hand, 
and those accessible to instructors, but not tutees, or 
professors and tutees, on the other hand, to examine 
strategies tutors employ in discussing disagreement to 
different audiences. Such comparative analyses would 
enable us to more effectively make sense of scenarios of 
conflict and explore effective strategies for negotiating 
them in writing centers. 

In investigating traces of conflict in the session 
notes, I have followed scholarly arguments cautioning 
against the dominant perception in writing center 

scholarship that collaboration between tutors and tutees 
primarily rests on consensus. My analysis offers insights 
into the conflictual nature of collaborations during 
tutorial sessions. As contact zones, writing center 
collaborations do not only and always rest on rapport-
building; they could be just as agonistic. How tutors 
negotiate such conflictual moments with tutees is 
important to the success of collaborations. Because 
students not only can but also do reject advice and 
attempt to negotiate control during writing center 
collaborative work (Park), rethinking conceptions of 
collaboration within its predominantly rapport-building 
frame could be an important step towards devising 
strategies that could enable tutors and tutees better 
negotiate conflictual encounters.  

Additionally, more attention to the genre of the 
session note as a site for negotiation of meaning 
between tutor and tutee could uncover the very practice 
of writing center collaborations, at least from the point 
of view of tutors. Future studies could benefit also from 
more scholarly attention to a triangulated and larger data 
set that advances our understanding of manifestations 
of conflict. Here, studies of session notes in 
combination with other genres such as (transcripts of) 
video-taped interactions of sessions, reports available to 
administrators, and exit polls and surveys provided by 
tutees, may reveal how both tutors and tutees 
characterize conflict and disagreement in varying sites 
and texts of writing center work.  

I opened this essay with Durst’s argument 
concerning the contradictory expectations of first-year 
college composition students and writing professors, as 
well as the need for writing instructors to adopt a 
reflective praxis in dealing with such conflicting 
expectations. As writing center scholars, we may adopt 
and be guided by that ethos of reflection in our own 
work as we explore the locations of conflict and the 
strategies we develop for resolving disagreements in 
writing center practice. That ethos of reflection could 
lead us on the path of rethinking the field’s dominant 
ideas about collaboration toward improved writing 
center pedagogy, theory, and practice.  
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Abstract 
Across college and university campuses, librarians and writing center 
workers are increasingly finding the trajectories of their academic 
units intersecting, both physically and institutionally. While both 
library and writing center scholarship have investigated this trend, 
research has primarily focused on specific collaborative efforts or 
theoretical bases for forming partnerships; the issue of centers being 
physically housed in libraries and the implications of sharing space 
have been largely unexplored. The researchers present the results of 
a survey of more than 100 center directors whose centers are located 
in libraries, moving beyond the common focus on collaborative 
undertakings by asking participants about theoretical, pedagogical, 
and practical concerns that stem from centers physically relocating 
to libraries. Specifically, the researchers focus on participants’ 
perceptions of the benefits and challenges of centers being physically 
located in libraries and reflect on the greater implications of this 
trend for the writing center field, particularly how physical space and 
institutional location can impact the pedagogies of the writing center. 
 

Across college and university campuses, librarians 
and writing center workers are increasingly finding the 
trajectories of their academic units intersecting, both 
physically and institutionally. The National Census of 
Writing, which collects data on Writing Centers and 
Writing Programs, found in its 2017 census that at four-
year institutions, 56% of respondents indicated that the 
physical location of their writing center is a library. This 
was a notable jump from the 2013 census, in which 45% 
of respondents at 4-year institutions reported that their 
center was located in a library. Both the 2013 and 2017 
census numbers represent a significant increase from the 
only previous large-scale survey of this sort—the 
Writing Center Research Project, which reported in its 
2003-2004 edition that 16% of writing centers surveyed 
were located in libraries (Griffin et al.). The overall trend 
toward consolidated models for tutoring and other 
student services into Learning Commons or similar 
models has no doubt helped to shape this trend, as often 
these “one stop” centers are located within the 
institution’s library. 

Libraries becoming sites that house tutoring and 
other student services are in many ways the natural 
conclusion—and solution—to the necessary 
transformation that academic libraries have undergone 
over the last 50 years. As James Elmborg characterizes 
it, twenty-first century academic libraries have “self-
consciously redefin[ed] themselves, moving away from 
the warehousing definitions of the past and toward 

instructional models” (4). This deliberate turn toward 
sites of learning and interaction rather than information 
repositories has allowed academic libraries to reinvent 
their purpose and relevance for a new age in which 
resources are increasingly electronic and student needs 
have changed.  

As libraries shift their identities to sites of learning 
and instruction, the parallels between the work of 
librarians and the work of writing center practitioners 
have become increasingly visible. These connections are 
explored to various degrees in both library and writing 
center scholarship. Library scholarship, in particular, 
tends to advocate for the benefits of collaboration—and 
even co-location—between libraries and writing centers. 
Rachel Cooke and Carol Bledsoe asks their readers to 
“consider the advantages of a writing center housed in a 
library,” such as the “convenience of ‘one-stop-
shopping’ for help with research and writing” (1-2). 
They also offer suggestions on how co-location can 
allow librarians and writing center workers to 
collaborate through cross training, joint programming, 
or team-teaching. Mary O’Kelly et al. suggest that 
libraries should apply the writing center peer tutor 
model to the library, training student tutors to assist 
peers with the research process. Elmborg argues that 
libraries and writing centers are natural institutional 
allies, “living parallel lives, confronting many of the 
same problems and working out similar solutions, each 
in their own institutional context” (1). Other library 
scholarship documents the various models and types of 
center-library collaboration (Mahaffy; Ferer; Jackson). 

Writing center scholarship that focuses on centers 
and libraries similarly tends to document specific 
collaborative efforts, though at times with a more critical 
eye. Jean-Paul Nadeau and Kristen Kennedy 
characterize writing center/library relationships as 
potentially “contentious” as “librarians and writing 
center directors draw deep disciplinary lines between the 
work they do” (4). However, after detailing their writing 
center’s collaborative workshops with the library, they 
note the need for a better understanding of one 
another’s disciplinary work and the importance of 
developing strong alliances, grounded in their shared 
“service positions” in the university and shared desire to 
encourage student active engagement and autonomy in 
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the research/writing process (6). Laura Brady et al. 
similarly detail the results of collaboration among 
writing faculty, librarians, and the writing center to pilot 
a team-teaching approach to information literacy that 
emphasized the connected, discursive nature of reading, 
writing, and research. Ultimately, their collaborative 
project “encouraged writing faculty, tutors, and 
librarians to re-examine professional and disciplinary 
boundaries, and resulted in new assignments and 
activities that successfully engage[d] students” (Brady et 
al.).  

Certainly, the most detailed treatment of library and 
writing center collaborations is James Elmborg and 
Sheril Hook’s collection, Centers for Learning: Writing 
Centers and Libraries in Collaboration, featuring chapters, 
described as case studies, each written by pairs of 
librarians and center administrators detailing their 
collaborative efforts and presenting a theoretical basis 
for forming partnerships. Unlike other scholarship, this 
collection features the voices of both librarians and 
writing center professionals and presents the case 
studies with nuance—deliberately looking at challenges 
as well as successes. 

Still, this collection—and the other scholarship 
published in both writing center and library journals—
does not focus in any great detail on what comes after a 
collaboration or relationship is established, especially in 
the context of co-location. While existing research 
makes clear the rich possibilities associated with writing 
center/library collaborations, the ongoing, day-to-day 
pedagogical effects of writing centers and libraries 
sharing a location are largely left unexplored.  

As two directors who have each worked in multiple 
centers housed in libraries, we have had a wide range of 
experiences regarding the nature of our collaboration 
with and connection to our library departments. These 
differences—paired with the lack of scholarship 
examining the everyday realities of sharing spaces—
have compelled us to investigate the experiences of 
other library-based center directors. A need exists to 
examine writing center/library relationships in the 
broader context of writing center work and from the 
specific perspectives of writing center practitioners. 
Moreover, scholarship needs to look beyond 
documenting collaborative undertakings and instead 
explore theoretical, pedagogical, and practical concerns 
that stem from centers physically relocating to libraries, 
particularly in light of this apparent trend reflected in 
our findings. Acknowledging the increasingly 
multidisciplinary nature of writing center work, we 
deliberately broadened the scope of our study to include 
not only writing center directors, but also directors of 
centers that focus on or include tutoring in overlapping 

disciplines. This includes speech, communication, or 
multimedia, as well as directors of writing centers that 
exist as part of a consolidated model. Thus, the purpose 
of our research is to examine the benefits and challenges 
of writing centers or similarly modeled centers physically 
located in libraries and reflect on the greater 
implications of this trend for the writing center field.  

In this article, we discuss our survey of more than 
100 centers located in libraries, beginning with a 
description of our methodology, drawn from grounded 
theory. We then provide a brief summary of our results 
before examining survey responses that pertain to the 
participants’ perceived benefits and challenges of co-
location and engaging in a broader discussion of these 
effects on center pedagogy. 

 
Methods 

When we began this research, we had both recently 
begun directing centers located in libraries. As we 
worked to negotiate the changes and challenges this 
brought to our respective centers, we often found 
ourselves consulting each other, as well as writing center 
colleagues at other institutions, for suggestions and 
support. As we read messages on our professional 
listservs and chatted with colleagues at conferences, we 
sensed that center-to-library relocation may be part of a 
growing trend; more and more often, we noticed other 
center directors reaching out for help from our 
professional community, wondering how best to self-
advocate for their center’s needs or help library 
colleagues to understand their work. Unable to find 
resources and scholarship that discussed this possible 
trend and, more importantly, the actual impact of library 
relocation on writing centers, we designed this study as 
a starting point. Specifically, our goal was to learn about 
the circumstances surrounding a center being located 
within their campus’s library, the experiences of the 
center with co-location, and how those experiences 
impact writing center pedagogy.  As a result, our study 
was guided by three corresponding research questions: 

● What factors influence centers being housed in 
libraries? 

● What benefits and challenges do centers 
(including their directors, tutors, and tutees) 
experience as a result of these moves? 

● What impact do center/library partnerships 
have on center pedagogy? 

 
Data Collection 

In 2015, we conducted an IRB-approved, 
confidential, 17-question survey of 104 directors whose 
centers are located in their institution’s library. The 
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results were collected through Qualtrics. This survey 
consisted of a combination of multiple choice and open-
ended questions that collected basic demographic and 
institutional data as well as questions that invited 
participants to describe their experiences directing a 
center located in a library. 

 
Site and participant selection 

Participants were solicited through professional 
listservs, both those frequented by writing center 
professionals (WPA-L and WCenter) as well as others 
such as LRNASST-L (used by learning assistance 
professionals at large) and INFOCOMMONS-L 
(focused on discussion of information commons and 
other assistance centers within libraries). We also put out 
a call for participants on the International Writing 
Center Association blog. We crafted our call to include 
the many varying forms writing centers take; for 
example, some writing centers are folded into learning 
commons where writing tutors work alongside tutors 
from other disciplines. Other writing centers have 
expanded their services to take on communication, 
speaking, and digital projects— at the time we began this 
research, we both were directors of such centers. While 
we sought to include directors of these nontraditional 
centers in our research by circulating our call for 
participants widely, the largest group of responses came 
from writing center directors.  

One hundred and four center directors responded 
to our call for participants. Figure 1 (See Appendix) 
shows that the majority of our participants (85%) 
reported directing centers at 4-year institutions, 9% at 2-
year institutions, and the remaining 6% were 
unreported. Additionally, as figure 2 illustrates (See 
Appendix), participants more evenly reported from 
private (47%) and public institutions (38%), with the 
remaining 15% unstated. Moreover, numerous 
organizational models were represented, from centers 
physically located in a library but reporting to and/or 
funded through academic departments to models where 
the center director reports to a library dean and/or is 
considered library faculty/staff. 

 
Data Collection 

Grounded theory informed our approach to 
analysis due to the lack of previous research that studies 
the causes and effects of centers moving into libraries. 
This bottom-up approach allowed us to be flexible and 
discover meaning from this data. As Anselm Strauss and 
Juliet Corbin explain, grounded theory “offer[s] insight, 
enhance[s] understanding, and provide[s] a meaningful 
guide to action” (12). Thus, after we quantified general 

demographic and institutional data, we began 
preliminary examination of selected open-ended 
questions. In this article, we focus our attention in 
particular on two main questions from our survey that 
most directly addressed our research questions: 

1. “For what reasons did your center/commons 
move to the library?” 

2. “What have been the challenges and benefits of 
your center/commons being located in the 
library?” 

For both of these open-ended questions, we 
individually completed an initial stage of open coding 
with participants’ descriptive data, breaking their 
responses into short words or phrases that “symbolically 
assig[n] a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or 
evocative attribute” (Saldaña 3). These codes assigned 
“interpreted meaning” to each data point, allowing us to 
take the first steps toward “analytic processes” (Saldaña 
4). During this process, we each developed a detailed 
description for each code. Then, we met virtually to 
compare these codes, their operational definitions, and 
develop a refined finalized list of both. We then moved 
on to the focused coding stage, which Kathy Charmaz 
explains “requires decisions about which initial codes 
make the most analytic sense to categorize [the] data 
incisively and completely” (qtd. in Mertens 428). With 
the new set of codes, we labelled and identified 
meaningful data and distinguished relationships, 
patterns, trends, and themes, each testing the codes to 
ensure greater reliability. After completing this re-
coding process individually, we met again virtually to 
develop a final coded document for the questions. 

Through this coding process, we recognized pattern 
codes, which allowed us to group information, 
developing major themes that emerged from the data. 
As Donna Mertens states, “If a researcher is using a 
grounded theory approach, the focused coding will lead 
to identifying relations among the coding categories and 
organizing them into a theoretical framework” (428). 
This process allowed us to quantify trends and patterns 
as reported in the directors’ perceptions of their 
experiences with their center and the library. These 
representative themes comprise our discussion section.  

 
Summary of Research Results   

At the beginning of the survey, we asked 
participants to identify how long their center has been 
in existence and how long it has been located in the 
institution’s library. Figure 3 (See Appendix) illustrates 
that the majority of our participants reported directing 
centers that have been in existence for more than 10 
years (61%), whereas figure 4 (See Appendix) shows that 
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the majority of these centers moved into the library less 
than 10 years ago (75%). This data further substantiates 
the increasing trend of centers moving into libraries that 
we observed when comparing the data from the Writing 
Center Research Project (2003-2004) with the National 
Census of Writing (2013-2014; 2017). 

 
1. “For what reasons did your center/commons move to the 
library?” 
Of the 104 participants who filled out our survey, 
102 responded to this question. From these 
responses, we determined and defined 31 codes. 
The top reasons that centers moved into libraries 
were associated with the need for space, the central 
location of the library on campus, and program 
consolidation (See Table 1 in Appendix).  
Most notably, responses to this question 
overwhelmingly revolved around themes of the 
physicality of the center—both concerning the 
space of the center itself and where it is located on 
campus. In addition to pragmatic reasons, 
participants noted the central location of the library 
as a reason for the move, including those who 
described the library as a “hub” on campus, or 
“where the students hang out,” as well as those who 
described the library as “centrally located on 
campus.”   
Lastly, center directors stated that the move to the 
library was a result of program consolidation in 
which the center moved to the library to be located 
with other tutoring or student services, either 
centralized together as one unit or in close 
proximity to one another.   

 
2. “What have been the challenges and benefits of your 
center/commons being located in the library?”  
Of the 104 participants who filled out our survey, 
93 responded to this question about challenges and 
benefits. From these responses, we initially broke 
up the codes into separate categories for benefits 
and for challenges. We found a much greater 
similarity among the benefits, with the challenges 
comprising a more varied list. We determined and 
defined 22 codes for benefits and 34 codes for 
challenges.  

 
Benefits 

The top identified benefits of the center being 
located in the library were access or proximity to 
resources, library environment, central location, and 
increased visibility (See Table 2 in Appendix). 

Of the benefits that participants named, the most 
frequent responses were related to access or proximity 

to resources—both physical resources, such as reference 
books or technology, and resources in the form of 
individuals, such as reference librarians. 

The second most frequent responses related to the 
environment of the library, which we classified into two 
subcategories: physical and institutional. The benefits of 
the physical environment of the library included aspects 
such as added security for tutors working in the evenings 
or access to library facilities. The institutional 
environment benefits include the library being an 
academic (rather than remedial) space and not being 
associated with any one discipline, making it a neutral, 
multidisciplinary ground.  

The third most common benefit focused on the 
centralized location of the library, both as a place where 
students congregate and its central location on campus. 
Relatedly, 18 more responses mentioned increased 
visibility in general as another benefit. 

 
Challenges 

As previously mentioned, the stated challenges 
offered a more varied list of codes than the benefits. The 
top challenges that were coded include: space, 
ownership or authority, and misperceptions of the 
center. As seen in Table 3 (See Appendix), the challenge 
most often named was related to space, which yielded 
61 responses—a sharp contrast in frequency from the 
next-most mentioned challenge, lack of ownership or 
authority, which was mentioned only 16 times. 

The most common challenge associated with space 
was difficulties sharing space with the library or 
librarians (See Table 3 in Appendix). Indeed, some 
participants even referred to this issue as a “turf war.” 
Other space issues were related to a lack of separate 
space for the center and accompanying issues, such as 
lack of security (because of no doors or walls) and lack 
of privacy for tutoring sessions. One respondent 
mentioned the need to “police the space” and another 
wrote “we cannot put a lock on the doors to the Center, 
therefore at night after we close (and the library is still 
open) we've had some problems with items going 
missing, students using the printers free of charge, 
moving things around, and the like.”  

Although issues of space dominated the challenges 
described, the director or center’s lack of 
ownership/authority was the next most frequent 
category of responses. Here respondents described 
situations where the library administration rather than 
the center director had decision-making authority over 
the center’s policies, space, or practices.  

Lastly, participants identified misperceptions about 
the center as a challenge they face, including those 
regarding services, which ranged from 
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misunderstandings about the purpose/pedagogy of 
center (such as being perceived as a remedial space) to 
librarians not seeing the center as “capable of helping 
with research,” to students thinking they need a 
completed draft before receiving assistance. 
Additionally, misperceptions about the space focused 
on issues resulting from the space being open—lacking 
walls, doors or other demarcations to separate it from 
the work and study spaces in the rest of the library. This 
open-access and open floor plan design resulted in a lack 
of understanding of its use both from students who 
would use the space as it was not intended (such as for 
sleeping, group study, or printing) and from librarians 
who had expectations of the center space being available 
to all students, regardless of whether they were using the 
center’s services. 

 
Discussion: Reasons for the Move 
Pragmatic concerns 

Concerns, such as space, location on campus, 
program consolidation, and library environment, largely 
seemed to guide relocation. We characterize these 
concerns collectively as pragmatic, as they are driven by 
practical circumstances beyond the purview or control 
of the writing center or the library. In many cases, 
centers initially moved into libraries because they 
contained the only space available on campus. As one 
participant explained, “We needed more space. It was 
the only available option the University could afford.” 
Many others noted the central location of the library as 
a reason for the move—with the expectation of 
increased visibility and student usage as a result. While 
scholarship (Cook and Blesdoe; Currie and Eodice; 
Mahaffy) highlights writing center co-location as an 
opportunity for centers and libraries to learn about each 
other’s roles, collaborate, and complement each other’s 
services. However, our results showed very few 
responses—only six—indicating that a center relocated 
for the specific purpose of developing a partnership or 
collaboration with the library. Instead, these moves were 
primarily about real estate: the centers needed space and 
the library had it. 

 
Program consolidation 

Perhaps not surprisingly, participants’ responses 
reflected the impact of the “one stop” student services 
trend seen at colleges and universities across the country 
(Ousley). For many, their center was not just relocated 
to a library, but was simultaneously folded into a 
learning commons or student success center as a result 
of a broader campus consolidation initiative. Often, this 
centralization was accompanied by a renovation of 

library space: “The college decided to move all services 
to one central location. The library was renovated to 
house them all.” Another characterized the library dean 
desiring that the library “feel like a mall full of services.”  

 
Discussion: Benefits and Challenges 

As we studied the trends among participants’ 
responses to the benefits and challenges questions, we 
saw several significant themes and contrasts emerge, 
particularly when we also considered not only what 
these responses said, but what they did not say. As 
outlined below, while the responses indicated that 
relocation improved access to operational resources, 
and potentially increased the visibility of the center, the 
challenges respondents discussed appear to have a far 
greater impact on the pedagogy of the center.  

 
Proximity to resources 

The top benefits cited by participants were access 
or proximity to resources; we chose the words access and 
proximity deliberately to describe these responses. 
Consider the following selection of representative 
responses: “easier access to library resources,” “the 
reference desk is 20 feet from our door,” “the 
tutors/tutees have access to computers and printers 
which may be needed for some of the work they are 
doing together.” On one hand, these responses indicate 
that the most common benefit is one that relates to the 
intellectual and operational work that takes place in the 
center and its connection to the resources available in 
the library, reinforcing the notion of a natural 
connection between the two units. Nonetheless, it 
stands out that these responses focused specifically on 
access and proximity, often in the abstract or hypothetical. 
Scholarship on center/library partnerships often 
advocates for deliberate and ongoing institutional 
collaborations because of their benefit to students’ writing 
and research processes, by making visible their 
interwoven, discursive nature (Nadeau and Kennedy; 
Elmborg and Hook; Zauha); while we created a code to 
collate any responses that mentioned deliberate 
collaboration with librarians as a benefit of the move, 
this code applied to only a handful of responses. 
Furthermore, only a few of the responses discussing 
access or proximity to resources specifically mentioned 
the impact of these resources on its center’s pedagogical 
approaches. In other words, for many of our 
participants, the benefit of being located in the library is 
simply being near resources like books, computers, or 
reference librarians, or accessing them more easily, 
rather than collaborating with library staff and tutors to 
use these resources in new or innovative ways.  
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Location, visibility, and control 
Each of the top four benefits that participants 

named related in some way to the physicality of the 
center. The top two most frequently mentioned 
benefits—access to resources and environment of the 
library—relate to the specific academic or institutional 
benefits that proximity to or presence in the library 
offers; again, here participants cited easy access to 
library resources, from books, journals or computers to 
reference librarians. Others discussed the physical or 
academic environment, from later hours or extra 
security to the multidisciplinary/neutral academic space 
of the library. The remaining two most named benefits 
similarly focus on physical location, but in these 
responses—central location and visibility—the focus 
shifts from the academic particulars of the library’s 
physical space and simply to the notion of the center 
having a greater or more significant physical presence 
on campus due to its location in the library.  

This near-singular focus on the benefits of physical 
location and increased proximity/visibility among 
participants is notable—and perhaps due in part to the 
fact that the majority of participants moved to the 
library recently. Some participants stated that their 
increased visibility also contributed to increased traffic. 
As one participant stated: “the regular traffic in the 
Library brings in users who might not otherwise seek 
out the services located in the commons.” The oft-cited 
image of a writing center in a basement or a makeshift 
classroom may now be cliché but has remained a reality 
for many through the years; as such, the prospect of 
increased visibility in a prominent location on campus is 
not insignificant. Indeed, as Carolyn Peterson Haviland 
et al. argue, “Location is political because it is an 
organizational choice that creates visibility or invisibility, 
access to resources, and associations that define the 
meanings, uses, and users of designated spaces” (85). 
Still, when we reviewed the challenges participants 
faced, we can see another side of the coin emerging—
the potential limits and consequences of visibility.  

Participants’ challenges related to location 
continued to return to the concept of control. A writing 
center space being in a prominent or desirable location 
may certainly positively impact perceived legitimacy; 
however, as our participants’ responses indicate, 
visibility and location alone are not necessarily or 
exclusively indicative of whether a center’s work or 
expertise is valued or understood. Throughout 
participants’ discussion of challenges, a thread appears 
which speaks to a lack of control over the center space 
and a lack of understanding from others—from 
students to library faculty—of the work that takes place 
there, as evidenced in challenges ranging from spaces 

lacking walls/privacy to the inability of directors to 
make needed policy decisions. Many of the conflicts that 
these center directors reported seemed to stem from 
librarians’ lack of understanding of the pedagogical 
work of tutoring. As one participant described these 
conflicts “The library has a culture of silence, quiet 
contemplation, and individual study; the writing center 
has a culture of collaboration and verbal 
communication. These two ideologies do not always 
mix. Since the library is the writing center's ‘landlord’ the 
writing center staff typically lose the argument when it 
comes to quiet versus verbal communication.” In short, 
from these responses, it appears that increased visibility 
and a more prominent physical positioning on campus 
do not necessarily indicate a resultant increase in 
institutional respect for the center or the director—and 
may perhaps lead to less, if the tradeoff of a better 
location on campus ultimately results in a significant loss 
of control of that space and jeopardizes the pedagogy of 
the work that takes place there. 

 
The Conundrum of space 

As previously mentioned, the majority of our 
participants reported that their move to the library was 
compelled in part by reasons related to inadequate 
space. It is particularly troubling, then, that space was 
reported as the biggest challenge participants faced after 
they relocated to the library. Approximately 50% of 
participants stated that either space, location within the 
library, or both were a challenge. Most notably, we 
coded 40 occurrences of directors stating space as the 
reason their center moved to the library, yet only 18 
occurrences listing space as a benefit of the move; in 
contrast, we coded 61 occurrences of directors stating 
that space was a challenge. In particular, participants 
repeatedly cited challenges with spaces that were 
inadequate for the work of the center—whether due to 
the space itself or being forced to negotiate sharing 
“turf” with resistant library colleagues. Many 
participants reported not having control over the space 
or explicitly being told “no” when asked to make the 
space their own. Thus, some of these moves—meant to 
alleviate or address problems of space—may have 
instead prompted new sets of space-related challenges. 

Although many of these partnerships originated in 
part to address a practical concern (such as space), we 
see that a center moving to the library does not 
eliminate—and might even exacerbate—the issue. In 
the end, while most participants acknowledged that 
centers moving to libraries comes with a mix of benefits 
and challenges, we are concerned that the challenges 
appear to have a greater pedagogical impact.  
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Discussion: Impact on Center Pedagogy 
The question of how center and library partnerships 

have impacted center pedagogy is particularly important 
given how much literature concerning these 
partnerships documents specific collaborative efforts, 
but not their sustained, long-term effects nor the impact 
of sharing space on these collaborations. While few 
participants directly stated that their move impacted 
center pedagogy, many of their comments carry 
significant pedagogical implications, from the space-
related challenges profoundly affecting tutoring, to the 
lack of authority that many directors experienced in 
making decisions for their center.  

 
Collaboration and productive noise 

Overall, respondents identified significant location 
issues related to noise. As one participant wrote: “We’re 
located on the quiet floor and have to be careful about 
sounds from tutorials and staff meetings escaping into 
the open study areas.” The issue of noise was further 
exacerbated for participants whose centers did not have 
private or separate tutoring spaces at all within the 
library. Participants identified numerous challenges with 
being located in an open rather than private space, such 
as library patrons or staff telling them to be quiet, lack 
of privacy for tutoring sessions or sensitive 
conversations, and issues of security/safety resulting 
from no doors or walls. We find these responses 
particularly troubling, since writing centers are places of 
interaction, conversation, and collaboration. 
Collaboration produces noise and, as Russell Carpenter 
states, “conversation generated between and among 
students is productive and even desirable” (70). In turn, 
the location and design of writing center spaces should 
help cultivate collaboration and not diminish it.  

Further, we would argue that being interrupted 
during a tutoring session to be asked to keep the volume 
down could make writers uncomfortable about seeking 
out assistance; this could be intensified if the student is 
already self-conscious about their writing or language, 
has a learning or cognitive disability, or is sharing a 
personal or sensitive topic. As we have noted elsewhere, 
“When tutors or writers do not feel comfortable having 
conversations about writing because they are perceived 
as too loud, their tutoring practices or openness to share 
may be squashed...The significance of this issue was 
represented by many participants recommending 
soundproof walls, having real walls that go to the ceiling 
(not cubicle walls), and being placed away from quiet 
spaces.” (Herb and Sabatino 25). These issues described 
by participants represent much more than a simple 
inconvenience, but rather a pedagogical disruption and 

a fundamental disrespect for writing center work. We 
agree with Elizabeth Boquet, who argues that what gets 
qualified as productive noise varies depending on who 
the receiver is: 

What gets labeled as noise is essentially a value 
judgement, a means of dismissing signals a chaotic, 
disruptive, meaningless, uninteresting. So when [a 
colleague] refers to the work taking place in our 
writing center as “noisy,” it means he doesn't hear 
what I hear. It means he's not listening the way I'm 
listening. He has, effectively, written off what those 
writers have to say, how they say it, and what he 
might actually learn from it. (66)  

If writing centers are located in an environment—such 
as a library—that has a profoundly different conception 
of “productive noise,” this value judgement that Boquet 
describes can affect the work of tutoring in many 
ways—whether making tutors and writers less able or 
willing to speak freely or distracted by concerns about 
noise, or positioning them at odds with their library 
colleagues, rather than in partnership. Since many 
participants also mentioned issues with turf wars and 
space sharing, it appears that for some, the final 
determination about what gets classified as productive 
noise comes from the library, disregarding the center’s 
stance. If writing centers are not located in spaces that 
respect the productive noise that accompanies their 
work, the collaborative practices that form the very 
building blocks of this work are threatened.  

 
Discussion: Ownership and Space Design 
Ownership and decision-making 

  Research on space design in writing centers 
suggests that decisions should be based on the user 
experience and the types of activities that are expected 
to happen within the space (Sabatino). The furniture and 
space should be designed to promote the pedagogy of 
the center; the space should not dictate the pedagogy or 
limit the center's possibilities or growth. When space 
design puts the pedagogical practices at the forefront, it 
“highlights the importance of the programming that 
takes place within a space, using pedagogy as a guide 
from the outset rather than as an afterthought” 
(Carpenter et al. 314).  

These recommendations stand in stark contrast to 
the experience of our respondents, who identified 
numerous issues of not having control over the design 
of their space. One respondent commented: “It’s NOT 
the Writing Center’s space. We can’t personalize it, make 
it reflect the quirky, student-centered culture our staff 
has cultivated.” Other participants made similar 
comments, noting their inability to decorate the walls, 
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advertise services, arrange furniture, or even share food 
as a staff, due to library guidelines. Still others identified 
issues with not being able to move the furniture around 
or can only use furniture determined by another entity. 
For these participants, the lack of authority, control, or 
ownership over the center’s space in the library or its 
layout not only had a negative impact on the culture of 
the writing center, but also threatened the pedagogy of 
the space.  

Another prevalent theme under lack of ownership 
included directors not having control over or the ability 
to advertise for the center. Participants noted the 
difficulties they have faced trying to get students to 
know where they are located or what services they offer 
due to the inability to advertise. As one participant 
explained, “we have zero control over the signage that 
would help increase the visibility of our Center.” Other 
participants noted challenges with getting approval to 
post flyers or appropriate signage. Since the space 
belonged to the library or the center was located within 
an open layout, directors reported struggling to find 
ways to promote their services. When the center is 
within an open space of the library without promotional 
advertising, visibility is diminished or non-existent; for 
instance, Kimberly Cuny et al. found the digital studio 
in their library practically disappeared without any 
obvious staff working there during non-operating 
hours. In addition to this practical concern, such 
challenges point to a bigger question: what are the 
implications if a center director lacks the ability to 
control or create their own messages? Both Peter Carino 
and Muriel Harris have argued for the importance of 
carefully considering the rhetorical implications of our 
institutional discourse, including everything from 
session reports to websites to flyers and the way that 
these documents can frame audience perceptions of 
writing centers and the work that takes place in them. 
Lacking the ability to create or shape their own messages 
may mean that centers and directors also lack an 
important way of influencing others’ perceptions of 
their work. 

Due to ownership and lack of control over the 
space, centers also reported security issues. One 
participant described their need to “police the space.” 
Similarly, another participant shared: “we have no walls: 
often people wander in to sleep on our couch when 
we're in the middle [of] our day, and we have to politely 
ask them to move.” The perception and reputation of 
tutors and directors change when their role must shift 
from an academic assistance professional to a security 
guard figure who has to patrol the space or ask people 
to leave. Additionally, participants reported issues with 
not being able to maintain records, technology, or 

resources due to the open nature of their space and not 
having doors that locked. As a result, these open spaces 
contribute to a lack of legitimacy and make it harder for 
a center to maintain its professionalism without the 
appropriate tools to do so. Others noted that the 
center’s hours also became dictated by the library and 
building hours, meaning they could not always get into 
their space when they needed to. 

While these participants were disturbed by this loss 
of ownership, some appeared unsure about whether this 
discomfort was justified. One participant prefaced their 
comments about loss of control of space with, “This 
seems trivial, but…” And it is understandable, that in 
the midst of a big institutional move, a director might 
want to avoid having extended conversations about the 
location of a table or refrigerator, to avoid engaging in 
what might seem like petty complaining. However, since 
space directly impacts the pedagogy of center work, its 
visibility, and people’s perceptions about the center, we 
believe directors need to voice their concerns. 
Furthermore, we agree with Douglas Walls et al. who 
argue that “space design is rarely—if ever—accidental, 
and as many scholars of space have indicated, spaces 
construct the social, that is, the positions and activities 
of the people in that space” (284). Others, including 
Jackie Grutsch McKinney and Kaidan McNamee and 
Michelle Miley have interrogated the metaphors of place 
(for example, “home”) used to characterize writing 
centers specifically, critiquing how these metaphorical 
conceptions of space can impact the individuals working 
in that physical space. Despite our participants’ 
tendency to minimize, we are reminded that decisions 
about space and design are not trivial and that they 
directly impact the tutoring, culture, and community the 
center cultivates.  

 
Layout and design 

In addition to having the power to make decisions 
about the design of the center’s space, layout and 
location within the library can impact the center’s 
pedagogy and culture. As Russell et. al state “spatial 
design should be pedagogically driven” (324). Writing 
centers are places where people come together to 
discuss reading, writing, and research. As a result, these 
spaces should help build a community of writers and 
should “foster and support relationships among 
students” (Sabatino 185). Spatial design can directly 
impact a center’s ability to build community, as Sara 
Littlejohn and Kimberly Cuny state,  

Though there are several ways to accomplish 
community building, one essential piece of the 
puzzle is providing a shared space for consultants 
to gather, share stories, talk about theory and 
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practice connections, and (more generally) find 
friendship and collegiality. Shared community 
among consultants contributes to the commitment 
that consultants feel to each other and to the center 
and its successful operation. (95) 

Many of our participants, then, whose spaces are 
disjointed or open, found they lack the ability to bring 
people together or build community as a result. As one 
participant commented, their large, open-plan center 
resulted in a space that was “less intimate for building 
relationships with students (and faculty).” The mission 
for community and relationship building is at the heart 
of what writing centers strive to achieve when assisting 
writers, but, as our respondents report, centers struggle 
to build community and connections under the model 
where spaces are designed with an open layout, with no 
walls and with no dedicated space for the writing center.  

Additionally, participants mentioned how the open 
access and layout design has impacted the perception of 
their services. As one participant stated, “some 
confusion about what is located where (because the 
space is primarily open).” This confusion could lead to 
writers not using the center’s services or, as previously 
mentioned, send the wrong message about the center’s 
services. Similarly, one participant characterized the lack 
of separate, dedicated space as contributing to a 
“perceived lack of legitimacy” on campus. This echoes 
Melissa Nicolas’ argument that “occupying a real 
physical space sends a message to the campus 
community that who or what inhabits that space is 
important enough to garner a piece of this limited 
resource since space connotes the power and the value 
attached to who or what occupies it” (para. 8). 
Therefore, without a dedicated space, the work is not 
visible and practically ceases to exist when the center is 
not open. As is evident in our participants’ own 
responses, the placement of a table, curtain, or chair can 
indeed impact the pedagogy of the center, tutoring, and 
ways students learn and compose. Furthermore, losing 
ownership of one’s space and having the ability to make 
important decisions about the center should not be a 
consequence of relocating to the library, but it appears, 
from our participants’ responses, that it all too often is. 
Recognizing that space is situational, we recommend 
that writing center space is flexible, separate, private 
with walls and dedicated space, and encourages 
community building.1  

   
Limitations 

Through this study, we detailed the perceptions of 
writing center directors on the effects of their center’s 
location in their institution’s library. With a response of 

104 participants, we consider our sample size significant. 
For comparison, the 2017 National Census on Writing’s 
Four Year Institution survey received data on writing 
center location from 477 institutions, 271 of whom 
reported that their institution’s writing center was 
located in a library; however, because we did not attempt 
to curate a sample of participants that was representative 
of all centers located in libraries, we cannot claim that 
this data is fully generalizable to all centers. Further, by 
including in our study centers that did not solely identify 
as writing centers (such as speech, communication, 
digital media centers) but not questioning participants 
about specific aspects of these differences, we further 
complicated any claims to generalization. Though the 
data and subsequent discussion are representative only 
of our participants, we believe the trends, themes, and 
questions we identified can serve as significant points 
for consideration for directors of centers who are 
anticipating a move to the library or negotiating the 
associated challenges, particularly as this study is the first 
of its kind to study the effects of center/library co-
location.  

An additional limitation that became clear as we 
began to analyze data was that in many cases, 
participants’ centers had moved to a library as a result of 
a consolidation into a learning commons, a student 
success center, or another sort of “one stop” model. As 
such, their comments on their centers’ move to a library 
were understandably in reaction to not just the move to 
a library, but to a broader institutional and physical 
centralization of student services. If we had included 
questions on our survey instrument that interrogated 
whether the centers in question were free standing or 
part of a one-stop service model, we would have been 
able to better determine how consolidation impacted 
participant responses.  
 
Conclusion and Implications 

The trends suggested by our survey have far-
reaching implications; however, the diversity of 
responses we received was significant. While not 
comprising the majority of responses, some center 
directors did report forging strong collaborative 
partnerships with their library colleagues and found the 
new location of their center one that brings attention 
and credibility to its work. We discuss recommendations 
for establishing such positive collaborative relationships 
elsewhere (Herb and Sabatino). But, due to the 
overwhelming number of respondents who reported 
significant issues associated with their center’s move to 
the library from inadequate workspace to lack of 
authority/autonomy in making important decisions, we 
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wanted to explore the impact of these problematic 
circumstances on the pedagogy of these centers—
particularly so that those anticipating a relocation can 
think through the possible consequences. Additional 
questions remain about the full range of factors that may 
influence the divergent outcomes our participants 
reported. We suspect that in some cases, the location of 
the center in the library is less significant than the overall 
consolidation of tutoring services that has taken place. 
Thus, future research should also investigate various 
reporting lines and service models for writing centers, 
examining the different effects these have on the success 
of centers located in libraries. As our findings indicate, 
writing center/library co-location is a growing trend, so 
studying the characteristics and successes of various 
models will be particularly critical.  

The results of our study showed that participants 
experienced challenges with space ranging from lack of 
privacy, silenced productive noise, and advertising to 
control, layout design, and security issues reminding us 
that space and location are not neutral concepts. 
Instead, a center’s physical positioning profoundly 
influences both outsider perceptions and, more 
importantly, the work done inside it. While relocating to 
a library may bring with it possibilities for developing 
new, collaborative relationships, it may also bring 
detrimental changes to a center’s pedagogy. Due to the 
significant effects on pedagogy and tutoring we 
observed from our participants’ reported challenges, we 
believe this decision should not be made lightly. If the 
decision to move a writing center into a library is made, 
the move should enhance, not impede, the center’s 
pedagogy, and all decisions should keep this end goal at 
the forefront. A center’s move to a library, then, must 
not be a top-down decision, but one that is genuinely 
supported by all stakeholders and one in which these 
stakeholders respect and value the voice and expertise 
of the center and its workers. 
 
 

Notes 
 

1.   Since a thorough recommendation of spatial layout 
and design are beyond the scope of this research, we 
suggest readers review scholarship by Russell Carpenter, 
Carpenter et al., Kimberly Cuny et al., Leslie Hadfield et 
al., Karen J. Head and Rebecca E. Burnett, James 
Inman, Lindsay Sabatino, Douglas Walls et al., and 
Miranda Zammarelii and John Beebe, to name a few— 
all of which are in our works cited list. 
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Appendix: Figures and Tables 
 

Figure 1. Circle graph of institutional classification. 

 
 

Figure 2. Circle graph of public/private status of institution. 

 
 

Figure 3. Graph of reported years center has been in existence.  
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Figure 4. Graph of reported years center has been located in institution’s library.

 
 
 
Table 1. Top reasons centers/commons moved to the library  

 
 

Table 2. Top benefits of centers/commons being located in a library 
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Table 3. Top benefits of centers/commons being located in a library 

 
 

 
 

 


