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INTRODUCTION

Christine Tulley
The University of Findlay

I first became acquainted with Jaci and Lars and their research on faculty writing 
practices at the annual Conference on College Composition and Communica-
tion. I was attending to present research on a forthcoming book on disciplinary 
writing (How Writing Faculty Write, 2018) and, when looking in the program 
for conference sessions to attend, my heart sank when I saw the title of a pre-
sentation by Jaci and Lars. Both of our nearly identically titled sessions focused 
specifically on interview research with faculty writers. I confided to my colleague 
(Kristine Blair, author of the Afterword) that I planned to check out their session 
and see if I had been scooped. I remember feeling intensely frustrated that some-
one else discovered faculty writing as a disciplinary subfield, which up until then 
had only attracted a very small handful of rhetoric and composition researchers. 
Faculty writing was an unexplored corner. At the presentation, I realized that not 
only did we both do early-stage interview research, but we also worked in two 
totally different spaces. I studied the writing practices of “rock stars” of rhetoric 
and composition, while Jaci and Lars surveyed authors at various levels of senior-
ity in disciplinary publications. Due to our shared interest, we discovered that 
these projects prompted more questions about faculty writing. Faculty Writing 
Support: Emerging Research from Rhetoric and Composition Studies is a result of 
those conversations about faculty writing that the three of us have had for the 
past several years. 

In the process of planning this collection, we realized we remain fascinated 
by questions about writing that historically have remained elusive: Do writing 
studies-trained faculty use disciplinary knowledge to support their own writing 
processes? Do we teach other faculty (and future faculty) writers these tech-
niques? What small- and large-scale efforts could we use at our own universi-
ties to support graduate student writers to develop into faculty writers? What 
about faculty writers in other disciplines? How could we argue for these efforts 
using emerging disciplinary research? What methodologies are most useful for 
studying graduate student and faculty writing? In short, just as Jaci, Lars, and I 
relied on our early projects to uncover what strategies lead to success in rhetoric 
and composition publications, we also wanted to find out how writing stud-
ies research interventions could impact graduate student and faculty writing 
productivity.

https://doi.org/10.37514/PER-B.2025.2555.1.3
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As a developing subdiscipline of writing studies, faculty writing has only 
generated sporadic interest from rhetoric and composition researchers over the 
years. One early look at faculty writing through the lens of writing studies that 
prompted my study in faculty writing was Maxine Hairston’s 1986 piece in 
Rhetoric Review titled “When Writing Teachers Don’t Write: Speculations about 
Probable Causes and Possible Cures.” Drawing on personal experience as a fac-
ulty writer, Hairston describes her own reasons for not writing: 

I was convinced that I would never be able to write the book, 
that I would have to admit that I was a fraud and return the 
publisher’s money. I pulled out of that spell only when I had 
completed the first chapter by forcing myself to stay at the 
typewriter every day until I had written five pages. (p. 65)

Hairston uses her personal experience to offer advice that has since been 
enshrined in higher education faculty development guidebooks, such as the im-
portance of entry points and collaboration in faculty writing. I still assign this 
article in graduate writing courses for advice like “[procrastination] lulls are nec-
essary for incubation or reflection” (a principle I describe in How Writing Faculty 
Write) and “writing just takes a long time” (emphasizing that developed writing 
is recursive and has many stages) (p. 65). 

Hairston’s (1986) advice is echoed frequently through popular, more recent 
academic writing advice guides, such as Paul Silvia’s (2017) How to Write a Lot 
and Wendy Belcher’s (2009) Writing Your Journal Article in 12 Weeks. As academic 
lore, these frequently reinforced faculty writing techniques serve as collective “ex-
perience that has been expressed, circulated, imitated, sustained and confirmed 
by repetition, achieving canonical status as ‘common sense’ through its range of 
cultural distribution and its staying power” (Phelps, 1991, p. 869). For faculty 
writers and those who support them, lore is often reassuring and often useful. At 
the same time, as Johnson (2017) notes, guidebooks and composition scholarship 
built on lore provide “a temptingly clear vision of the scholarly writing game” (p. 
63) but a limited and often conflicting picture of faculty writing processes because 
they often rely on single narratives of individual faculty writers as evidence.

As our title suggests, we seek to expand development of the subfield of fac-
ulty writing by offering a first look at disciplinary grounded research interven-
tions with faculty and advanced graduate student writers. Many calls to study 
faculty writing from inside writing studies exist (Johnson, 2017; Tulley, 2018; 
Wells & Söderlund, 2018) and a given tenet in rhetoric and composition is that 
writing teachers should be writers (for just a few, see Gebhardt, 1977; Hairston, 
1986; Murray, 1968; Reid, 2009). Yet it’s somewhat surprising that although we 
have used a variety of methods, including those with an empirical framework, 
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to study student writing from a movement stemming 60 years ago (Schriver, 
1989), we haven’t given our own faculty writing processes the same attention 
from this standpoint, with a smattering of exceptions (Geller & Eodice, 2013; 
Tulley, 2018; Wells & Söderlund, 2018). To date, one of the most cited faculty 
writing research studies comes from outside the discipline—psychologist Robert 
Boice’s 1990 Professors as Writers, where he advocates using a daily writing prac-
tice to avoid writing blocks, based on interventions with faculty writers.

Acknowledging both the value of the individual faculty writer experience 
and culture of lore around faculty writing, we solicited chapters for the col-
lection with a tacit understanding that using advice guide lore or relying on 
individual writers’ narratives as data points offers valuable contributions to un-
derstand what other research methods might generate. Faculty and graduate 
student research interventions such as Micciche and Guy’s chapter on “Writing 
Support for Faculty of Color” and Lam’s “Intentional Institutional Support for 
Future Faculty: A Focus on Grant and Professional Materials” build a more com-
plete picture of how we develop, support, and research faculty writers through 
the lens of writing studies research. Mark Dressman, Sarah McCarthey, and 
Paul Prior, drawing on the work of Gieryn (1999) pointed out in a 2009 editors’ 
introduction in Research in the Teaching of English that “English studies at large 
[including rhetoric and composition] benefits from blurred boundaries and 
ongoing negotiations between scholarship vs. creative writing; quantitative vs. 
qualitative research … and, of course, that most basic border of Disciplinarity—
disciplinary knowledge vs. everyday belief and culture” (Dressman, McCarthey, 
& Prior, 2009, p. 133). Faculty Writing Support: Emerging Research from Rhetoric 
and Composition Studies operates within this space of border negotiation related 
to how we study faculty writing within the discipline. Rather than serving in 
opposition to circulated lore on faculty writing across higher education, Faculty 
Writing Support: Emerging Research from Rhetoric and Composition Studies offers 
a way to further develop our inquiry into the emerging disciplinary subfield of 
faculty writing studies by recognizing the wide range of methodologies, both 
inside and outside writing studies, used to construct knowledge about gradu-
ate student and faculty writers from rhetoric and writing studies scholars and 
beyond. We ask that readers absorb the collection as a first constellation of ap-
proaches that move beyond lore-based approaches to faculty and graduate stu-
dent writing research interventions. Because faculty writing studies is still in its 
infancy as a subdiscipline within rhetoric and composition, chapters should be 
conceived as “first looks” at the various spaces where faculty writing is taught, 
shared, supported, and circulated: graduate school, faculty writing groups and 
persons who teach others about faculty writing, writing program administrators, 
center for teaching excellence directors, dissertation chairs, and writing coaches. 
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“Interventions” here might be defined as actions taken to understand faculty 
writing processes and to improve a faculty writer’s experience during the writing 
process, as they identify as a faculty writer (versus a teacher or researcher), or 
as they undertake new writing tasks and the academic decision-making process 
while writing. Methods to “verify” the effectiveness of actions range from the 
survey research of Muhlhauser and Sheffield that examines the invisible labor 
of writing for born-digital journals in rhetoric and composition to Driscoll’s 
case studies of faculty writers as “Discoverers” and “Planners,” bridging the gap 
between single narratives about faculty writing and empirical study. In her land-
mark essay “Theory Building in Rhetoric and Composition: The Role of Empir-
ical Scholarship,” Schriver (1989) points out that within writing studies, empir-
ical research is dialectical in nature and complements and enriches disciplinary 
study, noting, “As with other kinds of knowledge-making, empirical knowledge 
is a product of a dialectic which takes place among a speaker, an interpretive 
community or social group in which the speaker is trying to contribute, and the 
historical, political, material, ideological, and situational context in which the 
speaker is working” (p. 272). As such, Schriver suggests that though we rely on a 
variety of methods to capture verifiable truth, rhetoric and writing studies schol-
ars understand better than most that “empirical work is a complex rhetorical act 
in that we use evidence to convince each other of the plausibility of assertions 
about experience” (p. 273).

As editors of the collection, we understand that faculty writers are individuals 
and exist in all types of social and gendered spaces with socioeconomic challeng-
es within the context of higher education, making human writing notoriously 
difficult to study. The chapters within this collection represent the difficulty in 
capturing faculty writing success. Does success equal publication? More time 
spent writing? Faculty satisfaction with writing? Ease in transition from grad-
uate student writer to faculty writer? If empirical data is evidence-backed data, 
we broadly define interventions in this collection as empirical using Schriver’s 
(1989) disciplinary description. Through the methods of interviews, surveys, 
observations of audio recording of writing groups, and random sampling of 
questionnaires, research featured in this collection contributes to a broad scope 
of data points suggesting how we might understand faculty writing and how 
interventions with future faculty and faculty writers affect how faculty writing 
operates within higher education. Faculty Writing Support: Emerging Research 
from Rhetoric and Composition Studies provides some initial answers to (a) how 
we might go about studying faculty (and future faculty writing); (b) what sup-
port writers need to write; (c) what successful writing looks like for the writers 
themselves in the context of a specific intervention; and (d) what disciplinary 
factors improve, complicate, or hinder writing production. This collection, we 
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hope, is just one of the first about how writing studies scholars research facul-
ty writing. As Dressman, McCarthy, and Prior (2009) suggest, “an expansive, 
complex, and diverse field offers the greatest possibility of progress of improv-
ing our ability to understand and shape the expansive, complex, and diverse 
literate work of [faculty] people” (p. 135, insertion mine). Empirical research, 
even when perhaps more broadly defined within the discipline of rhetoric and 
composition, enriches our understanding of faculty writing and offers a more 
nuanced discussion of how writing studies specialists can help ourselves and our 
colleagues with scholarly writing.

Beyond its contribution to the scope of research conducted with future fac-
ulty and faculty writers, we encourage readers to consider this collection as a call 
to turn our disciplinary attention to faculty writing within higher education. 
The importance of taking ownership of faculty writing practices as rhetoric and 
composition scholars cannot be overstated for our future position as a discipline 
within the university. Though rhetoric and composition has made some head-
way in developing graduate programs and undergraduate writing majors, the 
majority of the students we teach are in first-year and service writing courses. 
Studying faculty writing and engaging in data-driven study offers us another 
avenue to remake our role as writing scholars providing support within a uni-
versity. More practically, faculty writing support offers a strategic support op-
portunity that first-year writing does not. Like many of the authors here, I’ve 
used my own interest in faculty writing to strategically improve my position and 
that of my discipline within the university. Offering to run technical support 
for tenure and promotion for a course release led me to make a case for offer-
ing faculty writing groups to support scholarship efforts. I tied data on faculty 
writing groups to faculty retention rates, showing the cost savings of investing 
in another course release—for me, a semester spent on this effort was more 
than worth it. The more faculty who earned tenure under my guidance about 
scholarly publication, the more I set myself up as the expert on faculty writing 
in my university. This expertise led to permission for me to design and develop 
the Master of Arts in Rhetoric and Writing program at my university, with the 
explicit goals of developing future faculty members as writers and sending grad-
uates with strong academic writing foundations to doctoral programs. Other 
colleagues I know have similarly tied a focus on faculty writing to the financial 
interests of the university—for example, getting a course release to assist grant 
writers and improving grant acceptance rates, improving tenure track placement 
of doctoral candidates through writing workshops, or running workshops for 
scientists to publish results from expensive labs. Research from this collection 
can be used to make a similar case for support efforts for specific populations of 
faculty writers, argue for faculty writing centers, design graduate mentoring and 
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programs to support future faculty, and enhance tools we already widely use, 
such as faculty writing groups and retreats.

Examining developing research on graduate student and faculty writers also 
benefits faculty writers within rhetoric and composition. The field of rhetoric and 
composition is multi-disciplinary and multi-modal, and faculty writers within it 
are unlike faculty writers in any other discipline. While productivity in faculty 
writing is crucial in most disciplines to extend knowledge and attain tenure, pro-
motion, grant dollars, and career mobility, it is crucial in the discipline of rhetoric 
and composition, where our scholarship is tied to administration and the teaching 
of writing and often unrecognized in tenure decisions (Tulley, 2018). Producing 
scholarship remains crucial despite heavy teaching and administrative loads. At 
the same time, our faculty writing processes extend beyond print scholarly articles 
as we recognize audio, video, and image as texts, and make scholarly arguments 
using these mediums in journals such as Kairos and Computers and Composition. 
We often call upon other disciplines such as psychology, literature, and digital 
humanities to make arguments. And of course, we study writing and teach others 
to write. All of these unique disciplinary markers complicate how faculty writ-
ing is understood and valued within our own discipline. Goggin (2000) points 
out that publishing scholarship is a hallmark of rhetoric and composition as a 
discipline. Connecting our disciplinary grounding in writing studies with the 
types of writing we do and the genres we value as writing studies continues to 
develop is essential. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, published research of 
faculty writing practices by disciplinary specialists contributes to a culture where 
faculty writing isn’t hidden behind a closed office door. Unlike other disciplines 
such as nursing that actively study their own faculty writing habits (Woodward 
& Hirsch, 2023), most composition faculty know more about first-year students 
with us for one semester than we do about the writing habits of our faculty col-
leagues whom we’ve worked with for years. As overlapping racial tensions (Settles 
et al., 2021) and the COVID-19 pandemic (Chronicle of Higher Education, 2020) 
have illustrated, faculty writers, particularly those who do not fit the traditional 
faculty writing model, are struggling and need support. Faculty Writing Support: 
Emerging Research from Rhetoric and Composition Studies offers a starting point for 
additional research and data-driven arguments for faculty writing support, and a 
look at current faculty writing culture within higher education.

Jaci, Lars, and I have been fortunate to be counted among early explorers of 
faculty writing practices. Yet it should be noted that exploring this area is a privi-
lege that we are keenly aware of. We are all white, abled, middle-class faculty with 
stable tenured positions. We have job security and decent incomes that permit us 
to have the luxury to spend time conducting research. We’ve all served as writing 
program or center administrators where we are often in positions to make decisions 
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about some of the most vulnerable populations in our universities: contingent fac-
ulty, non-native speakers of English, first-generation college students. At the same 
time, all three of us experience pressures of academic parenthood, where caregiv-
ing collides with teaching responsibilities, year-round administrative work (often 
poorly compensated in release time), eldercare, and—most importantly for this 
collection—time to write. All of us took academic positions that have brought us 
stability in the academy but also have presented logistical and financial challeng-
es for childcare, even with supportive partners, because like many academics we 
moved far from family support. As faculty writers composing this collection, we’ve 
experienced a variety of personal circumstances that slowed down our completion 
of this collection including illness, new children, death of close family members, 
job changes, and sending children to college. Thus, we’ve experienced firsthand 
the writing challenges faced by graduate students and faculty described within the 
chapters of Faculty Writing Support: Emerging Research from Rhetoric and Composi-
tion Studies. We are faculty writers who can benefit from the strategies within these 
pages to support our own writing processes.

We also recognize the term faculty itself is privileged. This collection offers 
specific examples of research-based interventions with future faculty and facul-
ty writers primarily in doctoral, tenure-track, and tenured spaces, because the 
penalties of not producing scholarship are highest for those seeking tenure-track 
jobs, those pursuing tenure and promotion, and those searching for career mo-
bility and leadership roles. Yet the collection also serves as an invitation for oth-
er writing scholars not only to develop additional research into faculty writing 
support but also to diversify the population of researchers able to conduct it. 
Researchers using this collection might consider collaborating with co-authors 
from various backgrounds and studying other faculty writers within the acade-
my, including non-tenure track lecturers, faculty with primarily administrative 
loads, faculty writers in libraries or centers, faculty with heavy teaching loads, 
contingent faculty, community college faculty, postdoctoral researchers, strug-
gling ABD (“all but dissertation”) students, and writers from a range of diverse 
identities. We look forward to future opportunities for extending Micciche and 
Guy’s research from this collection. 

This volume is organized by juxtaposing two corresponding sides to faculty 
writing support: research examining faculty writing practices in a variety of con-
texts to understand how faculty write and research on how to support faculty writ-
ing practice across career advancement tasks such as writing for publication, cover 
letters for new opportunities, and arguments for funding. In Part I: How Faculty 
Write, we open with a collection of studies of faculty writing that examine com-
posing processes, participation in writing groups, and decision-making in selecting 
outlets for publication. Part II: How to Support Faculty Writers turns from research 
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on faculty writing habits, processes, motivations, and decision-making to rhetoric 
and writing based interventions both inside and outside the university structure 
that seek to support faculty in these areas. Current dean, former department chair, 
and experienced journal editor Kristine Blair synthesizes both sides of faculty writ-
ing study in the Afterword, where she suggests future directions and the role of 
rhetoric and composition in emerging research. 

HOW TO USE FACULTY WRITING SUPPORT: 
EMERGING RESEARCH FROM RHETORIC 
AND COMPOSITION STUDIES

This overview offers a variety of interventions illustrated by emerging writing 
studies research. As a developing field, we offer several ways readers might use 
the various essays in this collection as researchers of faculty (and future faculty) 
writing practice, as writing program or center professionals, as faculty develop-
ers, and as faculty writers ourselves.

ReseaRcheRs of GRaduate student and faculty WRitinG PRactice

Those seeking to study doctoral student or faculty writing practices will find 
that essays in the collection offer methodological models and calls for action. 
Finding explicit methodologies to study faculty writers is a challenging task, and 
one I describe in How Writing Faculty Write (2018), where I discuss how I mod-
ified Paris Review style interviews with literary writers to ask established rhetoric 
and composition disciplinary leaders about their writing practices. Researchers 
might look to Driscoll’s mixed methods of studying “expert writers” using direct 
observation of the writing process, participant writing journals, and regular in-
terviews with participants, as well as writing analytics through the use of Google 
Documents and Google Draftback and Lam’s codes for analysis in Chapter 8.

WRitinG PRoGRam administRatoRs, WRitinG centeR diRectoRs, 
and WRitinG acRoss the cuRRiculum PRofessionals

As both a writing program administrator and writing center director, I had the 
opportunity to support faculty writers in various ways. While most administra-
tive practices focus on supporting undergraduate student writing in first-year 
writing courses, undergraduate writing majors, and writing intensive courses 
outside of English, there is a rich body of literature from rhetoric and compo-
sition scholars on supporting the teachers of those courses in the teaching of 
writing (see Geller and Eodice’s 2013 Working with Faculty Writers for several 



1111

Introduction

examples). The essays by Wells and Söderlund and Muhlhauser and Sheffield 
featured in this collection offer a look at how to support those teachers of writing 
as writers themselves in time management and journal selection for scholarly 
output. Quynn and Willuz’s chapter on faculty writers as collaborators offers a 
useful model for administrators seeking to enact other models of faculty writing 
support beyond a pedagogical framework. 

faculty develoPeRs

Because faculty writing support is developing as a viable administrative area for 
rhetoric and composition faculty due our “uniquely valuable preparation for faculty 
development” with training in supporting teaching assistants, writing curriculum, 
and designing faculty training (Artze-Vega et al., 2013, p. 164), several chapters in 
this collection illustrate how writing studies practices can be taken to the broader 
faculty and graduate student population. For example, Hewett’s chapter on fac-
ulty writing needs that go unmet in the university structure is useful for identify-
ing where specific interventions might be most productive. Grutsch McKinney’s 
chapter describes a practice of proximal writing that might be useful for designing 
writing spaces that foster this connection. These models can also be used to make 
arguments for faculty writing support by showing a successful pattern of interven-
tion. Blair’s Afterword offers suggestions about the role of research-based practice in 
supporting faculty and offers some avenues for study by faculty developers.

stRuGGlinG faculty/futuRe faculty WRiteRs in 
RhetoRic and comPosition … and Beyond

Through dual lenses of faculty writing practices and interventions in faculty 
writing, this collection offers clear techniques to address an overarching ques-
tion: What gets faculty writers to write? Graduate students might use these es-
says as studies into some of the challenges that come with being a faculty writer 
in rhetoric and composition and how to preemptively combat these challenges. 
The interventions offer more tools in the future faculty writer’s toolbox—the 
ability to write resiliently through larger class sizes, more administrative work, 
etc.—all features of tenure-track positions in rhetoric and composition studies. 
For struggling faculty writers, research-based rationales for participation in a 
faculty writing group presented by Rifenburg and Johnson; Taft, Babcock, and 
Vis; and Messuri and Sharp offer multiple imaginings of what faculty writing 
group participation might look like. Muhlhauser and Sheffield illustrate the de-
cision-making process behind choosing a journal for publication within rhetoric 
and composition while Wells and Söderlund look at time pressures on writing 
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for writing professionals. Driscoll’s study of different avenues to write as a “Plan-
ner” or “Discoverer” (or a “Hybrid”) provides a helpful framework for identify-
ing a writing identity and working with existing writing preferences.

I close with a final word to those who support faculty writers outside of writ-
ing studies: our close colleagues in psychology studying writing behaviors, pro-
ductivity specialists in business looking at efficiency, librarians who collaborate 
with faculty writers, scholarly publishers who support faculty writers through 
the editorial process, and more. Though rhetoric and composition faculty in-
creasingly have taken on faculty development positions due to our intertwined 
interests of faculty and graduate student support, writing studies research, and 
the disciplinary link between the teaching of writing and writing (Artze-Ve-
ga, 2013), faculty writing studies is, in essence, interdisciplinary. Consider how 
many interventions across disciplines it took me to write this introduction: con-
versations with Jaci and Lars as co-editors and disciplinary colleagues, a reading 
of this draft from a faculty developer outside writing studies in higher educa-
tion, a chat over coffee with a psychologist about why some of the interven-
tions worked (which led to me writing this very paragraph), editorial feedback 
received from the WAC Clearinghouse, and a research appointment with a li-
brarian. While an emerging subfield in rhetoric and composition, faculty writ-
ing studies will naturally grow (and has grown) in other communities studying 
academic writers from other angles: behavioral scientists, scholarly publishers, 
even universities themselves. Our disciplinary contributions might overlap and 
borrow from these areas, but research from writing studies is essential to under-
standing best practices in supporting faculty writers in the writing process. We 
hope Faculty Writing Support: Emerging Research from Rhetoric and Composition 
Studies prompts new research in this area.
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PART 1. HOW FACULTY WRITE

Part I examines current research on factors that encourage faculty writing. Fac-
tors studied in this section include composing styles of experienced faculty writ-
ers, the effects of writing near others and in support groups, and the impact of 
digital publishing on composing. 

In Chapter 1, “Planning, Tinkering, and Writing to Learn: A Model of Plan-
ning and Discovery as Composing Styles for Professional Academic Writers,” 
Dana Driscoll examines three distinct composing styles of expert writers en-
gaged in writing for publication: “Discoverers” who embrace writing to learn 
and write their way into understanding, “Planners” whose composing process is 
more linear and planned, and “Hybrids” who use both planning and discovery 
in their writing process. 

Driscoll’s overview offers a useful look at other group interventions such 
as in Chapter 2, “Faculty Presence, Influence, and Authority in Interdisciplin-
ary, Multi-Level Writing Groups.” In their chapter, Aileen R. Taft, Rebecca Day 
Babcock, and Maximillien Vis III examine the experiences of faculty who partic-
ipate in multi-level interdisciplinary writing groups and compare two iterations 
of such groups. From narrative research, they compare the interactions with the 
authority of the participants, outcome, stability, and effectiveness of the writing 
groups to understand how faculty writers experience participation and how pres-
ence in a group affects faculty writing. 

Chapter 3, “Faculty Writers as Proximal Writers: Why Faculty Write Near 
Other Writers” develops this idea of social connection in writing further. Jackie 
Grutsch McKinney looks at self-reported faculty preference for social versus iso-
lated writing. Drawing on data from a national survey of those with proximal 
writing experiences, Grutsch McKinney captures how and why some faculty 
writers report they use proximal writing. 

In Chapter 4, “People Keep Knocking (or, I Have Answered 50 Emails Today): 
Balancing Work and Research as a WPA,” Jaclyn Wells and Lars Söderlund dig 
deeper into a past dataset of 20 rhetoric and composition writers to isolate the 
role administration plays on disciplinary faculty writing practice. While earlier 
chapters focused on faculty in general, this chapter examines specific factors that 
make publishing difficult as a writing program professional and offers strategies 
for administrators as writers. Supporting faculty writers, as noted earlier in this 
introduction, often falls to rhetoric and composition faculty through extensions of 
administrative roles to help students, and this chapter offers a valuable contribu-
tion in considering how to support faculty writing administrators as writers. 
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Concluding Part I, Chapter 5, “Complicating the Techno-Afterglow: Pursu-
ing Compositional Equity and Making Labor Visible in Digital Scholarly Pro-
duction” by Paul Muhlhauser and Jenna Sheffield, turns to the invisible labor 
inherent in writing for born-digital disciplinary publications and how faculty 
writing practices differ when writing for hypertext publication. Muhlhauser and 
Sheffield explore scholars’ decisions to participate in digital scholarship and the 
“resort to print” (i.e., traditional publishing) mentality that exists in the rhetoric 
and composition field stemming from unfair evaluations and appreciation of 
labor processes, ultimately arguing for compositional equity: an understanding 
and appreciation for the different labors that comprise digital and traditional 
scholarship.
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CHAPTER 1.  

PLANNING, TINKERING, 
AND WRITING TO LEARN: A 
MODEL OF PLANNING AND 
DISCOVERY AS COMPOSING 
STYLES FOR PROFESSIONAL 
ACADEMIC WRITERS

Dana Lynn Driscoll
Indiana University of Pennsylvania

Abstract: This chapter explores three composing styles among expert aca-
demic writers: planners, discoverers, and hybrids. Planners outline exten-
sively before writing, discoverers write to understand and discover their 
ideas, while hybrids combine both approaches. Using Google Draftback 
for detailed analytics, I conducted a longitudinal study with in-depth 
interviews, writing journals, and survey data from 198 scholars. The 
findings reveal that writing style preferences significantly influence initial 
engagement, drafting, and revisions. This study offers insights for support-
ing graduate students’ development in academic writing, proposes new 
methodologies for studying writing processes in real time, and considers 
how these composing styles can inform mentoring practices.

Over 50 years ago, Cowley (1958) theorized that successful writers had two dif-
ferent “writing styles.” Based on famous musical composers, he identified “Bee-
thovians” as writers that dove right into their writing and did not engage many 
invention strategies and identified “Mozartians” as writers who spent extensive 
amounts of time engaging in invention, which may include developing various 
kinds of outlines, lists, or other prewriting to help them draft (p. 8). A similar 
concept is known in the creative writing community: “planners” and “pantsers.” 
Planners are those who meticulously outline their characters and plots in advance 
while some writers fly by the seat of their “pantsers” and leave the story to unfold 
as they write (Brooks, 2011). It was these two concepts—the Beethovians and 

https://doi.org/10.37514/PER-B.2025.2555.2.01
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the Mozartians—that motivated the present article. In designing a longitudinal, 
exploratory study of expert writers’ composing processes, I was curious if these 
“writing styles” applied to those who were writing for publication in the field 
of composition studies. My study used a combination of direct observation of 
writing process and self-reported techniques to explore the writing processes of 
expert participants as they composed an article or book chapter for publication. 
Observations were done through a program called Google Draftback, which cre-
ates both videos of composing and writing analytics, while I employed writing 
journals and interviews to hear from participants firsthand. While I originally 
saw this question about Mozart and Beethoven as a fun “aside” to engage with 
my participants in our initial interview, multiple sources of data in the study 
showed that Cowley’s initial insights had merit and demonstrated a fundamental 
distinction among expert processes. That is, even though all expert writers pro-
duced a publication, some writers align more with planning out their work in 
advance before and between composing, and others align more with discovery.

Thus, this article explores what I call planning, discovery, and hybrid com-
posing styles through case studies of three expert writers and a larger-scale survey 
of those writing for publication, all within the field of composition. Through 
in-depth exploration of three writers’ interviews, journals, and recorded textual 
data, I offer interviews, writing analytics, and direct evidence of planning, dis-
covery, and hybrid styles. This article demonstrates that composing style is a key 
distinction that shapes much of writers’ early engagement with texts, ideas, and 
invention, and it also directly shapes how their writing process unfolds on the 
page. After presenting this rich case study data, I present data from a large-scale 
survey of 198 members of the field of composition to describe the prevalence 
of these styles and demonstrate that composing styles largely are a matter of 
a writer’s preference rather than tied to identity or institutional position. The 
chapter offers several key contributions and implications: First, it offers a model 
of operationalized definitions and features for the three composing styles, tying 
these with both recursive writing processes and writing to learn. Second, it offers 
a discussion about how understanding these styles may better support graduate 
students’ entry into professional academic writing and includes a list of sugges-
tions for those working with graduate students. Finally, the chapter offers a novel 
methodology using Google Draftback as a way to directly study writers’ com-
posing processes, opening up opportunities for future writing-process research.

BACKGROUND

Exploring the composing styles and writing processes of expert writers requires 
a consideration of three bodies of related work: the writing-to-learn movement 
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within composition, the existing interdisciplinary literature on expert writers, 
and research on expert writing processes. Through this discussion, I argue that 
we will see that, while rich information exists on expert writers and self-reported 
discussions of writing processes, the field needs more direct observational studies 
of writing processes and explorations about how expert academic writers engage 
in discovery, invention, and the production of texts.

Cowley’s (1958) “Beethoven” writers are essentially using what composition-
ists know as writing to learn. Fulwiler and Young (1982) differentiated between 
“writing to communicate” (transactional writing) and “writing to learn” (p. x), 
the latter being where individuals would use writing as a tool to deepen under-
standing and generate new ideas. These differences between writing to com-
municate and writing to learn were borne out by a wide body of early research 
in composition (Emig, 1977; Langer & Applebee, 1987) that confirmed that 
students of all ages and in diverse settings wrote their way into understanding. 
Writing to learn has a long history within composition, and unlike many other 
early theories of composition, it has had tremendous staying power because it 
appears to be a consistent truth across writers and contexts. Drawing upon this 
body of work, Bean (2011) argues that writing to learn should be at the center of 
writing instruction in higher education and across the disciplines. Recent stud-
ies continue to support writing to learn as an empirically validated construct, 
including writing’s capacity to aid long-term memory (Silva & Limongi, 2019) 
and writing’s ability to support learning content in a variety of fields (Henry & 
Baker, 2015; Klein & Unsworth, 2014). While ample evidence exists about the 
efficacy of writing to learn in secondary and undergraduate education across the 
disciplines, two questions arise: How might this concept function for expert 
writers engaging in writing for publication? In what ways do expert writers use 
writing to discover or deepen their purpose and thinking?

The literature on expert writers offers limited insights into how the writ-
ing-to-learn process may work with those engaged in writing for publication. 
Drawing upon the work of Flower and Hayes (1981) as well as his own ex-
periments, Kellogg’s (1994) work indicates that experts use a combination of 
planning (a range of invention strategies), translating (shifting ideas from the 
mind into prose), and reviewing (re-reading the text and making revisions and 
edits). Kellogg argues that these three activities are not linear; they are recursive. 
Thus, writers may cycle through rounds of prewriting, drafting, and revision as 
they engage with their text. Further, he notes that planning, translating, and 
reviewing can work together to help expert writers develop more sophisticated 
ideas and texts. Beyond these concepts, Kellogg’s (2006) extensive overview of 
the research on professional writing expertise indicates that expert writers also 
manage a range of other considerations while composing: appropriate use of 
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language, solving problems, managing the cognitive load, addressing specific 
domains (contexts and rhetorical situations), engaging with long-term memory, 
understanding audiences, and managing emotional challenges associated with 
writing (pp. 391–395). Further, Scardamalia and Bereiter (1991) recognized the 
importance of an expert writer deeply engaging in ongoing ways with both the 
content of the problem and the rhetorical situation in which they were writing. 
As we can see from this body of work, writing recursively and deepening purpose 
are possible aspects of expert writers’ processes, although this body of work does 
not largely address how individual composing style preference may apply.

Another area tied to the present study is a recent body of work exploring the 
writing habits and writing experiences of faculty expert writers within the field 
of composition (Gallagher & DeVoss, 2019; Söderlund & Wells, 2019; Tulley, 
2018; Wells & Söderlund, 2017). Wells and Söderlund (2017) interviewed 20 
faculty who were successful in academic publishing within the field of compo-
sition and explored what habits supported their success. Again, the theme of re-
cursivity emerged, this time focusing on feedback. Professional writers engaged 
in multiple rounds of revision based on feedback, both by trusted peers who 
would offer feedback prior to submission and then feedback based on blind 
peer reviewers and journal editors—this latter kind of feedback helped deeply 
shape drafts and lead to successful publication experiences (p. 148). Similarly, 
Tulley (2018) selected accomplished members of the field who had outstanding 
publication records and interviewed them about their process. One of Tulley’s 
key findings was that faculty cultivate invention strategies that assist them with 
organizing their ideas and discovery and also recognize the importance of per-
sisting through difficult parts of the writing process (p. 21). These studies offer 
yet another piece of compelling evidence that writing to learn strategies may be 
key for expert writers, although the field does not yet have a model of what those 
processes may look like. Further, while interview data forms an important con-
tribution in our understanding of expert academic writers’ processes, without 
systematic direct observation of expert writing processes, we have an incomplete 
picture of the nuanced writing processes that experts use to be successful.

METHODS

The study was designed to explore, define, and provide a model of composing 
styles that expert academic writers from the field of composition employ when 
writing articles. The data from this study comes from several data sources: a 
longitudinal, exploratory study of the expert writing processes of professional 
academic writers in composition and a survey of a broader range of members of 
the field of composition studies.
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lonGitudinal PRocess study

After gaining IRB approval in Fall 2018, I put out a call for participants for a 
longitudinal writing process study. My call targeted those who considered them-
selves expert academic writers in the field of composition and who had consider-
able publication experience. Ten participants agreed to participate. A condition 
of participation was that participants would be starting a new work for the study 
and that they would compose their article or book chapter in Google Docs. 
They would keep a writing process journal that they would update each writing 
session, and they would be interviewed at least three times for 60 minutes each 
during their writing process. Key to this study was the combination of self-re-
ported data (interviews and writing process journals) and direct observational 
data of their composing process through a Google Doc plugin called Google 
Draftback.

The Google Draftback plugin is an extraordinarily useful tool for writing 
process research. Google Docs already tracks each keystroke and change to a 
document that is made over time. The Google Draftback plugin renders these 
changes into a video that can be played back at a later date, allowing anyone with 
access to the document to directly observe how the text is shaped over time. The 
plugin also produces a range of useful analytics, including tracking when and 
how the document was modified, the changing size of the document, where in 
the document changes were made, hours spent writing, and visualization of the 
changes in the document.

Each participant in the study was interviewed three times via Zoom for 60 
minutes. In the first interview, I asked them their preference of composing style 
using Crowley’s (1953) terms. I also asked them to discuss their scholarly iden-
tity, research trajectory, typical writing process, and specifics of the book chapter 
or article they planned to write. The second interview occurred around the 70% 
drafting mark, where we discussed aspects from their writing journals, how the 
purpose of the document had shifted, and aspects of their composing process. 
The final interview happened after they had “finalized” the text and it was sub-
mitted for publication. In this interview, I offered them screenshots of the writ-
ing analytics from Google Draftback, we discussed more aspects of their writing 
journal and process, and we discussed the nature of writing expertise. Because 
I was engaging in analysis as the study continued, I presented initial findings 
to participants, which then we could discuss, and they could elaborate further.

Analysis of this rich set of data involved watching the process videos and tak-
ing detailed notes, comparing videos to the writing analytics and writing jour-
nals, coding interviews and writing process journals, and working to come to an 
understanding of how the direct observational data aligned or diverged from the 



22

Driscoll

self-reported interview data. Additionally, all three case-study participants had 
an opportunity to read and comment on this draft before submission, allowing 
for further member checking.

Due to the longitudinal nature of the study, at the time of writing, six of the 
participants—all in subfields of composition—had completed the study while 
the remaining four had completed either one or two interviews; some partici-
pants’ writing processes were delayed due to the onset of COVID-19. I chose 
three case study participants from the six who had completed the study at the 
time of writing. Case study participants were selected on several criteria. First, 
they had completed the study at the time of drafting this article. Second, in ini-
tial interviews they indicated a preference for one composing style, and they en-
acted that style throughout their drafting. Additionally, all of these writers were 
working on book chapters that were using historical and textual data as their 
primary reference. Thus, they had a number of useful points of comparison. As 
a member check, all three case study participants read the draft of this article and 
were provided the opportunity to offer feedback on the representation of their 
writing process and their scholarly identity.

I will note here that it is possible that the metagenre (Carter, 2007) that the 
writer is working in may be a factor in how composing styles unfold. A partic-
ipant who is working on an empirical, data-driven article may engage in more 
discovery during analysis than a participant working with textual or historical 
sources. Thus, selecting three participants working in a similar metagenre and 
drawing upon a similar body of evidence was important.

suRvey

After engaging in two years of data collection for the ongoing longitudinal study, 
and after initial conversation with my case study participants on what I was 
now calling “planning” and “discovery” composing styles, I developed a large-
scale survey to better understand the scope and prevalence of composing styles 
among members in the field of composition. After pre-testing and IRB approval, 
the online survey (hosted on Qualtrics.com) was distributed on three listervs: 
WPA-L, W-Center, and Next-Gen. Calls for participants were sent out in early 
October 2020 and then a follow-up call was sent two weeks later. The survey 
remained open for 30 days.

The survey was completed by 198 individuals associated with the field of 
composition who had either engaged in writing for publication or were starting 
to write for publication. This included 58 (29.3%) identifying as males, 128 
(65.6%) as female, 3 (1.5%) as transgender, and 8 (4.0%) who preferred not to 
specify. Participants identified as Latinx or Hispanic (4, 2%), Native American 



23

Planning, Tinkering, and Writing to Learn

(3, 1.5%), Asian or Pacific Islander (10, 5.1%), African American (8, 4%), and 
white (173, 87.4%). Participants came from a range of statuses at the university, 
including graduate student (40, 20.2%), adjunct or part-time instructors (8, 
4.0%), full-time non-tenured instructors (29, 14.6%), tenure-track faculty (33, 
16.7%), tenured faculty (30, 15.2%), individuals in various administrative roles 
(44, 22.2%), upper administrators (10, 5.1%), and retired faculty (10, 5.1%). 
Participants had a wide range of teaching experiences, with many teaching full 
loads or having loads split between administration and teaching.

Submitted surveys were included in the analysis as long as the participant 
had answered at least half of the survey items. The survey was analyzed in SPSS; 
frequencies and descriptive statistics were calculated for demographic informa-
tion and questions about expertise and composing styles. After ensuring the 
normality of the data, a Spearman’s Rho correlation was calculated to under-
stand what, if any, relationship there was between differences in demographic 
information, institutional affiliation, and expertise and composing style.

Positionality

My positionality as a researcher is someone who is curious about how different 
people compose, while recognizing my own nuances in composing due to being 
neurodiverse with dyslexia. As a writing center director who supports graduate 
writers, and as a faculty member teaching doctoral classes in dissertation writing 
and writing for publication, I grew curious about how to best support students’ 
writing processes. Perhaps due to my own dyslexia, I’ve always allowed myself 
to be as messy and unstructured as I needed to be, and I do not stress about 
it because my brain works differently. But when I would talk to my graduate 
students, they were often distraught when they felt their writing processes were 
“messy” or “unstructured” and frustrated about not having a clean, linear writ-
ing process. In the end, it seemed that a variety of approaches yielded successful 
publications, so I wanted to better understand this phenomenon.

limitations

Even with the technology of Google Docs and the interviews and writing jour-
nals, I am certain that there were aspects of the case study participants’ writing 
processes that I could not capture—in particular, it was difficult to capture what 
happened between sessions beyond the limited information provided in journals 
and discussion during interviews. Due to the nature of writing processes over 
a period of years, I’m not sure that there would be a better way to capture this 
information at a distance, but this limitation is still worth noting. Further, my 
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primary analysis of the longitudinal case studies is based on a small number of 
participants due to the size of the dataset provided by Google Draftback and the 
resulting intensity of the analysis. Further research is needed to understand the 
prevalence and features of these composing styles.

RESULTS: PLANNING, DISCOVERY, 
AND HYBRID CASE STUDIES

In initial interviews, I asked my 10 expert writers about Cowley’s “Beethoven” 
and “Mozart” styles. All writers immediately grasped the difference and ex-
pressed preference in the direction of one of these two styles of composing. Five 
participants indicated a strong preference towards discovery, two participants 
towards planning, and three participants towards hybrid approaches (a similar 
breakdown in approach can be seen in the survey results, below). In what fol-
lows, I offer three case studies of successful academic writers who clearly demon-
strate aspects of these composing styles: Alice offers a model of planning, Dan 
offers a model of discovery, and Ryan offers a hybrid discovery/planning process.

alice: stickinG to the Plan

Alice1 is a senior scholar who has widely published in the field of composition 
studies and whose impressive CV includes multiple books, well-cited articles, 
and editorships. Alice retired several years before the study began from her posi-
tion as a full professor of writing and rhetoric at a public research university. In 
her retirement, she has continued to work on scholarly publishing projects, in-
cluding writing articles, books, and editing a book series. I followed her through 
composing one chapter of her newest book, Literacy Heroines, which focuses on 
exploring historical female figures who sponsor or employ literacy in meaningful 
ways. The chapter I followed her through was titled “Ida Tarbell (1857–1944) 
and the Muckrakers” and specifically explored the work of a progressive era jour-
nalist who rode the wave of major technological developments and became both 
an exemplar and sponsor of literacy.

Alice described herself as an “orderly, organized writer” and noted that this 
did not change in retirement, although she now has more time to devote to 
writing. In fact, she said, she writes approximately three hours a day in a typical 
week. Throughout the interviews and reflected in her process, Alice demon-
strated a strong preference for a planning composing style and emphasized how 
“the plan” defines what she writes and what order she writes it in. After our first 

1  Because this was a study of expertise, participants had a choice to be identified by name with 
real titles or pseudonym. All participants chose to be listed by their real name.
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interview, she sent me an outline that described her plan further for each chap-
ter. Alice’s writing plan was supported by extensive pre-research, where she ex-
amines various historical sources to craft a narrative of each literacy heroine and 
then uses a board in her home office to capture important information needing 
to be written into her drafts—thus, she’s engaged in an extensive invention be-
yond the page. In discussing how to manage the cognitive overload associated 
with advanced literacy, she said:

I think this goes back to the business of having a plan. So, 
I’ll be reading along in a biography and I come across some 
evidence. A lot of the people I’m looking at have written a 
lot and have had a lot written about them. … The deal was 
to extract all the stuff that I looked at. … So, how I deal with 
the cognitive overload is by having a plan and by staying 
pretty focused on the plan. I find as I find things as I do the 
research, as I encounter materials or talk to scholars. … But 
it’s all tied in with the plan and the plan may or may not be 
explicit. It may or may not be—sometimes I do actually write 
out an outline. Often, it’s very informal like 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 
these are the things I’m going to discuss. But it’s really about 
kind of sticking to the plan. 

Alice further described how “the plan” manifests in her drafting process: 

I tend to jump in and start writing, because I have this plan. 
So, I will probably start this chapter by writing an introduc-
tion about just kind of a basic sense of why this person quali-
fies as a heroine. I’m looking at this list, I have a list of issues, 
historical issues, it’s right up there in my bulletin board.

As we’ll explore in the “writing process” section below, this commitment to 
planning results in a much more linear drafting process for Alice, where she of-
ten begins where she left off and writes in a linear fashion largely from beginning 
to end.

dan: discoveRy and WRitinG to leaRn

At the time of the study, Dan was an associate professor of English and also 
serves as the writing center director at a public mid-sized university. He had 
published a number of articles, book chapters, and textbook materials; he also 
had been awarded several grants. His research focuses on writing centers, media 
studies, and cultural studies. Like the other case study participants, Dan was 
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building his current book on a series of articles and projects that he had recently 
finished. I followed him as he drafted the introductory chapter for his book, 
tentatively titled Writing Centers Beyond Writing, which focuses on issues of am-
bience, embodiment, and affect in writing center settings. As he introduced his 
project, he noted: 

I don’t know if this is one chapter or if I’m going to have to 
make two separate ones. This summer’s project is an IRB and 
really just diving into the literature. My plan is that I’m going 
to start prewriting a bit in the summer as well and just trying 
to determine if this is one or two chapters.

Dan recognized that he needs to write to discover the nature of his chapters in 
the book manuscript. This demonstrates a strong alignment with a discovery 
mindset and accepting writing to learn as part of his process.

Dan’s writing process for this project was similar to his previous works, where 
he had worked on multiple documents at once including one to two main text 
files and additional files with discarded-for-now-text, and comments to himself. 
He commented,

Again, I had to laugh when you write Beethoven cause 
honestly I’ll probably be writing sections of it just to help 
me think about it in the summer or just a little bits of com-
mentary to myself. I usually have four Google Docs open for 
a project where one is a clipboard, one is one section, one is 
another section, one is a guide that I’ll constantly use. 

Dan described himself as a writer who composes his way into understanding 
through the use of these documents and uses writing simply to initially think 
through ideas; he pointed out that some of this will end up in his final publica-
tion, but some writing will not. 

When asked about his composing style, Dan firmly indicated that he ascribes 
to the discovery (Beethoven) style:

Yeah, I would say the Beethoven … some of these chapters 
have been—that I’m working on for this book—had been 
literal years in the making as I’ve been working on other stuff 
and just thinking about it. … As I’ve gotten further along my 
career and farther away from grad school and remembering 
anything that got me to this point, it’s Beethoven in that well, 
I want to get writing so at least I have some sense of where 
I’m going and I’ll do the research and I’ll do the reading as 
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I go because it might let me see things a little differently. 
Honestly, having seen several friends in grad school get afflict-
ed with that planning paralysis like waiting for that perfect 
moment reading everything but not generating anything. I’m 
a pragmatist in that regard.

Dan’s discovery model differs from Alice’s model of planning.

Ryan: “tinkeRinG” and hyBRidizinG PlanninG and discoveRy

At the time of the study, Ryan was an associate professor of rhetoric and com-
position at a large public state institution. In addition to several edited col-
lections and special journal issues, Ryan had also published numerous article 
manuscripts. His core work focuses on public rhetoric, both historical and con-
temporary, and, given the U.S. political climate during the Trump presidency, 
he’s focused his recent work on Nazi and fascist rhetoric, demagoguery, and fake 
news. In addition to his academic scholarship, he has also written a variety of 
pieces on these areas for major news outlets. Like the other two case study writ-
ers, Ryan’s current writing project stemmed from the project he was previously 
working on: a book chapter on fascism in the United States. Ryan started the 
project with what he called an “abstract proposal” and noted that:

I don’t know exactly what my thesis is yet but I have been 
working on and reading about and preparing to write this 
thing for the better part of a year and a half. By the time I sit 
down to write it I will have spent a fair amount of time in my 
own head working on it.

Ryan engaged in considerable reading and thinking outside of actually sit-
ting down to write. He said:

I do tend to sort of stew on things in my mind before I write 
things down. I’ve been collecting and reading articles for a 
long time. I have a whole folder, various things from popular 
press and from scholarly stuff. I jot notes all over the place. 
So, I just have random notes which are not ideal because 
oftentimes I don’t remember what they refer to.

When asked about his composing style, Ryan indicated he uses both plan-
ning and discovery:

I think it’s sort of a combination. I spent extensive time plan-
ning, inventing, reflecting all of those things, and then I dive 
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right in and have multiple drafts and messiness. It’s sort of the 
worst parts of both. All the preparation time and none of the 
focus…. I’m sort of smack in the middle of those things.

He noted that it depends, in part, on what he is composing, “I think that 
there are times that I have things that I very definitely planned to say and that 
come out really quickly and really easily.”

However, in later interviews, Ryan and I returned to this issue of planning 
and discovery after seeing the progress of his own draft. He described a process 
he calls “tinkering,” which he characterizes as:

Sort of the way that I conceptualize it is like Mine Sweeper. 
I go and I click on one box and it will clear one thing and 
then I know that one’s close to this and I click on that and 
then there’s this whole big thing. … If I can just knock a little 
bit at a time then oftentimes big parts of things will clear up 
sort of out of the blue. But it happens mostly if I’m consis-
tently doing the tinkering. But if I step away for too long or 
if I don’t pay attention to it then often those big clarifying 
moments don’t happen as quickly or as easily.

One of the aspects that is striking about Ryan’s process is how he engages 
with the text frequently—sometimes five or ten different moments across the 
day, continually returning to his text and making small changes. He described 
this as a textual engagement technique: “It’s better if I can just do a little bit 
every day and just to stay again involved and engaged.” He noted that he uses 
more discovery early in the draft: “But the first 1,000 words or the first section 
up to the main argument for me is always the hardest part. It’s always the part 
that takes the most tinkering to get to. It still works through all of these sections 
most of the time.” Tinkering of the introduction in particular, which includes 
his purpose for writing, is critical for Ryan’s process, which will also be reflected 
through his writing analytics, below.

WRitinG timeline, documents, and WRitinG sessions

This section demonstrates how composing styles are not just self-reported pref-
erences, but directly shape the drafting processes for Alice, Dan, and Ryan. Table 
1 provides an overview of some key aspects of their composing gathered by the 
Google Draftback program. For this study, Alice worked in one document ex-
clusively. Dan worked in three documents, including an early document that he 
worked on and compiled ideas in for 21 months (with the most extensive work 
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during summers/breaks and into the first part of his sabbatical). When his sab-
batical began, he started composing a second document and pasted large chunks 
from document 1, then extensively reworked them along with creating a third 
file that contains text he cut and pasted that he was not actively using. Finally, 
he cut and pasted the entire file into a “final” file, where he added references 
and engaged in light editing. Ryan worked in two documents, beginning with 
an initial draft where he composed the first 4,500 words. After a major shift in 
ideas, he transitioned to a second document where he completed the draft. The 
data in Table 1 compiles data from all documents each writer worked on during 
the study.

A “writing session” is defined by Google Draftback as any work on a docu-
ment without more than a 10-minute gap. If a writer were to work on a docu-
ment, then return to it 15 minutes later, or even pause to read a text for more 
than 10 minutes, that program would count that as a new writing session. 
Changes in a document (what Draftback defines as “revisions”) indicate how 
many times the writer made additions, revisions, or deletions to the text.

Table 1.1. Time, Writing Sessions, Days, Changes, and Wordcount for 
Three Writers

Writer Total Hours 
Logged in 
Google Docs

Total 
Writing 
Sessions

Total 
Changes in 
Document(s)*

Total Days 
when Writing 
Tool Place

Final 
Wordcount 
of Chapter

Alice 
(Planning)

21 hours 32 
minutes

71 41,321 30 9,074

Dan
(Discovery)

36 hours 41 
minutes

146 117,516 48 12,182

Ryan 
(Hybrid)

51 hours 39 
minutes

98 76,633 23 6,819

As Table 1.1 demonstrates, Alice worked on her text directly less than the 
other authors, both in terms of writing sessions and in terms of changes in her 
document. However, Alice’s interviews and journal entries made it clear that she 
also devoted considerable time away from her draft reading, taking notes, and 
planning, none of which are accounted for in her total hours logged. On the 
other hand, Dan indicated that he had to write his way into understanding from 
the very beginning, and this was reflected in the amount of writing sessions and 
total changes he produced. Ryan’s understanding of his purpose and goals shift-
ed in significant ways several times, resulting in changes in his plan and shifting 
him into discovery mode. This shift is reflected in a moderate level of writing 
sessions and changes in the document.
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Table 1.2 offers an overview of the average length of writing sessions and the 
average length of “writing days” for these three participants. As already described 
to some extent in the case study introductions above, the amount of time and 
frequency of writing depended on the material circumstances of each writer: Al-
ice is retired and thus has regularly scheduled writing time throughout the week. 
Dan wrote primarily on his breaks and summers until his sabbatical, when he 
was able to dig in more deeply with regularly scheduled time. Ryan employed a 
writing strategy of frequently returning to his text to engage.

Table 1. 2. Session Length Recorded in Google Draftback

Participant Shortest Recorded 
Session

Longest Recorded Session Session Average

Alice 
(Planning)

48 seconds (4 changes) 1 hour 29 minutes (3605 
changes)

18 minutes 12 
seconds

Dan 
(Discovery)

13 seconds (25 changes) 1 hour 31 minutes (3725 
changes)

15 minutes 0 
seconds

Ryan 
(Hybrid)

26 seconds (15 changes) 1 hour 46 minutes (2360 
changes)

25 minutes 24 
seconds

Table 1.2 provides details about the length of the writers’ writing sessions as re-
corded in the Google Draftback program. What is characteristic about the writers 
is that they may not have been “in” the draft the whole day, but they returned to 
it frequently (which Draftback registers as a separate writing session). The longest 
continuous writing for all three writers appears to be between 1 hour and 30 min-
utes to 1 hour and 46 minutes, although writers wrote up to three to five hours on 
average on a project in a long writing day, returning to the draft frequently, taking 
breaks, and engaging in other activities outside of the specific text.

WRitinG PRocess in documents and metRics

What follows are writing analytic visualizations from Google Draftback that 
show both time (which you can read left to right across the graphics) and where 
in the document the writer worked (which you can read top to bottom). I have 
annotated the graphics further by indicating the primary activity that the author 
was engaging in during writing sessions in the graphics, which was ascertained 
from both the video playback in Google Draftback as well as writing journals 
each author kept. These phases include drafting, defined here as producing new 
text; revision, defined here as making higher-order or meaning-making changes 
to existing text; and copyediting, which is defined here as making small changes 
to existing text for the sake of clarity, precision, style, punctuation, or grammar. 
I offer these large phases with the caveat that these three phases are not mutually 
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exclusive; all authors weaved between these three phases in various moments in 
their documents and for some, the different phases were melded together (and 
are thus indicated as such on the graphics). Thus, these broad labels offer a more 
generalized view about what they were doing in their document at various stages 
and can help readers better understand the analytic graphics.

Alice: Planning Composing Style

Alice’s composing represented the most linear of the three styles in that she 
wrote on her draft from beginning to end. Reading Figure 1.1 from left to right, 
we see that Alice started her composing process at the top of her document, in 
the introduction, and worked her way methodically through the chapter. This 
linear composing is represented by the concentrated dots demonstrating that she 
stayed in the document largely where she was writing, and as she continued to 
compose paragraph after paragraph down the page. During her writing session 
on March 21st, she shifted to revision, which we can see by the dots appearing 
throughout the document and in several sections rather than in a linear fash-
ion. She returned to linear writing on March 30th to complete the conclusion. 
After a break, she came back and began copyediting (represented by the long, 
thin lines showing she is moving from the beginning and down the document 
stopping at many points along the way), completing copyediting on April 9th.

What these solid lines represent is that Alice already has a clear plan for 
writing when she opens up her document and she is able to enact that plan in 
focused writing sessions where she completes sentence after sentence, paragraph 
after paragraph. Once most of the drafting is done, she turns her attention to 
revision, drafting the conclusion, and editing.

Figure 1.1. Alice’s writing process 
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Dan: Discovery Composing Style

Figure 1.2 offers a visual of Dan’s documents compiled from his multiple drafts. 
In comparing Alice’s and Dan’s images, we can immediately see differences in how 
the documents were shaped over time. Alice had clear “lines” where she was draft-
ing ideas while Dan’s moves around much more in his draft in each writing session 
and writing day. For example, in Dan’s writing session on 9/6, many of the dots 
are spread out, indicating that he is making changes in many different parts of 
the document as he shapes his ideas. Evident in Document 1, Dan also returns 
frequently to the beginning of the document where he continues to refine his 
purpose for the chapter. The purpose evolves as his text evolves, which is why each 
time he opens Document 1, he first engages in the beginning of the document.

Figure 1.2, Dan’s composing style
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Dan transitioned to Document 2 when he went on sabbatical, representing 
more focused writing time where he was able to complete his draft. Dan con-
tinues to generate and refine ideas in different places in the document, engaging 
in both drafting of new content and refining existing content. This is also when 
he creates the “notes” file where he cuts 2,400 words of text out of Document 
2 and saves it in this file (as he indicates in his interview, for other parts of his 
book or for other later use).

The presence of engagement spread throughout the text is reflected in his 
interviews, the video playback of the text, and his writing journal. As Dan writes, 
he continues to refine his purpose over time, and often is returning to different 
sections of the document to refine, expand, or cut extraneous information and 
to figure out where material should be placed.

Ryan: Hybrid Planning/Discovery Composing Style

Ryan’s process (Figure 1.3) represents a hybrid between the planning and discov-
ery styles, which can also be reflected in how he engages with his text over time. 
Like Dan, Ryan frequently engages with the opening of his text and returns to it 
(in what he calls “tinkering”) as he refines his purpose. 
But, like Alice, Ryan also demonstrates more linear drafting, where he starts 
working on one section of a text and remains focused on that section for writing 
sessions. The major difference between Ryan and Alice is that Ryan “tinkers” 
with the earlier parts of the draft before coming to the next section and engaging 
in more focused composing, as he continues to refine his purpose. The revision/
editing sections of Document 1 on October 29th and Document 2 on July 22nd 
represent Ryan reading through the text intensively and making both revisions 
to bring sections of the document in line with his evolved purpose as well as 
editing the document for clarity, precision, formatting, and punctuation.

While we see major distinctions in the drafting and revision portions of the 
writing process for the case study participants, the finalization of the manuscripts 
looks quite similar for all three writers. Once a writer’s purpose is refined and the 
text is mostly drafted, all writers work on textual refinement and copyediting.

comPosinG styles in the BRoadeR field

Now that I’ve presented what the three composing styles are and how they func-
tion for writers as part of their process, I turn to examining how prevalent these 
styles are among professional academic writers in the field of composition, using 
self-reported survey data. The survey was completed by 198 individuals associ-
ated with the professional field of rhetoric and composition who had engaged in 
publication. Participants indicated a range of publication experience (from over 
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25 articles published to working on their first article). Participants reported a 
range of expertise in writing for publication, which was distributed fairly evenly 
among those considering themselves experts (27, 13.6%), advanced writers (52, 
26.3%), intermediate writers (58, 24.7%), novice writers (49, 24.7%) or those 
not yet experienced (10, 5.1%).

Several multiple-choice questions asked participants to report their preference 
for planning or composing styles. I compiled the responses to these questions into 
composite responses indicating respondents’ general composing style preference. 
Data show that Planners (strong or weak preference) comprised only 10.6 percent 
of the dataset; Discoverers (strong or weak preference) comprised 48.4 percent of 
the dataset. Hybrid Planner/Discoverers comprised 38.9 percent of the dataset; 
these numbers almost identically map onto the case study participant distribution. 
Thus, these statistics suggest that most writers employ discovery composing styles 
or use them in combination with planning, while only a small subset of writers rely 
more extensively on planning as a primary composing style.

Figure 1.3. Ryan’s process
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Figure 1.4. Composing styles among survey participants

I also asked whether composing style is correlated with the demographic or in-
stitutional factors. Composing style is not correlated with self-reported expertise, 
institutional status, teaching load, gender, ethnicity, or how many publications 
one has produced. However, composing style is significantly correlated with re-
quired publication (Pearson’s correlation, two-tailed, bivariate, 0.142, p <0.048, n 
=194). That is, individuals who reported that publication was required as part of 
their job or studies were more likely to indicate a planning preference. Forty-eight 
percent (95) of participants indicated that writing for publication was a required 
part of their job, while five percent (10) indicated it was not.2 But beyond this 
single correlation, composing style appears to be a matter of individual preference.

oPeRationalizinG the model of PlanninG, 
discoveRy, and hyBRid comPosinG styles

Based on the above, I offer the following definitions and model for the Planning, 
Discovery, and Hybrid composing styles, including features and developmental 
trajectories. For this model, one of the key differences between planners and 
discoverers is where the invention takes place: in the head or on the page. This, 
then, shapes the drafting and revision process for each writer.

2  Six percent of participants used the “other: please specify” category to outline myriad cir-
cumstances which mostly boiled down to “it’s complicated but not required.” Many noted their 
institutions “strongly encouraged” them to publish; others noted that while they were in adjunct 
or non-tenure lines, they wanted to publish to get a better position. Others, like graduate students, 
noted that while it wasn’t a requirement, it was an expectation. These were coded as “not required” 
in the dataset.
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Planners

Planners are writers who choose to employ extensive invention strategies to pre-
plan their texts before they sit down to compose. The result of extensive plan-
ning allows them to achieve a more linear and direct writing process.

Features of Planning Composing Styles

• Invention: Planners engage in copious amounts of invention prior to 
sitting down to write. These activities may include outlining, making 
lists, organizing sources, and thinking through ideas. Planners may 
also create extensive outlines with target word counts, what the pur-
pose of each section is, and the overall purpose for the piece.

• Purpose: Planners use their invention strategies to clearly define their 
purpose for the text prior to writing.

• Drafting: Planners engage in efficient drafting processes, writing 
directly to their purpose and generating a minimal amount of extra 
prose. Planners predetermine the order, length, and content of what 
they want to write, and their drafting proceeds from that plan.

• Revision: Revision often takes place after drafting, following a more 
classic writing process approach where the text is refined after the 
drafting is largely completed. 

• In between writing sessions: Planners often have extensive “planning 
sessions” in between major writing sessions where they think through 
or outline the next phase of the draft. Thinking through these activi-
ties might be done during repetitive activity like exercising, walking, 
or cooking. Planners may make use of notebooks, boards, or other 
organizational aids as part of their process.

• Process and order of ideas: The writing process appears on the page 
as fairly linear; section after section is written in the planned order 
during drafting.

Discoverers

Discoverers use writing-to-learn as a way to generate new ideas, deeply explore 
concepts, and refine their purposes. Drafting is often messy, recursive, and may 
generate much more prose that is later discarded.

Features of Discovery Composing Styles

• Invention: Discoverers will jump right in to drafting with a very loose 
plan or purpose. While they have often thought about the ideas 
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behind the text, this thinking process is often conceptual rather than 
driven directly towards producing an outline or writing plan. They 
recognize the power of writing to learn and depend on the act of writ-
ing itself to help them discover their purpose and write their way into 
understanding.

• Purpose: The purpose of the writing is refined and revised extensively 
during each composing session, although writers may wrestle with 
ideas in between sessions.

• Drafting: Discoverers frequently return to their overall goals and 
purpose to refine, scrap, or amend ideas. They may end up writing 
“multiple articles” and generating more prose than is needed for the 
text, sometimes on tangents that can later lead to future work. This 
can result in multiple versions of documents, cutting and pasting large 
chunks of texts that may be shaped into other publications, and writ-
ing in several potential directions before settling on one direction. 

• Revision: Discoverers often engage in drafting and revision in the 
same writing session; writing done in previous sessions is revisited and 
refined throughout while the writer also drafts new material.

• In between writing sessions: Discoverers report engaging with ideas 
and concepts in between sessions, but not always towards crafting a 
distinct plan for writing.

• Process and order of ideas: The writer often jumps around considerably 
during the drafting process, and may work on small sections through-
out the draft. These sections are not linear or sequential.

Hybrids

Hybrid Planner-Discoverers

Hybrids use a combination of planning and discovery, which may be either a 
personal preference or required due to the demands of the specific topic, their 
knowledge of the topic, and the genre they are writing in. Hybrid processes are 
a combination of the features above, but hybrid processes may manifest differ-
ently depending on the specific writer. Some writers have distinctive plans for 
certain parts of their draft, while recognizing that they need to engage in writing 
to learn (discovery) for other parts of their draft; thus, they employ both ap-
proaches simultaneously. Other writers may begin as planners with a clear and 
detailed plan, and then, once engaging in the writing process, quickly realize 
the original plan needs to be scrapped. This might be because their original 
idea wasn’t nuanced or complex enough, their thinking or data had led them 
in another direction, or they encountered new information that shifted their 
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thinking. Thus, while they started with a plan they thought was workable, they 
moved into discovery mode, where they worked to use the writing itself to de-
velop a clear sense of purpose.

DISCUSSION

In the case of either planning or discovery, writers considerably engage with 
their subject matter, their sources, and their texts. The key difference that this 
study demonstrates is in both invention and drafting. For planners, writing is 
used primarily as a vehicle to convey their thoughts and purpose (returning 
to Fulwiler and Young’s (1982) “writing to communicate”). For discoverers, 
writing is originally used to help refine and shape their ideas and to literally 
generate knowledge (or Fulwiler and Young’s “writing to learn”). Discoverers 
later do shift to a “writing to communicate” approach as they enter the end of 
their revision and editing stages. Writers of both composing style preferences 
engage recursively with their texts (Kellogg, 1994)—planners simply do it in 
their heads and up front through notes and outlines, while discoverers find 
that the act of writing helps refine their purpose and thinking. Hybrids em-
ploy a range of these approaches depending on the rhetorical situation, their 
knowledge, and the genre.

One thing that is striking about the case studies is the way in which writ-
ers, when presented with the early planning-discovery composing style model, 
could both articulate their preference for the framework and offer a discussion 
of why that particular composing style worked for them. Expert writers offer 
deep understanding of their own nuanced writing processes and have learned, 
over time, to trust in the processes that they have developed. While these 
findings expand and deepen our understanding of writing process, they also 
closely align and support earlier works on expertise, both from the perspective 
of the psychology of writing (Kellogg, 1994; Kellogg, 2006), writing to learn 
(Bean, 2012), and faculty writing practices in the field (Wells & Söderlund, 
2018; Tulley, 2018).

While the case studies in phase 1 of the study helped explore the nature of 
the planning, discovery, and hybrid composing styles, the survey offered broader 
insight into how these styles may manifest in members of the discipline and what 
factors, if any, correlate. Based on limited correlations in the survey and from my 
case study participants’ clear articulation of their composing style, composing 
style appears to be a personal writing choice. That is, it does not appear to be im-
pacted by one’s expertise, number of previous publications, teaching load or ad-
ministrative responsibilities, institutional status, experience, gender, or race. The 
one correlation this study found was that planning was weakly but significantly 
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correlated with required publication, suggesting that individuals with the pres-
sure to publish may engage in planning more out of necessity in a “publish or 
perish” situation. The choice of discovery was as likely to occur with those who 
identify as novice professional academic writers, including those new to publica-
tion, as it was for those who have published 25 or more books or articles.

The unequal distribution of those who express discovery or hybrid methods 
in the survey may also signal a deeper truth about the challenges of generating 
novel ideas and contributions that shape a discipline and ultimately contribute 
to human knowledge. Thus, it appears that for most writers, the act of writ-
ing itself is the best vehicle for this deep engagement with ideas to take place, 
through recursive processes (Kellogg, 1994) that allow deepening of thinking 
and purpose.

IMPLICATIONS: STRATEGIES FOR DEVELOPING 
EXPERT WRITING PROCESSES

One concern present in all of the case studies, both incomplete and featured 
here, was what appeared to be an implicit bias towards more orderly, linear, 
and planned processes. For example, one expert writer who in the longitudinal 
study indicated a Discovery composing style recognized that their “messy” dis-
covery process produced high-quality publications, spoke of their process as a 
nightmare: “Again, I had to laugh when you write Beethoven [Discovery] … I 
usually have four Google Docs open for a project where one is a clipboard, one 
is one section, one is another section. … It’s a nightmare.” Another Discovery 
composing style participant said, “Yeah, I’m definitely a Beethoven (Discovery) 
and that’s a nice way to put it because I’ve always thought of it as just a shitty 
first drafter or the opposite of the perfect drafter person.” As these two quotes 
indicate, for some of those who engage in discovery-based processes, a negative 
view of a more “messy” process may impact their self-perception as writers.

I suspect this issue comes from at least two sources. First, despite the field’s 
extensive research and theories concerning moving “beyond” the tradition-
al linear process approach (Kent, 1999), much high school writing and first-
year composition pedagogy is still taught with a linear view of writing, using 
the traditional writing process model. Second, the short deadlines required in 
many courses means there are simply fewer opportunities to engage in deep 
discovery—which for all case study writers took considerable amounts of time. 
Participants in my study wrestled with their texts for months and years before 
coming up with a manuscript that they were willing to submit for publication. 
Coursework seldom allows that to happen and creates perhaps a distorted view 
of the necessary writing processes for deep engagement.
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In fact, in teaching doctoral-level writing for publication as well as support-
ing advanced graduate writing as the director of our university’s writing center, I 
have frequently heard students express frustration over the messy nature of writing 
dissertations and articles. They come into a writing for publication course with 
an expectation that their writing should look somewhat linear and proceed in an 
orderly fashion and lament that there is something “wrong” with their writing 
when they end up having to engage in Discovery writing. During my analysis and 
early writing of this article, I shared my emerging results about composing styles 
with my writing for publication students. After experiencing the need to shift 
into discovery and abandon their plan, many students noted the relief that expert 
writers routinely experience these messy experiences and that they weren’t “doing 
it wrong.” Thus, one key implication of this work, I hope, is that we can use it to 
teach graduate students and novice writers that writing for publication is often 
messy, unstructured, and, ultimately, a process of discovery.

Given all of the above, I offer the following key points that can help the 
field broaden our understanding of expert writing processes and support novices 
seeking to write for publication:

• Cultivating key habits of mind that support discovery-based and hybrid 
processes. These habits of mind (Framework for Success in Postsecondary 
Writing, 2011) include (a) flexibility that allows writers to abandon 
previous plans in favor of novel directions and develop deeper purpose, 
focus, and goals through drafting; (b) openness to explore ideas origi-
nally not considered as part of a plan; and (c) creativity, which is critical 
to cultivate for the production of novel ideas. Central to these habits of 
mind is recognizing that when we enter new subject areas or write in 
new genres, we might have to write our way into understanding.

• Understanding the ongoing and recursive nature of invention. Invention 
for expert writers doesn’t fit the typical linear process. Rather, inven-
tion is something that writers are always engaging in—as they plan, as 
they discover, as they refine their purpose and goals. Invention strat-
egies may be internalized through a planning style or manifest on the 
page, through a discovery style.

• Recognizing the value of purpose-driven drafting and recursive writing. 
Key to both planning and discovery is defining and refining one’s pur-
pose for writing. As the writers’ purpose was defined and refined, they 
shifted drafts, goals, and approaches.

• Valuing the writing of extra prose. Expert writers may write many more 
volumes of prose that ends up not being part of their final published 
products. It is useful not to see this extra prose as “wasted” but rather 
material that can be reshaped into future publications and projects.
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CONCLUSION

Planning, discovery, and hybrid composing styles appear to be a key preference 
for expert writers that considerably shape their invention and drafting process-
es, and that seem to be a matter of personal preference. Understanding these 
composing styles can offer the field new ways both of exploring writing as a tool 
for communication and learning, and also in supporting graduate students and 
new scholars in developing successful approaches to writing. Further, this work 
opens up a potentially new line of writing process research. Some of the many 
questions future researchers might explore are: How do emerging professional 
writers’ drafting processes for coursework versus publications differ? How might 
we best teach and study the efficacy of these practices? How do we cultivate the 
habits of mind necessary for flexible writing processes? I encourage teachers and 
researchers to continue to pursue these questions.
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CHAPTER 2.  

FACULTY PRESENCE, 
INFLUENCE, AND AUTHORITY 
IN INTERDISCIPLINARY, MULTI-
LEVEL WRITING GROUPS

Aileen R. Taft
University of Missouri

Rebecca Day Babcock and Maximillien Vis
The University of Texas, Permian Basin

Abstract: This chapter's research focuses on group dynamics, authority 
interactions, and group stability. The chapter outlines how faculty ben-
efit from these groups by gaining mentorship, diverse perspectives, and 
sustained engagement in their writing practices. The authors highlight 
the advantages of mixed-level groups, particularly for contingent facul-
ty and graduate students, and argue that writing studies could lead in 
promoting such groups for inclusive writing support across academia.

The authors are members of a research team that has been looking at the social 
nature of writing since 2014. So far, we have done several conference pre-
sentations and produced several article manuscripts around this theme. Bab-
cock’s team comprises students (both graduate and undergraduate, including 
Aileen), adjunct, non-tenure track, and contingent faculty. The activities they 
are engaging in are writing fellowships, writing retreats (both online and in 
person), writing groups, and writing workshops. The reason for this is a work-
around, as Babcock’s home institution does not have a writing center in the 
traditional sense. This study looked at the experiences of faculty who partic-
ipated in feedback-giving writing groups (as opposed to “just write” groups) 
that were multi-level and interdisciplinary. By “multi-level,” we mean writing 
groups that included people from various disciplines and stages of career. Since 
we are affiliated with a medium-sized institution, such groups become a neces-
sity as we sometimes do not have enough people to form a segregated group. 

https://doi.org/10.37514/PER-B.2025.2555.2.02
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For instance, we tried recently to hold an online graduate writing retreat, but 
after not finding enough graduate students to participate, we opened it to both 
undergrads and faculty. We studied two iterations of one such group based 
out of a regional comprehensive university in the Southwest. Members of the 
groups were from the disciplines of English, Spanish, history, and psycholo-
gy, both part-time university graduate teaching assistants and full-time com-
munity college faculty along with undergraduate students. We also presented 
narratives from faculty members who are in writing groups with non-faculty, 
both in the academic and non-academic context. A special focus will be on 
comparing the interactions with the authority of the participants, outcome, 
stability, and effectiveness of the writing groups.

Writing groups take many forms but primarily are broken down into feed-
back groups where writers share drafts and give each other feedback and “just 
write” types of groups where participants actually sit and write in supportive 
community settings either online or in person. Groups can be self-sponsored, or 
university- or workplace-sponsored. Wolfsberfer (2014) found that they can also 
occur in private, for-profit settings. Groups can focus on academic or creative 
writing, on a single discipline or level, or be mixed. Groups can be single gender 
or mixed gender. They can be online or in-person. In-person groups can meet 
in university settings, in public places such as coffee shops, people’s homes, or 
outdoors. The combinations are endless, but the goal is the same: to develop as 
writers. Through participation in mixed level groups, faculty can benefit from 
viewing other perspectives, from having opportunities for mentoring, and for 
learning firsthand about various writing processes and practices.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Writing studies research has argued for the importance of writing support for a 
variety of faculty and students, including contingent faculty and graduate stu-
dents from across the disciplines. However, writing studies scholars have not re-
searched mixed-level groups, perhaps because these groups are still uncommon, 
despite the benefits these types of groups can offer all members such as peer 
mentoring, unconditional support, and a fresh perspective on ideas. Of course, 
various challenges are also involved, which our research will show. We draw from 
the higher education book Writing Groups for Doctoral Education and Beyond: 
Innovations in Practice and Theory (Aitchison, 2014), but we argue writing stud-
ies may be particularly well equipped to research mixed-level groups and that 
such groups may be especially helpful in providing the kind of writing support 
our field has called for, especially for graduate students and contingent faculty. 
Our chapter is a first step toward filling this gap.
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One of the editors of this collection suggested we look at the edited collec-
tion Speaking Up, Speaking Out (Edwards et al., 2021) for potential mentions of 
writing groups. Interestingly enough, the collection does not mention writing 
groups at all, except for briefly and in passing. For instance, Mulally (2021) 
mentions other scholars talking about writing groups. One chapter mentions 
writing in a coffee shop (Gumm, 2021) yet rather than gathering to write, the 
two faculty who encounter each other at the coffee shop in this chapter actively 
avoided each other rather than engaging in community writing practices. An-
other article mentioned two faculty members writing together as a duo (Joseph 
& Ashe-McNalley, 2021). Perhaps the lack of attention to or mention of faculty 
participating in writing groups has to do with the high workload and lack of 
pressure to produce scholarship among non-tenure track faculty.

The collection Working with Faculty Writers edited by Geller and Eodice 
(2013) also mentioned faculty writing groups, including interdisciplinary faculty 
(Clark-Oates & Cahill, 2013) and graduate student groups (Garciaet al., 2013), 
but none of the groups mentioned in this collection were multi-level. Our group 
was not sponsored by a writing center; the lack of a writing center at our insti-
tution was one of the reasons why Babcock has arranged these groups. However, 
our group displayed many of the same dynamics as the writing center-sponsored 
group that Clark-Oates and Cahill described, such as “tensions” arising from 
“disciplinary differences,” and groups having to “commit to co-constructing 
solutions to writing tensions by recognizing one another as fellow writers” (p. 
114). As a multidisciplinary group, our group also displayed the positive effects 
noted by Garcia et al. (2013), such as witnessing ways of “thinking, researching 
and writing” other than what they “had grown accustomed to” (p. 267). We also 
reached the outcomes they mentioned of peer mentoring and learning about dif-
ferent writing processes and practices. Smith et al. (2013) found that in addition 
to professional development goals, writers also found a social outlet and support 
in their multidisciplinary faculty writing group.

Like many such groups, the make-up of the groups we studied was primarily 
women, which Bosanquet et al. (2014) noted in their literature review is very 
common. Bosanquet and her colleagues did not deliberately set out to form an 
all-women writing group, but it just turned out that way. Female faculty mem-
bers in writing groups have indicated that their group “was able to informally 
provide writing supports, relationship supports, and a mechanism for under-
standing the culture of the … university” (Penney et al., 2015, p. 462). These 
groups can begin to construct an informal community of practice that extends 
beyond academia enabling “participants to reflect more meaningfully upon 
their own story and create a space for a collective understanding of experience 
and knowledge co-creation” (Penney et al., 2015, p. 463). The writing group 



46

Taft, Babcock and Vis

assumed a role beyond critique where participants exchange similar experiences 
and challenges in their respective roles. While our groups were not exclusionary 
and were open to any gender, the group ended up as mostly female with only 
one consistent male student attendee and one or two other male attendees who 
visited for one meeting and did not return. All of the group’s faculty members 
were female, not by choice but by coincidence.

Writing groups can offer early career academics a chance to find pleasure in 
academic writing (Dwyer et al., 2012). Other benefits of writing groups were 
“publishing acumen … collaborative collegiality … leadership” and enhanced 
affect, meaning over time, writing group members become “motivated, more 
confident, satisfied, pleased with the investment” (Galligan et al., 2003). Al-
though the groups mentioned here in this chapter are not “just write” groups, 
as group members offered each other feedback on actual texts rather than just 
spending time writing together, the groups we reported here are for the most 
part interdisciplinary and multi-level. This allowed for flexible roles and for 
group members to act both as mentors and mentees (Mewburn et al., 2014).

When faculty were present in groups with undergraduates, graduate stu-
dents, and even non-academics, roles were fluid and the “lines between ‘master’ 
and ‘apprentice’ [were] lightly drawn” (Maher, 2014, p. 91). Presence in the 
group by people at different points on the academic journey can be distinct-
ly positive. Although faculty may hold the highest status within academia in 
relation to scholarship and student identity, a disparity exists between faculty 
and other individuals with assorted identities. Faculty often find themselves, 
as students well do, wearing multiple and variable hats. Faculty members not 
only serve students, but also may be graduate student teaching assistants serv-
ing their fellow peers, who may range from graduate students to post-graduate 
junior faculty to senior tenured faculty. Faculty status does not magically ensure 
independence but only further complicates the interdependence of faculty’s 
multifaceted identity. Faculty in mixed-level writing groups working alongside 
graduate and undergraduate students can model what it looks like to be a pro-
ductive writer and researcher. Maher (2014) noted that faculty presence in the 
Write On! writing group she studied was an inspiration to graduate students 
who could witness a model of productive writing and researching. These groups 
were not feedback groups but “just write” kinds of groups. Murray (2014) also 
noted the presence of “doctoral and post-doctoral writers” (p. 107) in the mi-
cro-writing groups she studied.

Scholarship on faculty identity in writing groups has been centered upon 
scholarly productivity. Whether that be doctoral studies within medicine or the 
liberal arts or science, scholarship centered around faculty focuses upon the dis-
crepancy which exists in scholarship of post-graduates who serve as faculty in 
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some regards and established and oftentimes tenured faculty. Chai et al. (2019) 
found that “Implementing a writing group focused upon junior faculty mem-
bers that provides structured time for the discussion of academic advancement, 
while providing peer support in an equitable environment, can help to guide 
new faculty members” (p. 569). These transitional identities are seen to focus 
upon the scholarly responsibilities of faculty and downplay the intersectionality 
of teacher-as-student reality.

The writing group in its complex nature with regards to variable identity and 
scholarly or personal wants and needs establishes a microcosm of the expecta-
tions, practices, and standards of academia. Whereas interdisciplinary writing 
groups may or may not influence these scholarly social constructions, little has 
been done to elucidate how faculty benefit from being in writing groups with 
students. According to Haas (2014), whether a group is single- or multi-disci-
plinary or single- or multi-level does not influence the potential success of the 
group.

Multidisciplinary groups allow for cross-pollination and “fresh eyes” to look 
at writings as an educated outsider. Yet, the interdisciplinary aspect of academia 
seems to be a growing trend amongst post-graduate studies. Guerin et al. (2013) 
state that

As traditional disciplinary boundaries blur and Ph.D. projects 
are increasingly focused on interdisciplinary investigations, 
the scholarly identities formed during the doctorate are also 
shifting. As disciplinary identities become progressively uncer-
tain, so too do the proscribed communities of practice those 
identities seek to operate within. (p. 78)

The current trend of interdisciplinary scholarship increases the need for in-
terdisciplinary writing groups as a writer may face multiple and various disci-
plinary connections through their research and writings. The more intercon-
nected scholarly and scientific research becomes, the more there is a need for 
interdisciplinary feedback and peer review amidst academia. Multidisciplinary 
groups also run the risk of confusing people and making them feel the feed-
back is irrelevant. Faculty presence in writing groups whose participants include 
non-faculty members can initially cause the non-faculty members participation 
anxiety, as they are inclined to believe that their critiques are peripheral. Howev-
er, the varied input from differing levels of academia as well as mixed disciplinary 
groups proves indispensable to the growth of writers, in particular, faculty par-
ticipants who often lack professional academic interaction with student-level 
writers beyond the classroom (which can cause a messaging disconnect between 
entry-level audiences and academic audiences).
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To investigate faculty presence and experience in writing groups, we decid-
ed to study the dynamics of two interdisciplinary, multi-level writing groups 
that contained both faculty and student members—including those (Graduate 
Teaching Assistants) in an in-between space. The first group we discuss was com-
posed of three graduate students who met infrequently during a spring semester 
on Fridays for a writing “power hour.” For some of their meetings, the three 
graduate students were joined by a faculty member of their acquaintance. For 
this group, we investigated the experiences of the faculty members present (and 
not present) in the group and how their authority was created and maintained 
(or not). We considered the intersectional nature of graduate teaching assistants 
for their perceived and interpreted faculty identity. We also speculated on peo-
ple’s motivations for participating in the group and what they took from it.

METHODS

We obtained IRB clearance to perform naturalistic observation through audio re-
cordings of two iterations of a university-sponsored interdisciplinary, multi-level 
writing group. The nature of the group is to provide faculty members a com-
munity of practice through exposure of different viewpoints and methodolo-
gies and support as writers. Each group held semi-structured meetings in which 
participants met to discuss writing. These groups were not sponsored through a 
writing center or writing program, and two different master’s students (graduate 
assistants) were assigned to facilitate such groups by their supervisor, Babcock, 
as part of their duties. Each graduate student was to meet with the group weekly 
and to solicit their participation in this study. Taft was a member of both writing 
groups, although she was more of a regular member of the first group and only 
an accidental member of the second. Researchers gained permission under IRB-
003-2018 to conduct this research. Participants were not required to participate 
in the study to participate in the writing groups.

DATA

The data collected for this study consisted of Taft’s and Vis’s narrative rec-
ollections of the first and second groups and recordings and transcripts of the 
second group from three sessions in November 2023 (November 11, 18 and 
25) during Writing Power Hours. Neither group was consistent with their doc-
umentation of the meetings due to technological and human errors. As a result, 
most of our data presented in this chapter consisted of Taft’s and Vis’s narratives 
and quotes from the recorded group. For a paper that analyzed the group talk 
itself, see Vis and Babcock (forthcoming).
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taft’s naRRative of the fiRst WRitinG GRouP

The first writing group began in the fall of 2018, the last semester of my graduate 
school experience. Tasked with co-founding a writing group by my department 
chairperson and supervisor, a fellow graduate teaching assistant (GTA) and I be-
gan a yearlong adventure into critiquing everything from freshman composition 
essays to adjunct faculty forays into psychological thrillers.

We met weekly in a classroom at the university. Attendance at the writing 
group varied, but after a month of meeting once a week, we established a reli-
able base group of writers. The group included Renee—my fellow GTA in the 
English department, Edwin—a freshman geology student, Kaitlyn—an adjunct 
professor in psychology, and me (all names are pseudonyms).

Given the varied academic background of each writer, the conversations 
surrounding the offered texts often sparked interesting dialogue and built a 
unique camaraderie among members. This was even clearer when a certain 
level of comfort was reached among the participants of the group. The intim-
idation of presenting writing to individuals who were still strangers caused 
some awkwardness, particularly to those in the group who were not used to 
critiquing or grading writing. To begin, Renee and I laid out some ground 
rules for our small group of aspiring and experienced writers. We would take 
turns presenting our writing to the group so that each person could receive 
help without any one person dominating the ability of the others to receive 
feedback. Renee first volunteered to share a term paper that she was writing 
for one of her graduate classes. Edwin and Kaitlyn were slow to offer input 
in the first meeting and would hesitate when giving an opinion or would 
second-guess themselves. They would make statements like, “I am sure you 
know the answer to this, but should there be a comma or a semicolon there?” 
and “I am a little unsure what you mean there, but I probably just missed 
something.” These types of hesitant critiques were typical when either Renee 
or I would present our academic writings from the various classes we were 
attending. Kaitlyn was an experienced writer and did not want her voice to 
be the loudest in the room with writing feedback. Although Kaitlyn was the 
faculty member in the group, which may have warranted for a supervisory or 
expert role, her self-declared expertise was in psychology, not in writing. This 
caused Kaitlyn’s faculty role in the group to fall into a unique position where 
she sought to benefit from less experienced writers because their area of focus 
was writing. Kaitlyn made occasional statements about her hesitancy to offer 
feedback since she was sure that GTAs in English knew much more than she 
did and that, since she had not taken the same writing-intensive classes, she 
felt she did not have as much to offer. Even though both Renee and I assured 



50

Taft, Babcock and Vis

Kaitlyn that her unbiased outside perspective on our writing as a reader was of 
great value to us, the same hesitancy remained.

When it was Kaitlyn’s turn to present her writing, she primarily shared pieces 
of creative nonfiction and narratives about mental health that stemmed from her 
research interests. Kaitlyn’s writings focused on a young woman who dealt with a 
multiple personality disorder and was on the Autism spectrum. Kaitlyn used her 
background in psychology and personal narratives to inform her writing, and she 
wanted the themes in the story to transcend beyond a simple work of creative 
nonfiction into a therapeutic piece to which others sharing similar diagnoses as 
that of the primary subject could relate. Consequently, her apparent valuing of 
an academic critique appeared higher than that of Edwin, the student writer in 
the group. Renee and I would offer both higher-order and lower-order critiques 
of a more academic nature, while Kaitlyn and Edwin would discuss the creative 
writing elements, such as dialogue. Kaitlyn accepted feedback with an attitude 
that displayed genuine appreciation and interest, whether it was from Renee 
and me, who could almost be considered peers to Kaitlyn (as graduate teaching 
assistants and adjuncts are only one step away from each other on the academic 
hierarchy), or it was from Edwin, a first-year writer with similar interests but 
below Kaitlyn in education and writing experience. Kaitlyn served as a mentor 
for Edwin, helping him craft a more mature approach to his work by sharing 
her own ups and downs when she was a new writer. Kaitlyn’s faculty experience 
allowed her the ability and comfort to have difficult conversations with Edwin, 
the student member, when he would get off track not just in conversation but 
in writing content. Kaitlyn’s writing could be categorized as creative nonfiction 
since her narratives applied her academic experience in the field of psychology 
along with her personal experiences with family mental health and her work in 
the field as a licensed therapist. Because of the need for anonymity while writing 
about more sensitive mental health issues, Kaitlyn embraced the genre of cre-
ative nonfiction for much of her academic writings.

As the writing group meetings continued throughout the semester, Renee 
and I brought fewer pieces to critique since we were writing on tighter dead-
lines, and we would often already have a paper written and submitted to our 
professors and advisors for evaluation before the writing group would meet. 
Since our work was already being evaluated for a grade, we did not feel the need 
to receive additional critiques. Edwin also seemed to prefer critiquing other peo-
ple’s writing over having his own writing examined by the group, presumably 
because of his insecurities about constructive critiques. Thus, Kaitlyn became 
almost the sole contributor of writings for the group to discuss in the last cou-
ple of months the group met. This arrangement, while perhaps not seeming 
equitable at first glance, worked well for the group members as we settled into a 
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comfortable routine. Renee, Edwin, and I were all happy to give Kaitlyn insight 
into her work, and Kaitlyn made statements about how she would never run out 
of things to bring since she had been working on her writings for a long time and 
enjoyed hearing other perspectives. Kaitlyn did not have a standing office at the 
university and did not have frequent opportunities to interact with her academic 
colleagues or to share professional work. The writing group became her outlet 
for academic collaboration. Given Kaitlyn’s apparent view of Renee and me as 
peers with equal or superior knowledge of academic writing, Kaitlyn’s adjunct 
faculty status did not appear to impede her ability to accept the group’s critique 
or to function on a similar level. Being the teacher of record for freshman comp 
classes while in grad school appeared to help lessen any perceived gap in ranking 
between Kaitlyn and me. Even though Kaitlyn chose to often write narrative 
and creative nonfiction, her academic research within those writings focused on 
similar themes as Renee’s. These shared research interests of social justice within 
writing centers (Renee) and social justice for mental health diagnoses (Kaitlyn) 
created cohesion within the writing group even though we had several different 
faculty disciplines and levels represented.

The writing group continued meeting for about two months following the 
same established pattern until the onset of two challenges to the group’s long-
term preservation. Often, when the group had completed an hour’s worth 
of writing-focused dialogue and the meeting had officially concluded, Renee, 
Kaitlyn, and I would remain for up to thirty minutes longer conversing about 
personal perspectives and shared experiences, typically academic in nature but 
sometimes strictly personal. Group comfort increased with continued personal 
conversations causing the participants’ personalities to become more readily 
apparent. While the group was cordial and collegial with these casual conver-
sations, Kaitlyn would often interject with information or personal anecdotes 
which did not align or correlate with the given topic, creating difficulties in 
completing critiques of writing or even politely ending the group meetings so 
that the members could disperse to their next obligation. As a result, when 
Renee and I were able to conclude the group meetings after only one hour, 
we discussed feeling a sense of relief since conversations involving Kaitlyn 
became more scattered. We believed that Kaitlyn used the writing group as a 
personal social outlet as well as a place to receive academic writing feedback, 
while Renee and I only viewed the group as an academic and professional de-
velopment group. Even though Kaitlyn was a faculty member, it appeared that 
her tendency to stray off topic was an individual issue and not something that 
would be characteristic of all faculty members in a multi-level writing group. 
Another challenge to group persistence came when a full-time faculty member 
joined the writing group.
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Samantha, a non-tenure track lecturer (contingent faculty) in history, joined 
the group approximately one month before official writing group meetings 
ceased. Samantha was new to the university and appeared eager to find her niche 
even within mixed groups with non-faculty. She arrived with knitting needles 
and yarn, silently listening and entertaining herself with her knitting during her 
first meeting. After she gained comfort with the group, she also began to offer 
critiques of the other participants’ work, although she declined to present work 
of her own, relaying that she was working on something and would share it 
when it was nearer an intermediate draft stage. She seemed hesitant to share her 
own writing, perhaps because of holding the most senior academic role in the 
group. Yet, she was comfortable giving feedback, a task she would have utilized 
heavily as a faculty member. Although Renee and I were initially excited to have 
attracted another faculty participant to our writing group, we soon realized that 
Samantha’s motivation for participation in the writing group stemmed from the 
opportunity to discuss academic knowledge and subject matter with an attentive 
audience. Edwin, being a student in one of Samantha’s classes, readily engaged 
with her in debates over the meaning behind historic events or the value of one 
type of education over another, while the other group members tried to retain 
focus on the text being critiqued. After several of these meetings, attendance 
dissipated as Renee and I struggled to keep the group’s focus on the original 
goal of the group (participants’ writings). Samantha’s dominant dynamic in the 
group, not only in personality but also in possessing a higher faculty status, man-
ifested in discernible hesitancy within Renee and me. We grappled with how to 
maintain a role of authority within the group without appearing in opposition 
to Samantha’s position on campus as a full-time faculty member. The authority 
of Samantha’s position, along with her dominant personality, made it difficult to 
address her added dynamics within the group given that I felt my lower (GTA) 
status did not allow me to more directly steer the group. Kaitlyn, Renee, and I 
had tried on several occasions to bring the group back to a focus on the text and 
our academic work, but subtlety was lost on Samantha, and we did not wish to 
cause bad feelings or resentment. I wondered if Samantha’s reaction was caused 
by her assumed authority as a higher-ranking faculty member or if it was simply 
personality driven, but either way, I was hesitant to potentially damage my rela-
tionships within her department by pressing the issue or trying to be an overly 
dominant group leader. Kaitlyn, who initially engaged in conversation with Sa-
mantha and Edwin, privately expressed to Renee and me that she felt Samantha’s 
presence was intrusive and overbearing in that Samantha showed little interest in 
the original intent of the group and formed a distraction. Each faculty member 
had a distinctly different approach and formed a different role within the group, 
even though they served in similar academic roles. Given the repeated challenges 
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of the group and Renee’s and my busy schedules—Renee was entering the last 
phase of her graduate thesis and I had since graduated and was adjuncting in 
addition to teaching at a local campus— the writing group’s attendance waned 
until we no longer officially met.

vis’s naRRative of the second WRitinG GRouP

The second writing group began as a project assigned to the graduate assistants 
of Babcock. As graduate student workers within the same college of our univer-
sity, we shared an office space with other part-time faculty. Graduate assistants, 
graduate teaching assistants, and adjunct faculty all shared this same space. Due 
to this proximity, I believe that graduate teaching assistants at our university are 
more aligned with faculty through their responsibilities as educators of students 
than research assistants who may not have contact with students. Depending 
on our supervisors and status in our respective graduate programs, graduate stu-
dents may strictly conduct research, assist with teaching, or instruct our own 
class independently. During each of our own appointed graduate assistantships, 
we assisted with developing lectures for specified courses, grading assignments, 
and meeting with students to help develop their thoughts and ideas further 
outside of class discussion, before being assigned as teachers of record while 
still graduate students. Regardless of title, all occupiers of this office would hold 
some agency associated with faculty teaching.

One day, Sue expressed that she was responsible for the writing group hap-
pening locally on campus. I took interest, since writing groups have always been 
an interest of mine. I had been unable to participate in a writing group since my 
own cohort could not meet to establish one due to the distance that comes with 
online learning. Sue was facing similar issues with attendance, so Emily and I 
decided to join her group to provide data for the writing group project.

We went into the project fully aware that this group would be studied and 
gave our consent to being recorded during the meetings. Since the three of us 
were colleagues of a similar age and academic background, our relationship was 
casual, and we met as friends. Sue had established a weekly time to meet at the 
local university coffee shop, and we met there a few times. Unfortunately, due 
to technical issues and errors, the recordings of these sessions were incomplete. 
Even more unfortunate was the fact that our university coffee shop kept incon-
venient hours. For one of our sessions, we met at a local Starbucks to discuss 
our writings, joined by an additional participant who is a faculty professional 
(Taft). Since we felt comfortable with each other, we were fine with abandoning 
our post at the university and taking our small group off-campus in disregard of 
Sue’s employment requirements. Sue led the group as facilitator and was most 
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concerned about her status as a university employee. She often kept us on a strict 
schedule because her work was paid by the hour. Although her work supervisor 
(Babcock) was not a part of the group, her supervisor’s presence was felt during 
each session through Sue’s actions, which called attention to the writing group 
as one of Sue’s job responsibilities.

However, Sue’s association with the group is two-fold for its faculty presence. 
Sue, through her writing, established another indirect connection to another 
faculty’s influence, her thesis supervisor. All members of the group have had 
some experience with Sue’s thesis supervisor either through taking the supervi-
sor’s courses at the undergraduate and/or graduate levels or by being employed 
by said faculty member. Due to this shared experience, we all had some knowl-
edge and understanding of the faculty member’s expectations and their opinions 
on writing feedback. Though not explicitly stated within our sessions, the facul-
ty presence was felt in the ways in which we approached Sue’s writings. Conse-
quently, faculty presence within this group expanded from Sue’s own status as an 
adjunct faculty member because of the role of her immediate supervisors within 
the department and graduate program. Her teaching assistantship supervisor 
contractually obligated her to facilitate and participate in this studied group, and 
her thesis director discouraged this kind of group feedback. Therefore, the thesis 
director’s influence upon this group was felt by all members due to their own 
experiences with this specific faculty member. The intricacies of faculty pres-
ence cannot be reduced to the traditional professor-student authority system, 
but must be analyzed through marginal and liminal identities, such as graduate 
teaching assistants, adjunct faculty, and non-tenure track lecturers.

taft’s naRRative of the second WRitinG GRouP

My participation in the second writing group came by way of an accidental 
meeting at a local coffee shop. I had recently attained a full-time faculty po-
sition at a local college and was at a coffee shop grading student work and 
returning emails when a former classmate, Emily, approached and invited me 
to join their writing group meeting. Emily had known of my former role as a 
writing group facilitator and appeared eager to have another person join. The 
regular group consisted of Emily, a psychology graduate student, Vis, a Spanish 
graduate student, and Sue, an English graduate student. I had either attended 
a class with each of the members or had known them as a casual acquaintance 
at the university.

The focus of the group’s critique was a portion of Sue’s master’s thesis. She 
appeared discouraged and apathetic about her writing as she gave hard cop-
ies to the group. I recall her making several comments pertaining to her thesis 
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supervisor’s recent critical feedback over her efforts. Sue expressed her struggle 
with conceptualizing the vision that her thesis supervisor had for Sue’s thesis 
with her own ideas. Since Emily, Vis, and I had all taken several classes from this 
same faculty member and felt familiar with her expectations, we tried to offer 
helpful feedback. As a former classmate who held equal academic ranking with 
Sue, I did not give a great deal of thought to how my current faculty role might 
impact the reception of my feedback to Sue. The complex nature of this dynam-
ic would materialize later during the writing group session.

Since Sue could not anticipate my presence at the meeting, she only had two 
hard copies of her writing, which created a natural split in the group—Vis and 
Sue, and Emily and me. Seating arrangements and proximity primarily dictated 
the two sub-groups. Also, my more immediate familiarity with Emily caused me 
to sit next to her when I initially joined the group, making it natural that we 
share one copy of the writing and work through it together. I recall asking clari-
fying questions of Sue, “But that’s the example you’re using to prove your point? 
It’s Ovid’s?” and asking Emily for confirmation, which I received, that I had 
correctly arrived at a particular misgiving about the meaning and interpretation 
of a specific passage. Being a newcomer to the group and lacking the immediate 
camaraderie that I had lost since progressing to a different level of academia than 
the rest of the group, I sought clarification of Sue’s purpose and thoughts before 
offering suggestions on her writing. I had read some of Sue’s writing before as 
a classmate, which led to a small bias in my expectations of what I would read. 
This expectation was met when some of Sue’s responses appeared to vacillate in 
uncertainty as her disheartenment with the project became more evident.

As I offered suggestions, I felt some resentment stemming from Sue. She 
made an emphatic statement in reply to one critique, saying, “I thought that I 
did!” The resentment did not appear to be directed at anyone physically present, 
but more towards the thesis chairperson and her compelled participation in the 
group. However, her reaction caused me to think about the level of critique I 
was giving and scale back my honest response to some of the writing. I realized 
that as a faculty member I had been conditioned by grading and giving feedback 
on student essays, yet I had not considered the different relationship I had with 
Sue—thus, I had not adjusted the language of my critique to fit the dynamics 
of the group. Sue’s patience with the feedback from everyone in the group was 
waning at this point in the session. Other assertions from Sue, such as, “I’m to 
the point where I just want to get this over and done with so I can start writing 
something else,” allude to her eagerness to complete the writing project. Much 
like the group I co-founded, Sue, a graduate assistant, had been directed by her 
faculty work supervisor to establish and facilitate the group to contribute to 
ongoing research.
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At this point, I knew that a more in-depth critique of Sue’s writings would 
only further discourage her. Given my status as an invited participant to the 
meeting and as someone of a higher academic status, I did not feel I was privy 
to all of the information and critiques the group had previously offered Sue, and 
I had not been given the non-verbal social permission to share at the same level 
as the others in the group. Given this, I felt I needed to take a step back so as 
not to become an unwelcome presence. With that in mind, I tried to soften my 
feedback to structure, word choice, and grammar or low-order concerns. Since 
Sue and Vis were working on the other side of the table, I do not have a strong 
recollection of their focus during the group. In fact, the recording transcript 
shows that two different conversations were going on at once within the group. 
We continued with this same pattern of feedback until the prescribed hour for 
the meeting had elapsed. Sue abruptly announced to the group that we did not 
have to do any more since she had fulfilled the hour requirement and began 
to pack up her belongings. At this point, the writing group session ended, and 
everyone prepared to leave the coffee shop.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Two of the faculty members in the first group, Kaitlyn and Samantha, appar-
ently used the group as a social outlet in addition to a writing group. Aitchison 
and Guerin (2014) noted that, many times, “the companionship of the group 
imparts a sense of connectedness and belonging to an academic community for 
those in the process of developing researcher identities” (p. 12). Kaitlyn was an 
adjunct who desired full-time teaching work, and Samantha was a lecturer (con-
tingent faculty) new to the area. As such, they were seeking belonging in an aca-
demic community. Also, they could have been using the writing group for their 
own personal social needs. Kaitlyn’s and Samantha’s use of the writing group for 
social engagement was not initially problematic until it overtook the group’s in-
tended purpose as an academic writing and critique group. Renee and Taft were 
not looking for a group that served as primarily a social outlet, so a mismatch of 
priorities within the group caused interpersonal tension between the members.

Some of the issues we noticed at hand in the second iteration of the group 
were a focus on grammar and structure of the paper. Also interesting to note was 
the fact that the group conversation at one point broke down to two separate 
conversations. The faculty member, Taft, was able to use her expertise in com-
menting and correcting papers to help the group member to improve her paper 
in grammar and punctuation. In the first group, however, Taft felt pushback 
from the freshman student, Edwin, when commenting on his creative writing, so 
retreated to offering grammatical and technical feedback rather than substantive 
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critique, as grammatical advice can be seen as less of a face-threatening act than 
direct critique of the writer’s content. Babcock and colleagues (2012), in their 
review of qualitative studies of writing tutoring, found that in tutoring, “dyads 
worked on grammar when they could not find a personal connection, or when 
they felt uncomfortable with each other” and that tutors find working on gram-
mar to be easier and something they turned to if they “lacked confidence in a 
session” (p. 102). Although not a tutoring session, in the first writing group, 
Renee and Taft could not establish a personal connection with Edwin, which 
caused an organic shift in the feedback to grammar, particularly when creative 
writing was the object of the critique. What is more, the interpretation of cre-
ative writing as a more personal and intimate style of writing may influence the 
writing group’s perception of feedback. To fall back upon grammar, feedback 
protocol may have served as a miscommunication between the disciplines of 
academic and creative writing.

In the second writing group, the same shift to lower-order concerns like 
grammar is also notable. Taft perceived an uncomfortable environment, which 
she concluded resulted from her informal participation and Sue’s resistance to 
critiques being added to her thesis supervisor’s feedback. Perhaps Sue, expecting 
a higher-order discussion with respect to her thesis work, grew more anxious 
with the feedback focused upon grammar and syntax after stating her concerns 
in previous meetings in which Taft was absent. Also, in the first writing group 
as a graduate student and teaching assistant, perhaps Edwin saw Taft as just an 
English language expert. Perhaps he did not see her as an expert on creative writ-
ing. As Aitchison (2014) explained, “One of the strongest reasons for rejecting 
feedback centered on an author’s judgement of the authority and capacity of the 
feedback giver or reviewer” (p. 57). On the other hand, Edwin was an eager par-
ticipant when Taft offered him advice on his paper for a course similar to the one 
she was teaching at the time. Apparently, he recognized her expertise in that area.

In the first group, issues of authority were present when the freshman stu-
dent and the faculty member in psychology were at first hesitant to offer cri-
tique, likely in the face of the expertise of the two English graduate students 
in the group, one of whom was teaching her own freshman class. On the other 
hand, when Samantha joined the group, as Edwin’s classroom teacher, she tend-
ed to dominate the critique. This is in marked contrast to the model that Ings 
(2014) set up in which the doctoral faculty supervisor purposefully takes a step 
back in the critique, allowing the collective to step in. Ings writes:

As the candidate’s supervisor I initially adopt the role of 
facilitator, as skills in productive questioning, recording and 
reflection develop, this position is increasingly assumed by 
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members of the collective. The role of the facilitator is to 
question astutely, not to offer advice. This shifts the dynamic 
towards collective problem solving and away from a tradition-
al tutorial. (p. 194)

Samantha did not choose to go this route. Given that Samantha had only new-
ly acquired the faculty position and was new to the university, it was apparent that 
her palpable eagerness for social connection and intellectual affirmation overtook 
her ability to act as a faculty facilitator and take a less dominant role in feedback. 
In addition, since Samantha was a history professor, it is possible that she was not 
as familiar with writing pedagogy as the other group members, several of whom 
were graduate students in English. One of the editors of this collection noted that 
it was possible that she did not “know what her role should be, so she defaulted to 
being the teacher when in a group with students.” Perhaps we assumed that people 
would just know how to conduct a writing group, but perhaps before each group 
we should/could outline the “rules” of the group for optimal participation.

In the second group, Sue’s thesis supervisor was a distinct present absence, 
as Sue mentioned not knowing what she was supposed to do—“I don’t know 
where it’s going”—and being worried about the quality of her product: “I don’t 
want to turn in crap. I don’t want to show her, I am too embarrassed.” Aitchison 
(2014) noted, “For writing group members the supervisor was omnipresent” (p. 
60). Although in Aitchison’s research, “Interviewees reported that it was not un-
common for supervisors to ask about the views of the writing circle when there 
was a piece of text or an issue in dispute. On occasions supervisors had suggested 
an author seek the views of the writing circle” (p. 59). In Sue’s case, her thesis 
supervisor was not enthusiastic about her getting feedback from a writing group.

Faculty identity held a great presence within the second writing group based 
upon the members’ attitudes and dialogue about faculty in the recorded sessions. 
Babcock et al. (2012) found in several studies over tutoring that the instructor 
was an absent presence in tutoring sessions (pp. 32–34). It stands to reason that 
in writing groups a similar phenomenon would occur; the faculty member who 
has assigned the work or who will be judging the outcome of the writing in the 
form of the master’s thesis was felt by all the members. The effects of faculty 
influence emerged via Sue twofold: her relationship with her thesis supervisor 
influenced how Sue’s writing was approached, and Sue’s immediate GA work 
supervisor, Babcock, who is faculty, affected how members of the group reacted 
to involvement/expectations of the group. In the group, Taft’s faculty identity 
does not display any asymmetrical status over Sue’s writing; however, Taft’s fac-
ulty status may influence how she approaches Sue’s writings. Finally, pre-existing 
relationships within the group, e.g., Taft and Emily, Emily and Vis, faculty and 
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student, etc., may or may not influence how the writing group conducted them-
selves. Each of the members were at one point or another a student of Sue’s the-
sis supervisor; perhaps assumptions about/expectations of the faculty member 
influenced the sessions indirectly. Aitchison (2014) noted, “intimate knowledge 
of their peer reviewers facilitates the agency, direction and uptake of feedback by 
writing group members” (p. 62) and, we might add, knowledge of non-present 
faculty members does so as well. Sue’s thesis supervisor was a clear influence and 
presence in the group, even though not physically present.

We concluded that identities within writing groups depend upon the multi-
disciplinary nature of writing and of writer identities. Within the groups studied, 
each participant held various overlapping identities. Whereas each participant may 
be perceived superficially to hold a primary identity such as undergraduate/grad-
uate student or faculty, additional identities may hold just as much weight within 
the writing group. These identities ranged from student to employee to colleague 
and to friend; whereas faculty presence did hold some authority within certain 
social contexts, the immediate faculty influence dominated each of the identi-
ties therein. Issues such as respect, seniority, and scope of responsibility may have 
swayed how identities are managed during the writing groups’ sessions. Within 
the second group, we noted that physical faculty presence took on a radically dif-
ferent influence than indirect faculty influence. Faculty influence directed what 
was focused upon, how long it was focused upon, and in which manner it was 
appropriate to address various concerns. Within the first group, faculty presence 
was challenged due to the variable nature of multidisciplinary presence and aca-
demic achievement— and perhaps motivation to join the group. Participants may 
have questioned the effectiveness of the feedback received based upon perceptions 
of the potential of writing groups. The perceptions of identities of those who gave 
feedback may have also been questioned due to variable interpretations in levels 
of expertise and understanding of the writing being analyzed. Further research 
on multilevel groups including faculty in various academic ranks from graduate 
teaching assistants to tenured faculty along with students, from freshmen to grad-
uate, will yield interesting and important insights not only on writing but also 
on authority and group dynamics. Future studies may want to interview group 
participants to confirm their attitudes and perspectives toward the group.
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CHAPTER 3.  

FACULTY WRITERS AS PROXIMAL 
WRITERS: WHY FACULTY WRITE 
NEAR OTHER WRITERS

Jackie Grutsch McKinney
Ball State University

Abstract: Based on a survey of writers in both formal and informal 
settings, such as retreats and coffee shops, I examine motivations behind 
“proximal writing,” where writers work near each other. Findings re-
veal that writing in proximity fosters accountability, enhances focus, 
and builds community. This chapter identifies the appeal and efficacy 
of proximal writing among faculty and underscores its role in creating 
supportive, low-stakes environments conducive to productivity, espe-
cially in academic contexts.

For a few years now, I have been hosting a faculty writing time in the writing 
center I direct. Every Friday morning before the center opens for feedback ses-
sions, faculty sign in, find a spot and write. As host, I go each week to turn on 
some background music and write alongside the dozens of other writers. Over 
the years, I’ve asked myself many times: What makes these faculty members get 
to campus so early to write in one another’s presence? More broadly, what makes 
anyone with a writing task decide to do that task in the presence of others who are 
writing? From making writing dates with others online or in person, to joining a 
writing retreat, to using a hashtag like #amwriting or #nanowrimo, to going to 
a coffee shop to write knowing other writers will be there, writers often opt to 
write in the presence of other writers. Why? This curiosity has led to a study on 
what I call proximal writing: writing done purposefully in the presence of others 
who are writing.

In this chapter, I begin to answer this question as I report on a survey of 
people who have used proximal writing. Survey participation was not limited 
to academics/faculty, but a majority of respondents identified as such; those 
participants will be the primary focus of this chapter. Participants in the study 
have used formal and informal proximal writing: a writer who pays to attend 
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a planned writing retreat with other writers would be a formal arrangement. 
Less formal would be finding your way to a space where others are likely writ-
ing—perhaps a coffee shop, library, or other public areas. Participants have also 
engaged in proximal writing with differing degrees of proximity. Some proximal 
writers work in proximity, sitting at the same physical table with another writer, 
or, as one person in my study noted, sitting on the couch next to her partner. 
Other proximal writers might be more distant: in the same room, on the screen 
via video conferencing (Zoom is popular for long-distance writing dates), or 
even more loosely proximal when connected by a shared goal document (like 
a spreadsheet where a writing group tracks their progress) or a hashtag like the 
aforementioned #amwriting or #nanowrimo. Though many in the study have 
had both successful and unsuccessful proximal writing experiences, participants 
note the importance of proximal writing for their productivity, accountability, 
time on task, and emotional well-being.

As a writing teacher, scholar, director of graduate writing projects, and a writ-
ing center director who programs faculty and graduate student writing times, I 
was curious what writers say they gain from proximal writing, particularly if we 
consider proximal writing one way that a writer shapes a writing environment. 
As such, this study aligns with other recent scholarship in writing studies, which 
focuses on the materiality, spaces, and geographies in the writing process (Craig, 
2019; Faris, 2014; Hedge, 2013; McNely et al., 2013; Pigg, 2014a; Pigg, 2014b; 
Prior & Shipka, 2003; Reynolds, 2007; Rule, 2018; Spinuzzi, 2012). Under-
standing the motivation to shape one’s writing environment to include the pres-
ence of other writers could help shape my practices as a teacher, administrator, 
and writer, and could help the discipline understand more about “world-shap-
ing” habits of proximal writers (Prior & Shipka, 2003). Furthermore, as I got 
into the data, I found that participants attribute many significant, positive out-
comes to proximal writing—outcomes worth understanding better for anyone 
who works with writers.

REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Proximal writing, as defined for this study, is writing done intentionally in the 
presence of other writers, a choice a writer makes when shaping their writing 
environments. I concede that there are proximal writing situations that are less 
intentional, such as when students are given an in-class writing prompt and ex-
pected to write alongside classmates during the class period or when roommates 
happen to be writing simultaneously. However, participants for this project were 
asked to opt-in to the survey only if they had intentionally sought out proximal 
writing situations.
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Proximal writing as I’ve defined it here is not synonymous with collabora-
tive writing in which two or more writers work on the same product (Ede & 
Lunsford, 1990, 2001; Hunter, 2011). It is also not about getting feedback from 
others in writing groups (Gere, 1987, 1994; Maher et al., 2008; Mosset al., 
2014; Nelson & Murphy, 1992; Spigelman, 2000) or peer feedback (Connor & 
Asenavage, 1994; Lockhart & Ng, 1995).1 However, a writer’s prior experiences 
with any or all of these might affect their experiences with proximal writing and 
might come before or after a proximal writing experience.

Proximal writing does not necessarily constitute a relationship or even what 
would be considered interaction between writers. Instead, the writers situate them-
selves among other writers for what that presence or environment provides or pro-
vokes. It calls to mind Micciche’s (2017) conception of “writing partners,” which 
she says might include “animals, feelings, technologies, matter, time, and materials 
interacting in both harmonious and antagonistic ways” (p. 44). Micciche empha-
sizes how environmental and material conditions can greatly influence texts and 
textual production but do so without attention or recognition; likewise, there has 
been plenty of attention paid to relational and interactional work between writers, 
but not as much on how writers use one another’s presence to shape their work.

It’s useful, also, to consider proximal writing arrangements as what Prior 
and Shipka (2003) have called ESSPs, environment selecting and structuring 
processes, which are “the intentional deployment of external aids and actors to 
shape, stabilize, and direct consciousness in the service of the task at hand” (p. 
219). For example, one writer in their study said she purposefully did laundry 
while she wrote so that the dryer buzzer every 45 minutes or so forced her to 
get up and walk away from the draft. Prior and Shipka note, “ESSPs involve not 
only setting up a context, but also the ways the writer inhabits and acts in the 
space” (p. 222). Of course, with proximal writing, the writer joins a context but 
cannot necessarily predict or control how the other actors in that space will act. 
People—other writers in this case—are less predictable than dryer buzzers.

Related is the relatively recent phenomenon of freelance and other mobile 
workers who opt to work in shared co-working spaces—often for monthly fees 
(see for example Gandini, 2015; Garrett et al., 2017; Spinuzzi, 2012). Those 
who work in co-working spaces include writers but aren’t limited to writers. 
Similar, too, is the concept of behavioral synchrony, which is the tendency of an-
imals (including humans) to synchronize their actions with others around them 
(Tarr et al., 2016). Both of these areas of study overlap with proximal writing 
but are not entirely similar.

1  Some participants in this survey did note asking a question or pausing for feedback during a 
proximal writing session. I’ve made distinct writing times vs. feedback times for emphasis, but in 
practice, many writing partners/groups do both as needs arise.
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This study builds on others that have started to cohere under the umbrella 
“new process studies” or simply a more broadly understood materialism in writ-
ing studies—such as Rule (2018), who makes the case for understanding where 
writing is physically done, and Haas (1996), who showed how tools significantly 
alter text production. Rule (2018) writes, “Writing is social, expressive, cultural, 
political, affective, historical, cognitive, and it is also fundamentally physical and 
material, the orchestrated and improvisational activity of bodies and things” (p. 
429). Proximal writing is concerned with the “orchestrated and improvisational 
activity” of bodies among other bodies.

Of the different iterations of proximal writing experiences, only one type 
has been studied extensively: the participation in writing retreats by faculty and 
early career academics (Bozalek, 2017; Grant, 2006; Kornhaber et al., 2016; 
MacLeod et al., 2012; Moore, 2003; Murray & Newton, 2009; Paltridge, 2016; 
Petrova & Coughlin, 2012; Rud & Trevistan, 2014; Schendel, 2010; Schendel 
et al., 2013) and in so-called “dissertation bootcamps” (Blake et al., 2015; Lee 
& Golde, 2013; Powers, 2014; Simpson, 2013). Overall, the research on retreats 
and bootcamps marks their effectiveness in improving both writers’ productivity 
and sense of well-being. The impetus for this study was to understand proximal 
writing for faculty inside and also outside of formal arrangements, like writing 
retreats, as many faculty do not work in institutions where retreats are offered 
or they cannot attend because of their schedule, care responsibilities, or work 
preferences. Further, I wanted to understand more deeply what is gained from 
proximal writing experiences for faculty in general.

SURVEY METHODS AND PARTICIPANTS

Given that I wanted to cast a wide net to see what makes anyone with a writing 
task decide to do that task in the presence of others who are writing, an online survey 
made the most sense for data collection. I created the survey in Qualtrics with 
the aim to create a survey that would be relatively short, would address my re-
search question, and would be comprehensible to anyone 18 or older. I drafted 
the survey and piloted it with a few colleagues; it was too long. So I dropped 
and combined some questions together in a revised version and ended up with a 
total of 22 questions. Eight of the questions were multiple choice, 7 were short 
and open-ended (gender, occupation, etc.), and the remaining 7 were long and 
open-ended. See Appendix A for the survey instrument.

After obtaining IRB approval, I distributed the survey to those who attend-
ed the faculty writing time at my institution, my departmental colleagues, and 
those in my professional and personal networks via email and social media in 
the spring of 2019. I encouraged recipients to take the online survey and then 
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to share it within their professional and personal networks—a sort of snowball 
sampling technique. A total of 361 participants began the survey, but 16 of 
those did not complete any questions beyond the initial informed consent ques-
tion; thus, 334 surveys were usable.

Because of the sampling technique, survey participants skew toward those 
in my networks and the networks of my connections. Participants resemble the 
population of higher education (and maybe more specifically writing studies) 
more so than the general population. To this point, about 90% of survey partici-
pants are under the age of 50, about 80% identified as female, and about 85% as 
white. All participants had at least a high school degree, over 60% had a master’s 
degree, and just under half (48%) had doctoral degrees. The vast majority of the 
participants list occupations that confirm their status in higher education; 80% 
list at least one of the following: faculty/instructor, graduate assistant/teaching 
assistant, higher ed administration, academic advisor, and/or writing consultant. 
As such, the findings here are not necessarily generalizable to or representational 
of the general population.

Said differently, my invitation to participate in the study reached and com-
pelled participants who mostly work in the same industry and fit the same de-
mographic categories as me, so my findings should not be seen as the “norm.” As 
an academic myself with a Ph.D., who is also a white woman under 50, there’s 
no doubt that my own identity and ways of being in the world limited who 
participated in the survey, who even saw the survey, and thus the study more 
broadly. Moreover, as someone who led and even championed proximal writing 
opportunities as part of my job, I had a stake in what I would find in this survey. 
That said, the stakes were pretty low. This study had no direct consequences 
for my work as a writing center director because proximal writing sessions fell 
outside of my official reported duties, nor on my faculty status as I was fully 
promoted prior to beginning this project. Though one can never set aside world-
views, identities, or positionality to put on a neutral, objective researcher stance, 
I was conscientious about leaving as many questions as open-ended as possible 
to not force participants into a particular set of responses I could imagine, and 
likewise used emergent analysis in order to not squeeze their open-ended re-
sponses into codes or categories I had set before data collection began.

The recruiting texts instructed only those who had experience with proximal 
writing to take the survey. Participants were asked if they had a “productive or 
good” proximal writing experience (98% said yes) and if they had ever had an “un-
productive/not good” proximal writing experience (60% said yes). When partici-
pants were asked to check the types of proximal writing they have experience with, 
most selected more than one type. At least three-quarters of participants have met 
other writers in person for writing, have gone to a location to write where there 
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would be others writing and have participated in writing hours/writing retreats. 
Thus, to generalize about participants in this study: they have had positive expe-
riences with proximal writing and have tried multiple ways of proximal writing.

Participants were generous in their responses; most answered all questions with 
specificity. For example, for Question 16 (describe a positive proximal writing 
experience) respondents collectively wrote over 26,000 words. All told, if I printed 
the responses to the long, open-ended questions in manuscript format, I would 
probably need more than one ream of paper (over 500 pages). For this chapter, I 
pulled out the responses from participants who identified as faculty or instructors 
in higher education (n=138) for the purposes of this collection. These participants 
largely resembled the larger population of all respondents; however, 87% of these 
respondents have doctoral degrees and 98% were below the age of 60.

Additionally, I’m focusing my discussion on just four of the long, open-end-
ed questions: 

• Q10. Why did you (or do you) write in the proximity of other writers? 
• Q11. What would you say are the effects of proximal writing on your 

writing process, products, and/or progress?
• Q16. Describe a proximal writing experience that you participated in 

that was productive/good.
• Q18. Describe a proximal writing experience that you participated in 

that was unproductive/not good.

To analyze the faculty responses to these four questions, I downloaded the 
responses into a spreadsheet, and I read through all of them. The number of 
responses varied by question. I then went through and assigned each response 
one or more codes based on patterns that emerged in my first reading; codes 
were both emergent and, sometimes, in vivo. For example, for Question 10 (why 
use proximal writing?), some codes that emerged or came from the responses 
were: motivation, accountability, set time, fun, and not alone/lonely. Doing so 
allowed me to notice the variety of responses and the frequency of particular 
codes. Next, I did a second round of coding to group codes into categories. Fi-
nally, I looked across questions to notice any themes that emerged when looking 
at faculty responses to all four questions.

FINDINGS

The faculty participants report using proximal writing for 44% of their writing 
tasks. They have used proximal writing for work (94% of respondents), for re-
search (90%), for reflection (54%), for fun (41%), for civic duty (17%), and for 
school (17%). More have participated in physical proximal writing experiences 
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than online experiences, and more have participated in synchronous versus asyn-
chronous experiences, as seen in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1. Types of Proximal Writing Experiences for Faculty Participants 
(n = 138)

# of respondents % of faculty respondents

Met another writer at shared physical 
specific location and time for a writing 
“date”

105 76%

Participated in writing hours or writing 
retreat with other writers at the same 
physical location

103 75%

Went to a location to write where others 
would be writing

90 65%

Used email, social media, or other digital 
means (e.g., a shared google doc) to 
asynchronously plan writing time/goals 
with other writers or to record writing

61 44%

Participated in an online writing retreat 
or challenge with other writers

58 42%

Met another writer online for a synchro-
nous writing “date”

84 61%

Used social media/hashtags to participate 
in a writing challenge (like NaNoW-
riMo) or shared writing experience 
(#amwriting)

29 21%

Other 6 4%

Q10. Why did you (oR do you) WRite in the 
PRoximity of otheR WRiteRs? (n = 125)

Faculty are typically required to write for their jobs—research, reports, teach-
ing materials, internal documents, and the like. Therefore, this question did 
not ask why they write what they have to—but why they decide to write near 
other writers. Faculty writers gave many reasons for opting for proximal writing 
experiences. However, a handful of reasons emerged as important to many re-
spondents; faculty respondents to this survey use proximal writing because they 
want accountability, motivation, support, a set time/focus, and to not be alone 
or lonely. Many use proximal writing to get more than one of these results, as 
illustrated in these responses:
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Response 1: I think better with others. I’m also motivat-
ed both by thinking with others and also by the “energy” I 
get when I am writing and others are writing, even if we’re 
not writing together. It’s like parallel play. I might see them 
really cranking something out or scribbling or typing and it 
helps me stay motivated to keep working. It’s also sometimes 
helpful emotional support when the writing I’m working on is 
stressful or anxiety-provoking.
Response 2: It’s motivating, there’s accountability, and you 
just feel the energy and “brain pulse” flowing!
Response 3: Accountability, inspiration, companionship. It is 
easy to procrastinate so having to be somewhere at a certain 
time can help with structure. Writing can be isolating, so this 
makes it seem less lonely. I also like to have someone I can 
bounce an idea off if I get stuck, and some people to celebrate 
the small accomplishments with, whether at the end of the 
day or end of a larger project.

We don’t know the degree to which faculty get any of the benefits from prox-
imal writing elsewhere—for example, how else are faculty motivated to write? 
But the responses here potentially speak to gaps in the way faculty jobs are imag-
ined and structured. For instance, faculty often have responsibilities to teach, 
but teaching is much more structured and scheduled than writing. Faculty know 
when and where to be for their classes, and classes have specific start and end 
dates. Moreover, that teaching schedule is sacrosanct: faculty wouldn’t be asked 
to miss a class for a quick phone call, a meeting, or a university function. But 
faculty have no guard rails around their writing time: it isn’t scheduled by the 
institution and if scheduled by the individual, it is seen as interruptible. To this 
point, some respondents noted needing to have a place to write other than their 
assigned faculty office to hide from others and to focus. Thus, the responses to 
Q10 suggest that faculty are using proximal writing, in part, to make writing 
more like their teaching; they say they want a set time, a place, accountability, 
focus, and other people participating in the same activity.

Q16 and Q18: Positive and neGative 
exPeRiences With PRoximal WRitinG

Question 16 asked writers to describe a proximal writing experience including 
questions such as: How did you meet writer(s) you write in proximity to? How 
did your proximal writing begin? What was the proximal writing plan/rules? Did 
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you meet in person and if so where? Why? How long did each session last and how 
long did the arrangement last? Question 18 asked about negative and unproduc-
tive proximinal writing experiences. These questions included: How did you meet 
writer(s) you write in proximity to? How did your proximal writing begin? What 
was the proximal writing plan/rules? Did you meet in person and if so where? 
Why? How long did each session last and how long did the arrangement last?

Q16 and Q18 were written to see what participants would name as positive 
and negative about their previous proximal writing experiences. Almost all fac-
ulty respondents (97%) said they have had a positive experience with proximal 
writing, and many (55%) say they’ve had a negative experience. I was curious if 
positive and negative evaluations would map onto the degree of formality and 
the closeness of the experience. For instance, would respondents favor struc-
tured, in-person meetings with people they knew, versus looser arrangements 
like just showing up at a coffee shop to write? In some ways their responses did 
and in some ways they did not map to the degrees of formality and proximity.

The participants classified a wide variety of experiences as productive—planned 
and not planned, in-person and virtual—though many noted leaving their home 
or office to write in coffee shops, cafes, libraries, writing retreats/residencies, writ-
ing centers, and study rooms, and most participants knew their fellow writers 
in productive experiences (calling them “friends,” their “cohort,” “partners,” or 
“colleagues” in responses). For positive experiences, most people described formal 
arrangements. They often talked about a repeating, scheduled meeting where goals 
would be shared at the beginning of the session. Some arrangements had built-in 
rewards (breaks, talking, or food were common). Many respondents wrote about 
arrangements forged in graduate school/while dissertating/with their graduate 
school cohort. Many respondents (unless describing a writing retreat) said the 
proximal writing experience was typically 1-2 hours or 2-3 hours. Here are some 
examples of the formal proximal writing experiences participants described:

Response 1: I take part in the Shut-up-and-write sessions at 
my university. We meet in person or virtually, which works 
well for me because I’m often off campus. If we meet in 
person, we meet at a venue on campus. The facilitator brings 
snacks. We use WhatsApp to meet virtually. We’ll get together 
/ get a WhatsApp message 15 minutes before we start just to 
prepare and get settled. We then write in 25-minute bursts 
(pomodoro technique). The facilitator and other participants 
are encouraging and supportive. We usually do 2 to 4 pomo-
doros (total of 1 to 2 hours) depending on how many writers 
can stay.
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Response 2: My best proximal writing arrangement was with 
a friend in grad school. She was not in my department, but 
we met through graduate life activities, including weekly writ-
ing sessions organized through the grad life office. We started 
writing together during those dedicated times organized by 
the university but later started writing together informally 
because the rules of our prior group changed but we still 
wanted to write together under the old rules. We planned 
weekly times and made appointments on our calendar for 
“writing dates.” We met at coffee shops or sometimes our 
homes (because having caffeine and sustenance is important 
for long writing sessions!) and both knew that the other was 
counting on us to be there. Our sessions started with sharing 
what we would be working on that session and setting goals 
to work toward. We checked in periodically and sometimes 
talked through ideas we were struggling with, but most of our 
time was spent writing. Then at the end of our time, we re-
ported back what progress we made. We met in person about 
95% of the time and were most productive that way (versus 
checking in at the start and end via text). Typically, we met 
for about 4-6 hours at a time. We continued this arrangement 
for about 18 months, until I relocated for my new position 
after graduation. We have continued to share our experiences 
and recently started meeting virtually via Skype. I have had 
several other writing groups that were also structured this way 
(sometimes with more people), but I believe this relationship 
was the most productive and positive for me because I was 
able to depend on this individual to be there and hold me 
accountable for my writing and also because we were (and 
still are) able to be vulnerable with one another and share in 
the fact that it is hard to do this work sometimes! Knowing 
that someone else was in the same position was good for my 
mental health.

Unproductive proximal writing experiences also described some similarities 
with the productive ones. These experiences often included friends or colleagues 
writing together in coffee shops and libraries at regular meeting times. How-
ever, participants note unproductive experiences involve “too much chatting!” 
a space/group with too many distractions, outside stress, and members who 
stopped showing up. Many suggest there weren’t clear ground rules or shared 
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expectations about the experience and goals. Several also note that distant prox-
imal writing did not sufficiently motivate them. Of all of these, however, the 
amount of talking or timing of talking was the most prevalent theme followed 
by a more general “noise” complaint. As illustrated below, many unproductive 
arrangements suffered several of these pitfalls:

Response 1: Proximal writing goes rogue when people chat 
and don’t actually come to do work. I’ve had that hap-
pen with friends I’ve tried to write with, so we don’t write 
together anymore. Trying to write bi-weekly on Saturdays 
with a group of friends/colleagues at a coffee shop this past 
academic year was nice, socially, but not particularly pro-
ductive for me. It was set up by a friend who was hoping to 
make better progress on her dissertation, but because it has 
functioned mostly as a drop-in format without clear ground 
rules about how we would spend the time, what we would 
work on, or how we would hold ourselves accountable, it 
hasn’t been very effective. Too much of the time is spent 
catching up on the past two weeks, and it is very easy to 
avoid writing even while there because we didn’t set up pro-
cesses for mutual accountability and commitment. I think 
it works for some participants in terms of fighting some 
feelings of isolation, but I’d like to see it be more.

Response 2: I thought I might be more productive in a loca-
tion other than my office (where there’s lots of ambient noise 
and interruptions) or home, so I went to Panera one morning. 
Three other people were also there working on their laptop 
computers, and initially I was productive. Unfortunately, 
about 10 minutes into my writing session one of the other 
patrons was talking loudly and impossible to ignore. I tried to 
work for about 45 minutes, hoping she might leave, but when 
she didn’t leave, I did.

As is perhaps to be expected, the data doesn’t show just one successful or 
unsuccessful arrangement for faculty proximal writing experiences. No magic 
formula bears out because writers have different preferences when shaping their 
writing sessions. In retrospect, it would have perhaps been interesting to also 
ask faculty what their optimum proximal writing experience would look like, 
as many respondents suggested a sort of compromise in working conditions to 
work in the presence of other writers.
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Q11. What Would you say aRe the effects of PRoximal WRitinG 
on youR WRitinG PRocess, PRoducts, and/oR PRoGRess?

In asking what effect proximal writing had on their writing, I was trying to gauge 
benefits and drawbacks faculty noticed on their writing when using proximal 
writing. Though there was some overlap in what participants named as effects 
and how they answered Q10 (why use proximal writing?), such as motivation, 
mostly faculty responded more directly about production. In brief, faculty in the 
survey report overwhelmingly positive effects of using proximal writing. In fact, 
out of curiosity, I did a third round of coding for the responses to this question 
and marked responses as positive, neutral/mixed, or negative effects. Of the 125 
responses, 94% were positive; none were negative. Specifically, many report be-
ing able to better focus, to write for longer periods of time, to write better, to 
write more, to form a more consistent writing habit, to be more motivated to 
write, and to feel better (about writing), as seen in these responses below:

Response 1: It helps me focus (different location/less distrac-
tions), it motivates me (I’m with colleagues doing the same 
work/going through the same experience), and it helps me 
feel productive (I set goals and check my progress after each 
session).
Response 2: I work longer. I stay more encouraged and mo-
tivated. I am more likely to bring projects to a close because 
I have encouragement to finish and SEND rather than keep 
working toward perfection (that never arrives or exists!).
Response 3: Before joining my writing group, I had never 
gotten scholarly work done on such a regular basis during the 
semester (while teaching). I have gotten *much* further with 
my current book project than I otherwise would have. I rarely 
get completely blocked, I work on multiple projects at once, 
and I take reflective notes on my reading.

I was surprised and not surprised by the responses to this question. As some-
one who has led different proximal writing experiences, I had participants over 
the years tell me how being involved had helped them complete projects, stay 
on task, and prioritize writing. I had seen similar effects in my own practice. 
However, I had suspected that participants overall might be more neutral on the 
effects—that they would name both benefits and drawbacks. The responses here 
affirm that faculty respondents work through the challenges of proximal writing 
because they gain a lot from shaping their writing environment to include others 
who are writing.
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DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

So, what makes anyone with a writing task decide to do that task in the presence of 
others who are writing? In short, for faculty who participated in this study, they 
use proximal writing because they believe it greatly benefits their writing and 
productivity. Most of the respondents who have tried it have had both positive 
and negative experiences, but they still opt to do it for almost half of their writ-
ing tasks. As detailed above, proximal writing experiences can help faculty shape 
the time, space, focus, structure, and connectedness for writing that they likely 
have in their teaching and other faculty responsibilities. Previous research on 
formal proximal writing arrangements (retreats and bootcamps) showed positive 
outcomes, and this study shows similar positive outcomes for different types of 
proximal writing arrangements.

Moreover, throughout the data, the idea of writing as an emotion-laden ac-
tivity emerged. Many named writing time as lonely and isolating, echoing Faris 
(2014) who says he writes in coffee shops “to make writing less isolating” (p. 23). 
Respondents felt insecure about their struggles, especially because the struggles 
of fellow faculty writers were typically invisible to them. Others talked directly 
about their mental health and how writing alone activated their anxiety. Similar-
ly, Craig (2019) found that affect plays a significant role in the writing processes 
and writing environment selection of the writers in his case study. Faculty in this 
study use proximal writing to combat the negative feelings associated with the 
pressure to write and publish and the isolation of the act of writing.

For those who aim to support faculty writing, this study draws our atten-
tion to what faculty want in their writing experiences: space, time, structure, 
colleagues/peers, and camaraderie (and, yes, food and coffee are appreciated). 
The survey does not tell us that all faculty would benefit from proximal writing 
experiences, but it does suggest that some will. It does not tell us who fares 
better—those who use proximal writing or those who do not. However, faculty 
in this survey self-report that using proximal writing improves the quality and 
quantity of their writing. Also important, for many faculty in this study, the use 
of proximal writing experiences to shape their writing environments began in 
graduate school; several note an ongoing proximal writing arrangement with 
graduate student colleagues. Thus, consideration should be given to how sup-
porting faculty begins in graduate school programs.

In closing, one challenge of programming proximal writing experiences for 
faculty is allowing for different levels of formality and proximity in the program-
ming. Though there was more discussion of formal and close proximal writing 
arrangements in the responses to “good experiences,” there was also reference to 
distant, asynchronous arrangements as positive. Nonetheless, this study points 
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to the potential for faculty to benefit from proximal writing arrangements gen-
erally, so any proximal writing programming offered will likely be utilized.
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APPENDIX A: SURVEY INSTRUMENT

1. Are you 18 years or older and consent to participate in this survey? 
 ◦ Yes, I agree. 2

2. Why do you write? (Select all that apply.) 
 ◦ for work
 ◦ for school 
 ◦ for research
 ◦ for fun/hobby
 ◦ to archive/keep track
 ◦ for reflection/introspection 
 ◦ for an organization/club
 ◦ for civic duty
 ◦ other ______________________________________________

3. What’s your age? 
 ◦ 18-24
 ◦ 25-29
 ◦ 30-39 
 ◦ 40-49 
 ◦ 50-59 
 ◦ 60-69
 ◦ 70 or older

2  The informed consent form was the first page of the survey but is not shown here for brevity.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2016.02.004
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.evolhumbehav.2016.02.004
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4. What is your occupation or occupations? (Students can list “student” as 
occupation.)

5. Gender:
6. Race/Ethnicity:
7. Where do you live? (City, State/Province, Country)
8. Degree(s) completed (select all that apply): 

 ◦ High school
 ◦ Associate’s degree 
 ◦ Bachelor’s degree
 ◦ Master’s degree
 ◦ Doctoral degree 
 ◦ None of these
 ◦ other ______________________________________________

This is a study about proximal writing: people who opt to write around or at the 
same time as another person or persons who are writing their own texts. It is NOT 
a study about collaborative writing (two or more people working on the same writ-
ing). Proximal writing, as defined here, includes writing in close proximity (meeting 
at a physical place to write) and distant proximity (connecting with other writers 
online through activities like NaNoWriMo and using hashtags like #amwriting).

9. What proximal writing (writing alone together) experiences have you 
had? (Select all that apply.)

 ◦ Met another writer at shared physical specific location and time 
for a writing “date” 

 ◦ Met another writer online for a synchronous writing “date”
 ◦ Participated in writing hours or writing retreat with other writers 

at the same physical location
 ◦ Went to a location to write where others would be writing
 ◦ Participated in an online writing retreat or challenge with other writers
 ◦ Used social media/hashtags to participate in a writing challenge 

(like NaNoWriMo) or shared writing experience (#amwriting)
 ◦ Used email, social media, or other digital means (e.g., a shared 

google doc) to asynchronously plan writing time/goals with other 
writers or to record writing progress. 

10. Why did you (or do you) write in the proximity of other writers?
11. What would you say are the effects of proximal writing on your writing 

process, products, and/or progress?
12. What percentage of your writing do you typically produce while proximal 

writing? 
[slider from 0-100%]
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13. What kinds (genres) of writing do you typically do while proximal 
writing?

14. What kinds (genres) of writing do you typically do when you write alone?
15. Have you ever had a productive/good proximal writing experience? 

 ◦ Yes
 ◦ No

If Have you ever had a productive/good proximal writing experience? = yes
16. Describe a proximal writing experience that you participated in that was 

productive/good. How did you meet writer(s) you write in proximity to? 
How did your proximal writing begin? What was the proximal writing 
plan/rules? Did you meet in person and if so where? Why? How long did 
each session last and how long did the arrangement last?

17. Have you ever had an unproductive/not good proximal writing experience? 
 ◦ Yes
 ◦ No

If Have you ever had an unproductive/not good proximal writing experience? = Yes
18. Describe a proximal writing experience that you participated in that 

was unproductive/not good. How did you meet writer(s) you write in 
proximity to? How did your proximal writing begin? What was the 
proximal writing plan/rules? Did you meet in person and if so where? 
Why? How long did each session last and how long did the arrangement 
last?

19. Anything else you’d like to say about your experiences with proximal 
writing?

20. Would you be willing to participate in an interview about your proximal 
writing habits/experiences?

 ◦ Yes 
 ◦ No

If Would you be willing to participate in an interview about your proximal writ-
ing habits/experiences? 
21. Name:
22. Email address:
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CHAPTER 4.  

PEOPLE KEEP KNOCKING (OR, 
I HAVE ANSWERED 50 EMAILS 
TODAY): BALANCING WORK 
AND RESEARCH AS A WPA

Lars Söderlund
Baymard Institute

Jaclyn Wells
University of Alabama, Birmingham

Abstract. We examine the challenges faced by writing program ad-
ministrators (WPAs) balancing administrative work with research ob-
ligations. Based on interviews with rhetoric and composition scholars, 
this chapter identifies how administrative tasks impede writing and 
scholarly productivity. We highlight the unexpected extent to which 
WPA responsibilities disrupt research, arguing for institutional support 
structures to alleviate this burden. We propose strategies for WPAs to 
navigate these conflicting demands and emphasize the need for broader 
recognition of the unique pressures on WPAs in higher education.

We interviewed 20 published rhetoric and composition scholars for an IRB-ap-
proved study about their research and writing processes. We anticipated that 
we would hear about writer’s block, the challenges of dealing with academic 
publishers, and other barriers to a successful scholarly agenda that are known 
by many of us but not often discussed. However, we did not anticipate that 
the interviews would lead to this chapter about WPA responsibilities and their 
surprising effects on research. In the interviews, we asked each participant 11 
questions focused on their writing and publishing experiences, with just one 
question about how they are affected by teaching, service, and other commit-
ments. (See Appendix A for our full list of interview questions and Appendix B 
for the pre-interview survey we used to gain contextual info). But as we coded 
the data, separately and then together, a strong theme appeared: the challenges 
of writing program administration (WPA), especially the challenge of balancing 

https://doi.org/10.37514/PER-B.2025.2555.2.04
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WPA work with publishable research.1 Our participants’ comments on WPA 
work had a frequency and an intensity that stood out from the other data we 
gathered, even in a dataset that yielded insights into graduate student mentor-
ship and the relationships between academic writers, editors, and reviewers (see 
our articles in Pedagogy [Wells & Söderlund, 2018] and College Composition and 
Communication [Söderlund, & Wells, 2019], respectively).

In this chapter, we identify the connections between the WPA case studies 
in the data and move toward a holistic picture of what makes WPA work espe-
cially fatiguing and disruptive to scholarship. Two participants’ comments pro-
vide great examples. When asked to describe the amount of time she spends on 
research every week, one WPA participant responded: “There have been times 
when I was doing administrative work—I remember whole stretches of days 
going by when I didn’t touch anything, like writing or research. I mean that 
[admin work] takes just a huge dent of time.” A different WPA participant re-
sponded similarly to the question: “I do not spend time on my research every 
week at all. I think especially in the last five years that I have had this admin-
istrative position, I have really only spent time on research in the weeks if I’ve 
had something pressing that I had to do.” These comments are representative of 
many others that explain how administrative roles can lead faculty to set their 
research aside entirely.

The issue is pressing because many of our research participants noted that 
rhetoric and composition faculty are often associated with WPA positions, 
whether writing center directors, WAC/WID coordinators, first-year compo-
sition directors, directors of writing majors, or something else. As one partici-
pant, a writing center director, put it when describing his own balance between 
administrative work and research: “being someone in Rhet/Comp, part of what 
we do is work with other people and administrate things.” Given that so many 
rhetoric and composition faculty take on administrative roles—often in pre-ten-
ure, non-tenure-earning, or even graduate student positions—recognizing how 
WPA work challenges research productivity matters greatly for our field, even if 
we have already recognized that fact many times.

Over the rest of the chapter, we support our argument that producing scholar-
ship is uniquely challenging for WPAs by reporting specific trends from the data. 

1  Throughout this chapter, the term WPA denotes the distinctive work of writing program 
administration while the more general administrator includes WPA work as well as other adminis-
trative roles, such as graduate program director or dean. Further, WPA is used to include directors 
of all kinds of writing programs, including first-year composition and professional writing, writing 
majors, writing centers, WAC/WID programs, etc. When participants spoke about administra-
tion, they were generally referring to WPA-type work, but some participants had held other kinds 
of administrative positions.
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We begin by discussing how participants noted that the scholarly restrictions of 
WPA work intensify one another. The result is a role that is more draining, more 
time-intensive, and harder to ignore than other administrative positions: WPA 
interviewees reported that their work can carry a higher level of responsibility 
than similar administrative academic positions. Toward the end of our results, 
we also share findings from participants who had held upper administrative po-
sitions, like deanships and chairships. Although we argue that WPA work is 
particularly draining in comparison with administrative work generally, we also 
learned from our findings that some of these upper administrative positions can 
create significant barriers to research time, since such admins cannot put aside 
administrative work when the buck stops with them. We believe this finding is 
important for writing studies because WPAs may aspire to such positions and 
because they may be particularly equipped to manage the challenges given their 
practice balancing their administrative work with other responsibilities.

We conclude the chapter by offering limited suggestions derived from the data 
for WPAs who want to improve their experience with scholarship, and we call 
both for others to advocate for the research needs of WPAs and for more research 
into this area, specifically in documenting the daily time spent by WPA tasks.

POSITIONALITY 

Before proceeding, we provide an overview of our positionality in relation to 
the topic, as our positions inspired our research, shaped our interpretation of 
the data, and influenced our suggestions for supporting WPAs’ experiences with 
scholarship. Specifically, we are both professors who serve in WPA positions 
ourselves: Jaci is an associate professor who directs the Writing Center at the 
University of Alabama-Birmingham, an R1 institution, and Lars is an associate 
professor who directs the Professional and Technical Writing program at West-
ern Oregon University, a regional comprehensive. We began this study as assis-
tant professors, when neither of us had tenure, and our friendship and writing 
partnership started even earlier, as graduate students at Purdue University when 
we discussed the challenging prospect of publishing research. Our interest in 
research helped spur our IRB-approved interviews, revealing tips and generating 
articles that helped us achieve tenure. But what we did not expect was that our 
WPA positions would be so time-consuming as to slow our research progress, 
in Lars’s case even threatening to derail his tenure goals and influencing a move 
away from the university where he was initially employed.

While our positions are not identical, we have experienced similar timelines 
in work and in life: Lars completed graduate school just one year after Jaci, we 
both experienced moving from our first tenure-track positions to new ones after 
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a couple of years, we earned tenure only a few years apart at our second ten-
ure-track jobs, and we even became parents within a few years of each other. Our 
close friendship and overlapping professional and personal experiences have gen-
erated lots of great conversations about how faculty roles and expectations shift 
over time and about balancing research with other responsibilities. For example, 
we have learned together that research challenges do not end with achieving ten-
ure, as growing service obligations at the associate level cut deeply into research 
time. As WPAs, we have even experienced getting tapped for perhaps more ser-
vice obligations than other associate professors, as our administrative work often 
makes us visible within the university. In a different example, we have learned 
how parenting responsibilities factor into the balance of faculty life. This is true 
for all faculty, of course, but we have shared with each other that the physical 
presence required by WPA work can be especially tricky to navigate as parents 
who are also trying to fulfill research, teaching, and service responsibilities.

Further, we see our own checkered experience with the demands of WPA 
work in light of our colleagues at other institutions who are in far more difficult 
positions: WPAs on limited-term contracts hoping to generate research for per-
manent roles, WPAs whose workload is unacceptably high because it is ill-un-
derstood by their colleagues, and of course WPAs subject to acute institutional 
discrimination both inside and outside of the university. We feel lucky to have 
made tenure, and to have supported each other through the process, but we can 
easily imagine being in conditions that prevented gaining tenure. That is why 
we wrote this article.

We proceed now to the direct context for our present study, since some of 
these issues have received research attention in the past.

BALANCING WPA AND OTHER ADMIN WORK 
WITH RESEARCH: WHAT WE ALREADY KNOW

Two lines of research are most relevant to a study of WPA administration-re-
search balance: 1) research about faculty writing practices in rhetoric and com-
position, and 2) research about writing program administration, particularly the 
expectations put on WPAs’ administrative work and publishing record. Also 
relevant are position statements in the field, including the Council of Writing 
Program Administrators’ (2019) statement “Evaluating the Intellectual Work 
of Writing Administration” and the Conference on College Composition and 
Communication (2018) statement “Scholarship in Rhetoric, Writing, and Com-
position: Guidelines for Faculty, Deans, and Chairs.” These statements are gen-
erally intended to help writing program administrators advocate for their work 
by positioning it as scholarly and worthy of counting toward academic rewards 
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like tenure and promotion. The mere need for such statements shows the chal-
lenges that WPAs face in balancing administrative work with other expectations, 
particularly publishing, and in making their case for tenure and promotion.

Rhetoric and composition scholarship in the past 10 years reflects a growing 
interest in the experiences of faculty writers. This work includes our own arti-
cles in College Composition and Communication (2019) and Pedagogy (2018), 
Johnson’s (2017) and Tarabochia’s (2020) articles in Composition Studies, Tulley’s 
(2018) How Writing Faculty Write: Strategies for Process, Product, and Productivi-
ty, and Gallagher and DeVoss’s (2019) edited collection Explanation Points: Pub-
lishing in Rhetoric and Composition. While this list is small, it is significant that 
the field has seen several articles and books in just the past five years, when pre-
viously there were relatively few publications about faculty writing in the field.

Older research about faculty writing and publishing seems mostly concerned 
with inculcating graduate students into the field’s scholarly practices, so it may 
be more in line with traditional work on helping student writers than more re-
cent work on examining how faculty write. Examples include Roen et al. (1995); 
Vandenberg (1998); Micciche and Carr (2011); and Olson and Taylor’s (1997) 
edited collection Publishing in Rhetoric and Composition. Peer review in the field 
has also received some attention. This work can be found mostly in two sym-
posia on peer review, one a full special issue of Rhetoric Review in 1995 and a 
shorter, two-article symposium in CCC in 2012. The former symposium dis-
cussed the changing relationship between authors, editors, and reviewers in the 
peer review process and how collaborative such relationships should be, while 
the latter symposium’s two articles focus on the peer review process for tenure 
at most institutions and the effects of writing technologies on publishers’ peer 
review, respectively. This peer review focus differs from the earlier articles’ focus 
on assimilating graduate students into academic writing, but its practice is not 
on faculty writing practices per se.

Our field’s recent interest in faculty writers may have been catalyzed by some 
universities’ increased support for faculty research programs, such as those facil-
itated by and in writing centers and other programs that rhetoric and composi-
tion faculty traditionally administer. Geller and Eodice’s (2013) edited collection 
Working with Faculty Writers provides evidence for this assertion. The collection 
contains 16 chapters that report on faculty writing support programs, many of 
which are in writing centers, WAC programs, or university-wide initiatives like 
teaching and learning centers that the chapter author leads. In the introduction, 
Geller writes, “The emergence of institutionalized writing support (writing cen-
ters, writing across the curriculum) for students and faculty shares a history with 
the emergence of faculty development initiatives and teaching centers” (p. 9). 
In other words, support programs for student writers and faculty writers have 
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grown alongside each other. This seems important given that rhetoric and com-
position faculty often lead such programs, directly in the case of writing centers 
and WAC programs, and less directly in the case of teaching and learning centers 
whose faculty writing support they may be asked to consult on.

For the present study, it is interesting but perhaps unsurprising that rhetoric 
and composition scholars’ frequent role of coordinating faculty writing support 
may have led to an increase in research about faculty writing experiences. After 
all, most of us want research that will inform the programs we help direct; if 
those programs help support faculty writers, it makes sense that we would see 
increased research about how faculty write and what kinds of support they may 
need. Further, WPAs are commonly advised to keep up a research agenda by 
publishing about their administrative work, so rhetoric and composition faculty 
directing programs that support faculty writers may find themselves motivated 
to research those writers or the resources they have access to. Our own findings 
reveal that administrator-scholars heed this advice, as many of our participants 
discussed WPA work as generative for research and publication. Others, howev-
er, found it difficult to generate research in their WPA roles due to burnout or 
other reasons (see findings for more).

WPAs can find many texts that illuminate the challenge of keeping up a 
research agenda while performing the overwhelming, and often low status, work 
of administering a writing program, as well as strategies for managing the chal-
lenge. Bailiff et al.’s (2008) Women’s Ways of Making It in Rhetoric and Compo-
sition discusses women’s struggles and successes in the field, and one issue that 
appears is the challenge of balancing administration and research. In a chapter 
dedicated to this challenge, the authors write:

It is no secret that the time and energy required to administer 
a writing program is time and energy not spent on researching 
and publishing—often resulting in negative consequences 
when an untenured WPA is reviewed for tenure and promo-
tion. (p. 119)

Later in the chapter, the authors offer practical advice for pre-tenure WPAs 
managing this challenge. This advice includes publishing on administrative work 
as discussed above, educating tenure committees about WPA work, and balanc-
ing administrative loads and publishing expectations relative to one another.

Some publications that address the challenges and strategies for balancing 
WPA roles with a research agenda include the edited collections The Promise 
and Perils of Writing Program Administration (Enos & Borrowman, 2008) and 
Untenured Faculty as Writing Program Administrators (Dew & Horning, 2007), 
as well as Charlton et al.’s (2011) GenAdmin: Theorizing WPA Identities in the 
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Twenty-First Century. In GenAdmin, the authors focus on the generation of 
WPAs who, like themselves, received specific training in writing program ad-
ministration. Without denying the challenges WPAs face, the authors consis-
tently consider the opportunities presented by the work, a mindset that may 
come from how their training positioned writing program administration as 
scholarly rather than merely managerial. In the book’s prelude, Charlton et al. 
ask, “What are the possibilities afforded to scholar-teacher-activist-administra-
tors in various WPA roles?” (p. xvii). This group may be more likely than others 
to publish about WPA—indeed, the book GenAdmin itself may be evidence 
of such—since their training pushed them to think of themselves as adminis-
trator-scholars even in graduate school, when research goals and interests are 
forming. Still, the book offers a clear-eyed perspective on the tension we discuss 
above: the advice given to faculty attempting to balance the demands of admin-
istration with publishing, educate others in their institutions about WPA work 
as scholarly, and avoid burnout may be insufficient or unrealistic for some.

While the publications listed in the previous paragraph are a start, they are 
dated (particularly important given the more recent challenges brought about 
by the COVID-19 pandemic) and do not fully address the way faculty WPAs do 
manage their research. In other words, WPAs do publish. We wanted to know 
how, and the existing scholarship does not drill into the question as clearly as 
we would like. We were particularly motivated to learn how WPAs research and 
write because we believe this knowledge could yield better advice for graduate 
students and pre-tenure WPAs, many of whom may have only been provided 
general advice to do things like protect their time and mine their administra-
tive work for research questions. Other advice commonly offered to WPAs is to 
educate others in their institutions about WPA work, particularly tenure com-
mittees and department chairs. This advice appears regularly in the publications 
cited above, and it is also apparent in statements from the Council of Writing 
Program Administrators (CWPA, 2019) and the Conference on College Com-
position and Communication (CCCC, 2018) intended to help WPAs educate 
others in their institutions.2

2  The MLA also has a report that may help departments improve tenure and promotion pro-
cesses, “The Report of the MLA Task Force on Evaluating Scholarship for Tenure and Promotion” 
(2007). This report contains 20 recommendations, but none specifically address handling tenure 
cases for faculty with administrative roles. In fact, the recommendations do not acknowledge 
administration as part of faculty work at all, instead standing by the traditional research/teaching/
service triad. Recommendations include: “Scholarship, teaching, and service should be the three 
criteria for tenure. Those responsible for tenure reviews should not include collegiality as an ad-
ditional criterion for tenure” (MLA, 2007, p. 11). WPAs are left trying to fit their administrative 
work into one of those three buckets. While most of them will view the work as scholarship, they 
may face tenure committees and departments that view it as service, and this MLA report offers 
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The CWPA statement (2019) clearly positions writing program administra-
tion as scholarly, a positioning that many WPAs must explicitly make to their col-
leagues who see their work as mere management or service. The statement begins:

It is clear within departments of English that research and 
teaching are generally regarded as intellectual, professional 
activities worthy of tenure and promotion. But administration 
… has for the most part been treated as a management ac-
tivity that does not produce new knowledge and that neither 
requires nor demonstrates scholarly expertise and disciplinary 
knowledge.

In this statement, the CWPA acknowledges another difference between 
teaching and administrative work: the former is comfortably recognized as in-
tellectual, where the latter may be viewed as non-disciplinary pencil pushing or 
service. The statement continues: “… by refiguring writing administration as 
scholarly and intellectual work, we argue that it is worthy of tenure and pro-
motion when it advances and enacts disciplinary knowledge within the field of 
Rhetoric and Composition.” The writers establish that WPA work is intellectual 
when it “advance[s] knowledge—its production, clarification, connection, re-
interpretation, or application … [and] results in products or activities that can 
be evaluated by others” (CWPA, 2019). The writers also list and describe five 
categories of WPA work that fit both criteria: 1. Program Creation, 2. Curricular 
Design, 3. Faculty Development, 4. Program Assessment and Evaluation, and 5. 
Program-Related Textual Production.

The statement overall and these categories are relevant to the present study 
for two reasons. First, the mere existence of the document speaks to the chal-
lenges WPA-scholars often face in seeking tenure and promotion, a process that 
privileges traditional scholarly publishing. Second, the categories make room for 
different types of writing than traditional scholarly publications. The last cate-
gory, program-related textual production, suggests that the documents WPAs 
write frequently should be viewed as scholarly. The CCCC statement “Scholar-
ship in Rhetoric, Writing, and Composition: Guidelines for Faculty, Deans, and 
Chairs” (2018) also advocates for WPA work as scholarly. The original version 
of this statement, published in 1987, came before the CWPA statement (first 
published in 1998) and was initially subtitled “A Description for Department 
Chairs and Deans.”

The addition of “Faculty” to the guidelines’ subtitle may imply greater ex-
pectations of, or opportunities for, self-advocacy in the tenure and promotion 

no advice for addressing that dilemma.
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process. Most relevant to the present study is the CCCC Statement’s section 
“How Writing Program Administration and Scholarship in Rhetoric, Writing, 
and Composition Are Linked.” This section of the statement begins:

The boundaries between scholarship, teaching, and service are 
quite porous for faculty members working in rhetoric, writ-
ing, and composition. This is because much of what we study 
is about pedagogy and practice: how writing is taught and 
learned in courses, programs, and extracurricular sites. This is 
also because many rhetoric, writing, and composition scholars 
administer (and study) writing programs of various kinds. …

This section of the CCCC Statement also notes the availability of courses in 
writing program administration and “increasing attention paid to the ways that 
programmatic work can be considered scholarship.” The existence of the CWPA 
statement and the section of the CCCC statement discussed here remind us 
that faculty in WPA positions do face unique challenges. This may be especially 
true for pre-tenure faculty trying to publish enough to clear the tenure bar. Our 
study sought firsthand perspectives from faculty writers about their writing and 
publishing experiences. While we did not explicitly seek perspectives about how 
WPA work influenced these experiences—though we did ask general questions 
about the balance between research and other demands—we learned a lot about 
how our participants thought about administration and research.

METHODS

Our IRB-approved study used interviews to learn about the writing habits and 
experiences of 20 published scholars in rhetoric and composition. To identify 
participants, we went to 10 major journals in the field.3 From each journal, 
we selected authors who had published an article between 2008 and 2013. We 
contacted potential participants until we had two authors from each of the 10 
journals. While we attempted to create a diverse group, particularly in terms of 
position and institution, the group skewed toward tenure-track faculty and in-
stitutions with higher research activity. Our participant group is a limitation of 
our study. Future research should investigate scholars who are not on the tenure 
track and/or who are working in institutions with lower research activity. Future 
research should also include a participant group that is more racially diverse to 
investigate experiences of scholars of color.

3  College Composition and Communication, Composition Studies, WPA: Writing Program Ad-
ministration, Writing Center Journal, Enculturation, Present Tense, Computers and Composition (on-
line and print), Kairos, Rhetoric Society Quarterly, and Rhetoric Review
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We used surveys to collect demographic and basic work information, such 
as the participant’s job title and publishing histories, which included how many 
journal articles they had published. See Appendix B for survey questions. In-
terviews lasted one hour and included questions about the participants’ writing 
habits and schedules, their balance of research with other commitments, their 
resources used, and their experiences with reviewers and co-authors. See Appen-
dix A for interview questions. All interviews were recorded and transcribed.

We used a grounded theory approach to analyze the data. First, we each looked 
through the interview transcripts separately to identify possible themes. Then we 
consulted the data together in a videoconference, discussing what we saw and 
determining preliminarily how we would code the data. Then we returned to the 
data individually to organize our findings by the themes we decided on, and took 
multiple passes to calculate the frequency and content of references to each theme. 
These initial findings that emerged are discussed in our Pedagogy article, which 
focused on preparing graduate students for academic publishing. We identified 
a theme of WPA work and its effects on research, but that was not a focus of our 
article. We coded again for our CCC article, finding new themes and incidents of 
helpful comments, especially on the topic of editing and peer review. Finally, for 
this chapter on WPA work, we reconsidered our previous coding and identified 
themes together, and we again consulted the data and coded it separately accord-
ing to what it had to say about writing program administration and research, 
ultimately sharing our findings with each other and merging them.

In the next section, we discuss the study’s findings about the experiences of 
administrator-scholars in rhetoric and composition.

FINDINGS

Because of our limited sample size and the nature of our interviews (20 inter-
views of around an hour in length), our findings do not represent a definitive 
picture of how WPAs’ research is affected by their administrative duties, but 
they identify issues of WPA administration-research balance so powerful that 
they manifested even in a dataset not initially focused on that issue. Thus, we 
present our findings as a set of case studies whose overlapping narratives create 
an outline of how WPA work affects WPAs’ research.

you can’t Just shut the dooR (Because PeoPle Will knock)

As discussed in the introduction, nearly all participants talked about adminis-
tration taking time away from research. These comments were based on either 
the participants’ past or current experiences as administrators or, for a couple 
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of participants, their sense that they had been productive researchers partly be-
cause they had been protected from administrative work. The quotations we 
share in the introduction are representative of many comments that speak to the 
time administration demands, as is the following quotation from a participant: 
“Since that kind of work just takes up as much time as you give to it, it can be 
a huge distraction to doing research, and it was.” This participant had directed 
a PhD program in rhetoric and writing, but we heard similar comments from 
many kinds of administrators, including directors of writing centers and first-
year composition programs, department chairs, former deans, and more.

Our participants’ experiences illustrate potential problems with common 
productivity advice. Such advice, found in books like Silvia’s (2007) How to 
Write a Lot or writing “bootcamps” hosted by university faculty development 
programs, can sometimes boil down to “just protect your research time.” The 
specific strategies offered may include putting writing time on the calendar, re-
fusing meetings during that time, and/or shutting your office door while writ-
ing. One of our first participants, a composition director, showed within the first 
five minutes of our interview the limitations of the last strategy: she had shut her 
office door to do the interview, someone knocked, and then the person knocked 
again until she went to the door to ask them to come back later.

Could the participant have worked from home that day if she had needed 
to focus on research? Perhaps. However, she described for us a weekly schedule 
chock-full of meetings that required her presence on campus, so staying home 
for a day or even just an afternoon simply may not be reasonable for a WPA like 
her.4 When we asked how her research time was affected by other responsibili-
ties, the participant responded:

Well, I could send you my schedule for this week and you 
can see how it’s affected by it because I really don’t have any 
time blocks this week to sit down and write. As you saw at the 
beginning of this interview, I had people coming in the door, 
I had to talk to them, I had to shut the door, and it still didn’t 
work. I have a lot of people who come in and want to see me 
about all kinds of stuff.

4  Our interviews were conducted before the COVID-19 pandemic. During the pandemic, 
faculty members like this participant would of course be more likely to work remotely than at the 
time of the interviews, and working remotely may be more common for WPAs even post-pan-
demic. We wonder how this change may help administrators like our participant, as working 
from home may provide more flexibility and privacy (we hope no one would show up at this 
participant’s home to interrupt an in-progress interview). Of course, working remotely presents its 
own challenges, so we do not want to make any claims about how it may protect research time for 
WPAs. We do think this area would be fascinating for future study.
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As this participant suggests, a busy administrator’s schedule may be filled 
not just with official meetings but also with less formal conversations that, even 
if quick, still add up to frequent interruptions that can get in the way of dedi-
cated writing time. This may be particularly true for someone like this partici-
pant, who directs a large first-year composition program with dozens of graduate 
teaching assistants who are brand new to teaching and thousands of first-year 
students who are brand new to college.

the “headsPace” of administRation

Several participants discussed how administrative work not only takes up a lot 
of time but also requires a different kind of thinking than research. When asked 
how research time was affected by other job responsibilities like teaching, ser-
vice, and administration, one participant remarked:

Administration made it just virtually impossible even if I had 
wanted to be writing in the weeks [during the semester]. It’s 
not just the time, it’s what it does to your brain, that it is a 
completely different mindset and skill set. You’re not even 
in an intellectual space for the majority of your waking life. 
You’re in this strange bureaucratic weird space and it’s just 
hard, at least it was hard for me to even get my head where 
it would be to even read. I couldn’t even really read anything 
intellectual, it’s terrible.

Interestingly, the original question was only about time, but the participant 
pushed on the question to note that administrators face challenges beyond the 
well-documented time limitations. As this participant suggests, they may also 
struggle to concentrate on research, since administrative work may demand a 
kind of thinking that differs from, or is even incompatible with, scholarly work. 
One participant acknowledged common advice to keep up a research agenda 
by publishing on WPA work and commented that he would like to write about 
his administrative work, particularly in curriculum development. He also ex-
plained that he has not done so because of burnout: “To do so much of that 
[admin] work all the time, I don’t want to then turn around and write a 9,000- 
or 10,000-word article about it. I’m like, ‘I’m done.’”

For these participants, teaching did not seem to distract from research in the 
way administrative work does. This is partly practical, as participants described 
teaching subjects that were related to their research, which allowed them to con-
nect research with course prep. When asked about his balance between research 
and other parts of his job, one participant commented: “[Research time] is mostly 
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affected by administrative work. The teaching not so much, because often I’m 
teaching topics or subjects that are related to things that I’m writing. Part of my 
preparation for instruction in the class entails writing sections of pieces that I in-
tend to publish on my own.” Other participants simply noted that teaching did 
not drain their intellectual and emotional energy in the same way administrative 
work does. One participant even seemed resentful of how administrative work and 
service could take away time for research but explicitly said she did not feel the 
same about teaching, which she views as a central part of her job: “Teaching I don’t 
really count as an intrusion of my writing time because that’s my job and really, if 
I’m going to be a professor, my job is to teach students.” While this participant is 
talking about time and not necessarily “headspace,” her perspective of administra-
tion as a drain and teaching as a central part of the job seems significant in how she 
viewed and approached the work in relation to her research.

Importantly, not all participants viewed administrative work as a drain on 
their intellectual energy, even if they did agree that the work took up a lot of 
time. Several participants spoke of WPA work as generative for their research in 
the kind of ways the participant quoted above sees her teaching. One participant 
talked about how both teaching and administration work into her research:

I tend to try and teach things that will feed into my research, 
so I see teaching as really productive and generative in that 
way. Most things that I have written have come out of 
teaching, actually pretty directly … It is the same thing with 
administration. Actually, [an article about WPA work] has 
come from my own experience as an administrator. I see all 
these things as very much in relationship and feeding one an-
other. No doubt giving the time is a challenge, but I’m a note 
taker so if I’m having a problem in administration, I’m usually 
writing notes about it to myself to say, this is my thinking and 
this is what is going on so I can come back to it later.

This participant went on to describe a detailed process of how she uses OneN-
ote’s feature to keep detailed notes on her administrative work and on every course 
she teaches. She described using the notes to keep a log of her thinking and gen-
erate ideas for conference papers, which she then could turn into journal articles. 
The participant described her work process: “I try to work really methodically in 
stages like that and not feel like I have to produce something from scratch all at 
once but try to build up to it.” Keeping consistent notes on her WPA work was a 
major part of this. While this participant described the most detailed, methodical 
process of reflecting regularly on her administrative work, several other partici-
pants also spoke generally about gaining research ideas from their roles as WPAs.
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Of course, we do not want to create a binary between seeing administrative 
work as an intellectual drain or as generative for writing scholarship. Wells, a 
writing center director of 10 years, feels that it can be both. Wells has published 
articles and a co-authored book that were certainly prompted and helped along 
by her experiences in the writing center and her access to writing center data and 
potential research participants and collaborators. At the same time, Wells has ex-
perienced weeks when the writing center demanded such draining bureaucratic 
work, like budgeting, that intellectual energy for research was nil.

emails, PRoPosals, and some moRe emails: 
What “counts” as WRitinG?

If comments about the headspace of administration raised questions about what 
counts as intellectual activity, other comments raised questions about what counts 
as writing. In addition to discussing more traditional forms of scholarly writing 
like books and journal articles, many participants discussed the writing they do as 
administrators. These findings provide a perfect example of how a research meth-
ods foible can have a silver lining. One of our interview questions was, “Please 
describe the kinds of writing you do most regularly.” We had in our minds scholarly 
writing, since that was the focus of the study, but with the general way we worded 
the question, many participants understandably answered with a broader notion 
of writing. Our ambiguously phrased interview question garnered great findings 
about all the kinds of writing participants do in their work, as well as some com-
ments about how this writing compares to more traditional scholarly writing.

The writing of administration, like administrative work in general, simply 
takes up a lot of time. One participant, a new writing center director, comment-
ed: “I’m just surprised how much time email takes up now. … It’s funny how 
something as simple as that is just a time suck.” Many participants made similar 
comments, but the best example came from one of our first participants, a ten-
ured associate professor and first-year composition director at a major research 
university. When asked about the kinds of writing she does most regularly, this 
participant responded immediately and emphatically: “Email.” Looking back 
at the transcript, we cringe at our clumsy attempt to redirect and specify that 
we had in mind more traditional forms of scholarship, like journal articles and 
grant proposals. Our participant was polite but firm in explaining that she knew 
exactly what we meant by the question but wanted us to understand how much 
time she spent on email alone as an in-demand WPA:

I just wanted to tell you that I sent about 30 emails today. So 
that you understand what it means to be an administrator and 
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when you talk about what other things do you write mostly, 
I’m pointing out to you that I still have six more [emails] to 
do, which means I probably write about 50 emails a day. In 
terms of WPA scholarship, I think that’s significant.

The participant’s last comment is particularly interesting to us, as she sug-
gests that for WPAs, email forms an important part of scholarship. She went on 
to describe the other types of writing she does, including IRB proposals, journal 
articles, conference presentations, and grant proposals. She mused that it would 
be interesting to research the writing life of a WPA. In particular, it would be 
fascinating to study how WPAs toggle constantly between day-to-day writing 
like email and research writing like journal articles and conference presentations. 
We briefly discuss this idea in our conclusion.

Several other participants spoke to the pressure they faced in responding 
quickly when the emails were about immediate concerns. This is particularly 
true for administrators who get email not only from their own students but from 
others’ students as well. One participant, a first-year composition director, com-
mented about her research, “It gets pushed aside. It’s hard when I have my own 
teaching responsibilities, and then I’m getting emails daily from instructors, who 
are having their own issues with their students. I’m getting emails and requests 
from other people’s students.” She went on to speak to the immediacy of those 
emails and the need to respond quickly: “[When] there’s email from a student 
who needs to meet with me like tomorrow, there’s an immediacy for those con-
cerns that can’t really be brushed aside.”

We say more in the next section about the life of upper admins, but being 
unable to ignore email may be especially the case for administrators who are in 
charge of whole units or programs. One participant, a department head, spoke of 
having two instructors come to her the week of her interview with students who 
had written explicitly of self-harm and suicide. She commented that she simply 
could not set such issues aside in the name of protecting her research time, as the 
issues were life-or-death. While the participant noted the same may not be true 
for “junior administrators” (her words—she seemed to mean anyone in charge 
of a unit smaller than a department), we could easily see a first-year composition 
director or writing center director facing similar challenges, albeit perhaps not as 
regularly due to the smaller size of the programs. Wells, for example, has received 
emails from student tutors who were experiencing health or other problems that 
she simply could not set aside in favor of research. Of course, email is only one 
kind of writing that administrators do regularly. When asked what she writes the 
most, one writing center administrator responded, “Memos, paperwork, forms 
and bureaucratic things that universities require for one purpose or another … 
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there’s always a form for something.” The same participant also talked about 
social media posts. Even though she had mostly handed off responsibility for the 
writing center’s social media to tutors, she is still responsible for handling any 
problematic or poorly received posts. A different participant wrote that when 
she directed her department’s graduate program, “I used to spend a lot of time 
just writing emails and one-page proposals and that kind of stuff to advance the 
program.” Like these two participants, several others talked about proposals, 
bureaucratic writing like forms, and memos and other kinds of communication 
they wrote for tutors, instructors, and colleagues.

Comments about these types of administrative writing were less emphatic 
than comments about email, but we were still struck by how many participants 
discussed programmatic documents like proposals. In retrospect, we wish we 
had asked more follow-up questions about the participants’ experiences with 
these forms of writing. As a follow-up, we did ask the writing center director 
from the previous paragraph if her writing process differed when writing the 
administrative documents she discussed versus more traditional forms of schol-
arship, like conference proposals and presentations, which she also talked about. 
She responded that she mostly followed the same process but was able to dive 
into administrative documents a little more easily, since she had more experience 
with writing them.

When eveRy PRoBlem is youR PRoBlem: the 
life of senioR faculty admins

While most of our participants were either early- or mid-career faculty, we did 
interview four full professors, all of whom had held a variety of administrative 
roles throughout their careers. At the time of interviews, two were chairs (one 
an English department chair, one chair of a large rhetoric and composition pro-
gram within an English department), and one had been an interim department 
chair, an associate dean, and the chair of a large rhetoric and composition pro-
gram. The fourth had developed and then directed a professional writing pro-
gram. Two participants—the current English department chair and the former 
interim chair and associate dean—spoke most directly to how senior adminis-
trative work could challenge research. We end our findings with these comments 
because they remind us that the challenges do not end when one achieves tenure 
and not even when one becomes a full professor.

In fact, the current English department chair we spoke with pointed out 
that research can become more of a struggle for senior administrators. Junior 
administrators, she claimed, could generally prioritize their research time, but 
more senior admins like department chairs cannot because the buck stops with 
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them.5 She explained that administrative work simply must take priority in 
many situations:

Admin must take preference sometimes. You are in charge, so 
when a foreign dignitary wants to speak to you or a VP needs 
you to counsel their child on being an English major, that’s 
what you have to do. Junior faculty can shrug it off because 
the buck rarely stops there. They are protected.

The participant who had been an interim department chair, associate dean, 
and chair of a rhetoric and composition program offered similar comments and 
specified that being a department chair could most challenge research time:

You’ve got to just be so draconian in your schedule to do it 
[research] when you’re an administrator. The hardest job in 
the university is to be a department chair or head depending 
upon whatever they call it in the university. The former presi-
dent of [participant’s university] who was a person I knew and 
respected said it was harder than his job because you are the 
point person for the students, the faculty, other administra-
tion. It all triangulates on you. You can’t do a half-assed job. 
You have to do it because every problem is your problem.

This participant went on to talk forcefully about how he always discouraged 
assistant and even tenured associate professors from being department chairs, 
as he felt strongly that such a move could hinder their research enough to keep 
them from becoming full professors.

While these comments offer important cautionary tales about taking on se-
nior administrative work, we are also reminded that rhetoric and composition 
faculty can serve as important allies when they are in these roles. In talking 
about his work as associate dean, the participant quoted above described ex-
plaining constantly to other administrators how time-consuming writing in-
struction can be:

This is the point I keep getting across to administrators. 
When you are, for example, reading student papers, it is an 
enormous time commitment and it’s exhausting at the end of 
it. Then after … we do a full set of papers, we’re expected to 

5  As we commented previously, “junior administrator” is this participant’s term. She seemed 
to mean those who were directing any program that was smaller than a department. The partic-
ipant who had been an interim department chair and associate dean also used the term junior 
administrator and seemed to share this participant’s general definition.



98

Söderlund and Wells

do our best research between 10:00 at night and 1:00 in the 
morning, when we’re exhausted, right? 

This participant also described writing tenure and promotion documents 
during his time as an associate dean. We imagine writing faculty would benefit 
if more of us were positioned to talk to senior administrators about writing 
instruction and to advocate for working conditions and tenure and promotion 
guidelines that serve us best. For that reason, we do not believe the answer to 
protecting one’s research time from administration should come down to, “Don’t 
be an administrator.” As mentioned before, that is unrealistic for rhetoric and 
composition faculty and, as we see from this participant’s comments, rhetoric 
and composition faculty can serve as important advocates as administrators. In-
stead, we believe what’s needed are research productivity strategies that account 
for administrative responsibilities, as well as strategies for positioning one’s ad-
min work as scholarly. In the chapter’s conclusion, we turn to these ideas.

WHERE WE GO FROM HERE

At this point in the chapter, a reader may reasonably expect us to offer strategies 
that faculty can use to balance a scholarly agenda with administrative demands. 
Unfortunately, we cannot offer such strategies. To be more precise, we could offer 
some strategies, but they would likely be suggestions our readers have already 
heard. During interviews, many participants recounted the very faculty produc-
tivity advice we might summarize here, as well as some of the most common 
advice given to current and future administrators. In our study, we found that 
common productivity advice, like shutting one’s office door, can be impractical 
for WPAs, and common career advice, like not taking on administrative roles 
pre-tenure, can be unrealistic for rhetoric and composition faculty who may 
have trained to direct writing programs.

Still, we do not wish to dismiss common productivity advice or advice about 
administrative work commonly given to current and future rhetoric and com-
position faculty. Surely many faculty members benefit from productivity advice 
in books like Silvia’s (2007) How to Write a Lot or Boice’s (1990) Professors as 
Writers, as well as strategies offered in faculty success programs held by university 
centers and national organizations.6 In fact, we have ourselves implemented 
and benefited from common strategies like writing in small chunks, putting 
research time on the schedule, and keeping accountable by checking in with a 
writing partner or group. Additionally, many rhetoric and composition faculty 

6  As an example, visit the website for the National Center for Faculty Development and Di-
versity at https://www.facultydiversity.org/fsp-bootcamp.
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have surely benefited from advice to be cautious about taking on administrative 
work pre-tenure. Even when faculty, like Wells, choose to take pre-tenure WPA 
positions, they may benefit from suggestions to proceed cautiously and consider 
how they may need to adjust their work habits to find balance and meet their 
tenure requirements.

Without dismissing current advice outright, we do wish to discuss how com-
mon faculty productivity advice may be limited for administrators, as well as 
how common advice for current or future admins may be unrealistic for rhetoric 
and composition faculty. While we cannot offer new advice, we can offer ideas 
for additional research and points readers may want to bring up with their de-
partments and within our field. All of the sections below are both areas for future 
research and points for discussion.

the WRitinG life of an administRatoR

One of the most interesting ideas for future research came directly from one 
of our participants, who discussed her own all-day balance between different 
types of writing and suggested that someone should research this experience. We 
agree. Research could investigate the types of writing administrators do most 
commonly that are not viewed as scholarly in the traditional sense of journal 
articles and books. We are thinking here about email, social media and web con-
tent, program proposals and reports, and forms and other kinds of bureaucratic 
documents required by the university. Research could also study the process of 
administrative writing, like what it is like to shift regularly between this kind of 
writing and more scholarly forms; investigate how the writing of administration 
differs from more traditional forms of scholarly writing in terms of process and 
strategies; and question how common types of administrative writing reflect 
disciplinary knowledge and experience.

Profiles of administrators’ writing lives alone would be interesting in and 
of themselves, of course, but we also imagine the research would prove directly 
useful for individuals and for the field. First, this research could help facul-
ty administrators find new opportunities in their everyday writing, including 
opportunities for teaching and collaborating with students. In one example, 
it strikes us now that the social media writing one participant discussed doing 
with her writing center tutors and students could offer a faculty-student col-
laboration that diverges from the co-authored articles we normally think of. 
In a different example, many participants discussed writing proposals, reports, 
and other kinds of program documents that could provide valuable exam-
ples for professional and technical writing courses or even projects for student 
interns.
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caRe ResPonsiBilities, ReseaRch, and admin WoRk

We did not explicitly ask participants about parenting or other care responsi-
bilities. Still, several participants, particularly those with children, talked about 
these demands. Interestingly, many of these participants talked about such de-
mands during the same conversations about administrative roles, possibly be-
cause both topics were prompted by our question about balancing research time 
with other demands.

Some noted the overall positive effect of care responsibilities on their work 
habits and work-life balance. For example, one participant described how having 
children motivated her to stay focused during the day so she would not have to 
work after they came home from school:

When you have kids, trying to work from 4:00-8:00 [PM] 
is like a nightmare. You don’t want to have to do it, so you 
force yourself to be more productive [during the day]. It’s like 
having a deadline. Four o’clock is your deadline, and when 
you have a deadline, it imposes a certain sense of urgency that 
makes working more productively during the daytime easier.

However, other participants made different comments. During one particu-
larly interesting interview, a participant laughed at the way a well-known faculty 
productivity program marketed itself by claiming faculty could learn strategies 
to avoid working after hours or on weekends: “[They claim] you can do it so 
you’re not working on weekends [because] you’re doing the work during the 
week, yadda, yadda, yadda. I don’t think these people have children, but that’s 
another story.” As this participant suggests, common research productivity ad-
vice may be limited for faculty who are balancing work with care obligations. We 
imagine that the pandemic has only exacerbated this problem.

Of course, lots of faculty, not just administrators, are caring for others, in-
cluding children, aging parents, or both. However, what we heard in several 
interviews is that care demands, like administrative demands, can challenge 
common strategies for maintaining a research agenda. When a faculty member 
is both an administrator and a caretaker, the challenges may double. The par-
ticipant we quote second in the previous paragraph discussed the challenges of 
being a nursing mother:

I will tell you when I was pregnant and nursing … that was 
really difficult. I remember having two hours and I have to get 
all this stuff done because I have to go back and nurse. … I 
would go to Starbucks or someplace like that and I would just 
write like the wind for two hours so I could get back and feed 
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my baby. I remember that was kind of difficult, but it was also 
good because I got it done, but it was a challenge.

This participant describes enacting common writing productivity advice: 
carve out time for research, go somewhere they will not be distracted (or shut 
the office door), and use that time to focus completely on writing. From the par-
ticipant’s description, one can imagine how difficult this would be for a nursing 
mother who has a deadline to return to her hungry baby. For an administrator 
who must balance all of this with meetings, many of which may be on campus, 
the balance becomes even more difficult. At a different point in the interview, 
this participant commented about the balance of research with other demands: 
“I think that you have to kind of figure out what are the constraints that shape 
when and how you can write. I definitely think that administration and family 
life affect that.”

Her comments remind us that scholar-admin-parents need support and ad-
vice that recognizes all the roles they play. Just as future studies may investigate 
the challenges faced by faculty administrators, studies that investigate the chal-
lenges faced by faculty parents may help us develop support programs and ad-
vice that better reflect their realities. In particular, we imagine the field may ben-
efit from interview studies that, like our own, attempt to uncover “real” faculty 
writing experiences, including what strategies they use to cope, but are focused 
on faculty parents.

advice and advocacy foR WRitinG PRoGRam administRatoRs

Participant comments suggest that common advice about protecting research 
time may be difficult for in-demand WPAs. For example, productivity books 
and blogs often suggest faculty create a writing schedule and protect it fiercely 
by, for example, ignoring email and shutting the office door for two hours ev-
ery day (or an hour a day or two afternoons a week or whatever). We do not 
question the usefulness of this advice, but participants’ comments suggest ad-
mins may have trouble setting and sticking to a writing schedule when emails 
with immediate needs come in so regularly. As one participant comments, some 
emails simply cannot be set aside, and administrator-scholars need productivity 
advice that is more attuned to this reality.

Additionally, common advice to simply avoid administrative work pre-tenure 
may be unrealistic for rhetoric and composition faculty, given that our disciplinary 
training makes us prime candidates for directing writing centers, first-year compo-
sition programs, and other writing initiatives. Instead of being advised to simply 
avoid administrative work, current and future rhetoric and composition facul-
ty need research productivity strategies that are more attuned to the realities of 
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WPAs. Such faculty may also need strategies for advocating for their administra-
tive work as scholarly, given how colleagues, non-WPA university administrators, 
and tenure committees seem to remain ignorant of the subject.
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APPENDIX A. INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

1. What do you see as your primary areas of research within rhetoric and 
composition? 

2. How did you learn to write for/publish in our field?
3. On average, how much time do you spend on your research every week 

and how does that time break down?
4. What resources do you use regularly to complete your research?
5. What types of collaborative writing and research do you do? How does 

collaborating affect your process?
6. If you’re faculty: Describe the tenure requirements in your institution. If 

you’re a graduate student: Describe the amount of published research you 
anticipate doing at the job you hope to get.

7. How is your writing time affected by teaching, administration, service, 
other responsibilities?

8. What types of writing do you do most often (ex: grant proposals, confer-
ence presentations, articles, etc.)?

9. How do you know you’re ready to submit a document?
10. What have been your greatest writing/research successes? What have been 

your biggest obstacles?
11. Talk about the kinds of feedback you’ve received from reviewers. What’s 

been most helpful? Most discouraging?
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APPENDIX B. SURVEY

1. Where did you attend/are you attending graduate school? 
2. What year did you graduate, if you have matriculated?
3. What is the name of your current academic institution and what is your 

position? (Place and title and/or administrative role, e.g., Wright State 
University, Assistant Professor, Director of Professional and Technical 
Writing)

4. How many peer-reviewed book reviews have you published? 
a. a. none
b. b. 1-2 
c. c. 3-4
d. d. other_____

5. How many peer-reviewed articles have you published? 
a. a. 1-2
b. b. 3-4
c. c. other____

6. How many peer-reviewed books have you published? 
a. none

a. b. 1
b. c. 2
c. d. other____

7. Are you at a tenure-granting institution? If so, are you tenured or unten-
ured? How long since has it been you were awarded your last rank, and 
how long before you anticipate receiving your next rank (if applicable)?
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COMPLICATING TECHNO-
AFTERGLOW: PURSUING 
COMPOSITIONAL EQUITY 
AND MAKING LABOR VISIBLE 
IN DIGITAL SCHOLARLY 
PRODUCTION

Paul Muhlhauser
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Abstract: We explore digital scholarship in composition studies, specif-
ically focusing on labor visibility and compositional equity. We critique 
the traditional preference for print scholarship over digital forms and 
argue for acknowledgment of the labor-intensive process of digital pub-
lication. By examining born-digital publications, we advocate for eq-
uity in assessing digital scholarship and encourage a shift in evaluative 
criteria to appreciate diverse modes of academic production. This work 
pushes for a more inclusive understanding of what constitutes scholarly 
labor, especially in digital contexts.

It has been nearly 30 years since Kairos: A Journal for Teachers of Writing in 
Webbed Environments (now Kairos: A Journal of Rhetoric, Technology, and Pedago-
gy) first published, and Computers and Composition Online’s digital scholarship 
archives go back as far as 2000. In other words, it has been quite a while since 
the excitement of born-digital scholarship flooded into the rhetoric and compo-
sition field, establishing itself as a vital and vibrant form of scholarship conveyed 
through digital texts/web texts, wikis, and multimodal works. The credibility 
and excitement, however, of digital texts more or less trickled through English 
departments. Scholars producing digital work found themselves needing to 

https://doi.org/10.37514/PER-B.2025.2555.2.05
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argue for the merits of digital scholarship, justifying its value and equality with 
traditional scholarship (Ball, 2004; Purdy & Walker, 2010).

Now, at least in rhetoric and composition circles, digital scholarship seems to 
be getting closer and closer to being considered “real” scholarship. There are more 
established spaces for publishing in the field (e.g., JOMR and Computers and Com-
position Digital Press). Teaching “digital literacy” has become a somewhat cliché 
and redundant phrase. It is just what happens in the rhetoric and composition 
classroom. Though substantial progress has been made in the field, it’s still a little 
early for digital scholars to bask in techno-afterglow—to “rest on their laurels” 
and cease pursuing compositional equity. Digital scholarship remains stigmatized 
in the larger worlds of English and communication, as well as across our institu-
tions—tenure committees and/or administrators often don’t “get it.”

Fundamental to supporting this stigma are the important differences in com-
posing processes between digital scholarship and traditional scholarship that are 
glossed over—differences that would help challenge the stigma and add prestige 
to digital scholarship. These unseen differences are the invisible labors inherent 
in digital scholarship composing processes, labors not always part of traditional 
scholarly processes. Understanding these differences makes clear the composi-
tional inequities inherent in how digital scholarship and traditional scholarship 
are defined, how they function, how they are created, and what they do.

Compositional equity is our term for acknowledging these differences and 
for inciting a change in perspectives between what digital scholars and tradition-
al scholars do. We suggest compositional equity is a helpful framework for valu-
ing the invisible labors of scholarship, in particular the product and processes 
of digital scholarship. We complicate the idea that digital scholarship has “made 
it,” that there is some kind of techno-afterglow to indulge. Digital scholarship 
remains stigmatized as “easy” (i.e., easy to create), less rigorously peer reviewed, 
and, well, fun, at least when compared to traditional scholarship. The stigma 
is not something easy to quantify or qualify beyond a feeling, beyond micro-
aggressions we have experienced about our work. However, the CCCC’s state-
ment on digital scholarship helping scholars express its value, as well as book 
chapters like “Making Digital Scholarship Count” (Kelly, 2013) and articles like 
“Valuing Digital Scholarship: Exploring the Changing Realities of Intellectual 
Work” (Purdy & Walker, 2010) and “Engaging Digital Scholarship: Thoughts 
on Evaluating Multimedia Scholarship” (Anderson & McPherson, 2011) point 
to an “othering,” a less-than position for digital scholarship when compared to 
traditional scholarship. Digital scholarship, in other words, is regularly framed 
as having to continually “prove” itself.

Besides highlighting that almost Sisyphean task, another purpose of our sur-
vey was to, in a sense, “prove” the stigma’s existence beyond framings and our 
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own feelings. By doing so, we hope to make clear the labors of process and the 
process of labor in born-digital productions. In our study, we investigate digital 
scholars’ composing processes, the technologies they know or have had to learn 
to be successful, their motivations for publishing digital scholarship, and the 
invisible labors (including emotional) that may be inherent in their work. Our 
study, we hope, will assist digital scholars in making visible the work inherent 
in their compositional processes and products. We hope the trends we identify 
in this study can be used to develop stronger faculty writing support programs, 
elucidate helpful publishing practices in the field, and make clear the composi-
tional inequity between digital and traditional scholarship, in an effort to move 
toward equity.

COMPLICATING CORE CONCEPTS: INVISIBLE LABOR, 
EMOTIONAL LABOR, AND COMPOSITIONAL EQUITY

Invisible labor is an important concept currently pervading rhetoric and com-
position studies research. The gist of the concept is to make visible and explicit 
the diverse and overlooked kinds of labor rhetoric and composition scholars 
perform. Teaching to a class for fifty minutes, grading/evaluating papers, and 
meeting with students are the obvious, stereotypical, visible aspects of rhetoric 
and composition labor. Prepping for classes, creating assignments to assess, the 
recovery from exhausting individual conferences with students, and conducting 
research and writing about it, on the other hand, are invisible labors—work of 
rhetoric and composition teaching and scholarship that often goes unnoticed 
and unappreciated by larger non-rhetoric and composition publics.

Rhetoric and composition scholars have applied the invisible labor “lens” in 
a variety of ways. In relation to Writing Program Administration (WPA) work, 
scholars argue that substantial aspects of the WPA’s job are invisible, under-
valued, and often go completely unnoticed (Day et al. 2013; McIntyre, 2019; 
Micciche, 2002). Much of the work of WPAs has been treated as work that does 
not produce new knowledge or require scholarly expertise (Council of Writing 
Program Administrators, 2019). In particular, the invisibility of emotional labor 
(resolving conflicts, gaining trust, mentoring, advising) of WPAs goes unnoticed 
(Jackson et al., 2016), and the work products (e.g., policies or curriculum devel-
opment) of WPAs are often not valued by tenure and promotion committees or 
the discipline at large (McIntyre, 2019).

The lenses of invisible labor and emotional labor are being applied to more 
aspects of rhetoric and composition experiences and work. Sano-Franchini 
(2016) examined emotional labor in the culture of the rhetoric and composition 
job market. Last year, The Journal of Multimodal Rhetorics (2021) devoted two 
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special issues (4.2 and 5.1) to invisible labor, exploring a range of invisible labors 
in academics (e.g., invisible labors experienced by people of color, differential 
invisible labor of single mothers, and how digital literacy can be considered a 
free form of labor students possess/don’t possess in classrooms).

The consequences of invisible and emotional labor are significant and per-
ceptible, often leading to exhaustion, burnout, job dissatisfaction, and “emo-
tional angst” (Micciche, 2002). We argue that many of these problems hold true 
for another unique subset of rhetoric and composition scholars: scholars who 
produce digital scholarship.

While there are studies examining the work of the digital rhetoric and compo-
sition scholar, the research is focused more on defining digital scholarship (Ball, 
2004), theorizing ways to legitimize digital scholarship, studying how users experi-
ence digital scholarship (Tham & Grace, 2020), or theorizing about the challenges 
and opportunities of publishing in new media environments (Journet, Ball, & 
Trauman, 2012; Sheffield, 2015). Few studies focus on the actual composing pro-
cesses of digital scholars or the factors that influence or inhibit scholarly productiv-
ity for these scholars, who consider themselves “technorhetoricians” (Maid, 2000) 
or computers and writing researchers. Though it does mention many of the issues 
associated with digital scholarship (e.g., collaborative nature and time), even the 
helpful advice in the Conference on College Composition and Communication’s 
(2015) “Promotion and Tenure Guidelines for Work with Technology” position 
statement lacks references supporting assumptions about digital scholarship. To 
that end, the extant research or scholarly statements are mostly anecdotal or driven 
by case studies, which are valuable but may not offer the scope necessary to incite 
change or convince non-digital scholars of its legitimacy.

Our study takes up this challenge, as we employ quantitative research meth-
ods to more fully grasp the extent of digital scholars’ composing processes and 
the labor of their work. Therefore, much of our study extends into a concern 
about equity, a concern which has been on the minds of digitally focused rhet-
oric and composition scholars for a long time, especially with regards to access, 
student techno-literacies, and interface bias (e.g., Selber, 2004; Selfe, 1999; Selfe 
& Selfe, 1994). And Chamberlain, Haver, and Hartline (2015-2016), more re-
cently, dispute the Do-It-Yourself ethic, noting it is not an equitable position 
and plays into white techno-patriarchal assumptions as well—do it alone, with-
out help or consultation. Almjeld and England (2015-2016) show the value in 
creating equitable spaces for girls to learn digital technologies in their webtext, 
guiding scholars on how to work with the larger community and facilitate larger 
scholastic and community buy-in.

Muhlhauser and Self (2019) make equity explicit, describing the ways Tin-
der and Bumble perform “technological equity” and “technological equality” via 
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gender performance, critiquing how the apps treat power differentials in dating 
cultures between men and women. Muhlhauser and Salvati (2021) define “rhe-
torical equity,” arguing for texts to practice transtextuality and accommodate a 
variety of audiences through multiple textual versions. Compositional equity is an 
effort to make explicit the ways texts are not the same, either in outcome or in 
their processes. In other words, there is a difference between compositional equi-
ty and compositional equality—the notion that composing processes are identical 
or egalitarian performances. With compositional equality, there’s a presumption 
about process and product—that author processes are, though they may be dif-
ferent, regarded equally, even when the products, too, may be vastly different. 
Compositional equality’s ethic rests on a value system that ignores differential 
composing processes and types of texts scholars produce.

Compositional equity, on the other hand, is more inclusive and empathetic 
to author processes and products, presuming processes and types of products are 
differentiated, requiring different expertise, invisible and emotional labors, time 
constraints, and difficulties. Compositional equity recognizes that processes and 
products are rarely equal. Compositional equity comes from an “all texts are cre-
ated equitable” instead of an “all texts are created equal” position, acknowledging 
a diverse range of scholar creation processes and products.

METHODS

To understand compositional equity and the emotional labors inherent in digital 
scholarship, we sent a questionnaire to digital scholars in rhetoric and composition 
or closely related fields, asking them about their composing processes. Our pool 
of respondents came from the most recent research published over a five-year span 
in Kairos, Computers and Composition Online, The Journal of Multimodal Rhetorics, 
Harlot of the Arts,1 and Computers and Composition Digital Press.

We selected the works that met our definition of digital scholarship and 
emailed the authors, asking them to participate in our survey. Though there is 
overlap between what we call traditional scholarship and digital scholarship, we 
provided the definitions of the concepts for our respondents for two reasons: (1) 
to provide conceptual foundations for our respondents, and (2) to help respon-
dents understand why they were selected and how their works are examples of 
digital scholarship:

• Traditional (Print) Scholarship: Scholarship that primarily uses the 
written channel of communication (i.e., uses alphabetic text either in 

1 Though no longer publishing new work, Harlot was an important outlet for webtexts in 
rhetoric and composition. We looked at their last five years of publication.



110

Muhlhauser and Sheffield

physical print or as a digital artifact). Presentation of product (re-
search/article) is prescriptively formatted by the publisher’s “house” 
rules. Though such scholarship may include non-linguistic aspects 
(tables, diagrams, bold-faced headings, and images), the creation of 
new imagery and formatting is limited. The arguments being made in 
traditional texts are generally meant to be experienced linearly. 

• Digital Scholarship: Digital scholarship may take two forms:
 ◦ Linguistic-centric scholarship, which uses a variety of communi-

cation channels beyond just alphabetic text to present arguments. 
Authors have agency in design and are involved in creation of 
new, not exclusively written, content.

 ◦ Non-linguistic-centric scholarship (such as an argument made 
using images), in which other modes of communication take pre-
cedence over the written (if included at all). Authors have agency 
in design and are involved in creation of new, not exclusively 
written content.

Both forms of digital scholarship tend to “break away from linear modes of 
print traditions” (Ball, 2004, p. 403). Digital scholarship can be linear; howev-
er, regardless of linearity, the presentation of scholarship is generally not pre-
scriptive. An important aspect of digital scholarship is how authors are highly 
involved in presentation, setting the scene for how their scholarship is displayed 
and experienced by audiences.

We used “linguistic-centric” and “non-linguistic-centric” to distinguish types 
of digital scholarship, as “linguistic” is the common parlance for describing mul-
timodal and multimedia work using primarily words to communicate. Examples 
of additional modes include visual, aural, spatial, and gestural. Additionally, “lin-
ear” is also common parlance in digital scholarship referring to the “direction” a 
text can be read: beginning to end where a reader is “supposed” to experience a 
text in a linear order or a text with multiple entry points where linearity is not 
assumed necessary for readers to understand or engage with the text.

After creating a list of all authors who had published digital scholarship in the 
above-listed outlets, we then individually emailed each author who composed dig-
ital scholarship, asking them to respond to our questionnaire. Our list resulted in 
188 possible respondents, and we received 58 total responses, for a 31% response 
rate.2 The survey was open from June 29, 2021 through July 14, 2021.

The questionnaire was designed to address a few key areas:

• Respondent demographics: The demographic information we collected 
included (1) the race/ethnicity with which respondents identified, 

2  We removed individuals from the pool if we could not find their current email address.
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(2) gender, (3) type of school at which the respondent works (liberal 
arts college, community college, etc.), (4) respondents’ faculty status 
(tenured, tenure-track, etc.), (5) their department, (6) the amount of 
digital scholarship they had published, and (7) their familiarity with a 
variety of technologies and technological principles.

• Perceptions of digital scholarship: We asked respondents closed- and 
open-ended questions regarding how they felt others perceive digital 
scholarship work. These questions were meant to help us understand 
the possible emotional labor of digital scholarship work and how 
scholars feel it is or is not valued amongst colleagues and others. (See 
Appendix A for all survey questions.)

• Composing processes: We asked a variety of questions about how respon-
dents compose—what approaches are most successful for them.

• Scholarly labor and affective dimensions of composing digital scholarship: 
We also asked questions aimed at understanding scholars’ feelings 
about composing digital scholarship that would help us understand 
the invisible labors involved in producing digital scholarship as com-
pared to traditional scholarship. 

In addition to analyzing responses to all closed-ended questions, we cod-
ed open-ended responses for common themes where applicable. In many cas-
es, there were not enough responses for us to identify trends; however, we use 
the quotations in the results section to further illustrate responses from the 
open-ended questions.

POSITIONALITY 

It is important for us to acknowledge our positionalities in relation to our 
study’s population, the topic we selected to research, and our research process. 
In doing so, we are acknowledging known biases and assisting readers in assess-
ing how our identities have shaped our research. When we began this study, 
we were both operating from a privileged position, in the sense that we both 
had already successfully achieved tenure and promotion to associate professor, 
and we had achieved this success publishing some digital scholarship. We came 
into this project aware that our respondents might not have earned tenure 
or might not be in tenure-track positions. We also realized that even though 
our respondents had published digital scholarship, they might not solely pub-
lish digital scholarship and might not consider themselves digital scholars. We 
generally considered ourselves “insiders,” part of the community within which 
we were conducting our research (Huberman & Miles, 2002). We had both 
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been active in the computers and writing community for years, had published 
in some of the journals from which we selected respondents, and identified 
as digital scholars. In the end, we had a mix of respondents who identified as 
digital scholars and who did not; most had published some digital scholarship 
but had not done so exclusively. As such, we had a range of respondent types 
in terms of their level of comfort, familiarity, and identification with digital 
scholarship. Additionally, we’re both white and have worked primarily in pri-
vate institutions. In terms of demographics for our respondents, they were 
mostly white and worked at public universities or colleges. Though we tried 
to mitigate our own bias as much as possible in leaving space for respondents 
to provide their own identities and recontextualize questions, we understand 
that our positions in scholarship have certainly shaped our research process 
and product.

For example, our questions were certainly framed not just by the research in 
the field of computers and composition but by our own experiences. When we 
brainstormed the kinds of strategies respondents might have used to successfully 
defend their digital work, we used strategies we had successfully implemented 
in our own reviews as multiple-choice options. Our questions were also led by 
our own curiosities. In particular, we wanted to know whether others resorted 
to print projects after struggling to complete a digital scholarship project and, if 
so, why they had done so.

SURVEY RESULTS

Our results are divided into three major sections followed by our conclusion: 

• Respondent Demographics provides context for our findings, reflecting 
the various positionalities of our respondents. 

• Making Visible the Pressures of “Resort to Print” examines respondents’ 
answers to questions involving the differences and similarities of tradi-
tional and digital scholarly composing processes. 

• Making Labors Visible: Emotion and Effort describes respondents’ 
answers to questions about their and others’ perceptions of digital 
scholarship’s value and respondents’ experiences with and feelings 
about being digital scholars. 

Both Making Visible the Pressures of “Resort to Print” and Making Labors Visible: 
Emotion and Effort are subdivided. Each subdivision provides “Results” sections, 
where we report our findings, and “Interpretations” sections, where we inter-
pret our findings, describing their significance as well as larger compositional 
implications.
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ResPondent demoGRaPhics

A vast majority (77.78%) of the respondents work at public universities and 
colleges. At the time of taking the survey, 19 respondents were tenured, 14 were 
tenure-track, 4 were non-tenure-track (e.g., lecturers), 3 were no longer faculty 
members, none were adjuncts, and 5 selected “other” when asked their faculty 
status. Most of these faculty work in English departments, while some work in 
interdisciplinary departments or rhetoric & writing departments. The respon-
dents’ reported genders were as follows:

• Man: 37.78%
• Woman: 44.44%
• Non-binary/third gender: 6.67%
• Prefer not to say: 6.67%
• Prefer to self-describe: 4.44% (1 - gender fluid, 1 - cis male)

In terms of reported race/ethnicity, of the 46 respondents who answered this 
questions they selected as follows:

• White: 39
• Asian or Asian American: 3
• Prefer not to say: 2
• Hispanic or Latino: 1
• One respondent self-identified as Eelam Tamil
• No respondents identified as Pacific Islander, African American or 

Black, American Indian or Alaska Native, Middle Eastern, or Multira-
cial.

To gain a sense of how much work the respondents had done in the realm 
of digital scholarship, we asked them to estimate how much of their published, 
peer-reviewed research would be considered digital scholarship, rather than tra-
ditional scholarship. Nearly 50% of the respondents selected 0-25%, meaning 
that less than 25% of their overall body of published scholarship would be con-
sidered digital scholarship. 31 percent of respondents selected 26-50%; 11 per-
cent of respondents selected 51-75%, and 8 percent of respondents indicated 
that 76-100% of their scholarship is digital.

makinG visiBle the PRessuRes of “ResoRt to PRint”

To better understand the cultural and structural pressures undergirding resort-
to-print dispositions, we “complicated” or examined three aspects of respon-
dents’ answers: perceptions of digital scholarship, digital composing processes 
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and differences from traditional scholarship, and emotional labor and the extra 
efforts put forth in composing digital scholarship.

Results: Complicating Perceptions of Scholarship: Digital and Traditional

To determine how respondents perceived others’ view of digital scholarship, 
we asked respondents (Question 1) to rate their level of agreement with the 
following:

1. Digital scholarship is as highly valued as traditional scholarship at my 
university/college.

2. Digital scholarship is as highly valued as traditional scholarship in the 
field of rhetoric and composition (or related fields).

3. Learning new technologies is a practice that is valued by my university/
college in faculty evaluation processes such as annual reviews or tenure 
and promotion.

As Figure 5.1 shows, most respondents “somewhat agreed” that digital schol-
arship is as highly valued as traditional scholarship at both their institutions 
(21) and in the field of rhetoric and composition (22), indicating some level of 
uncertainty and inequality in the ways the two are valued. We found that 39% 
of respondents somewhat or strongly disagreed that learning new technologies is 
valued by their university or college in faculty review processes, and 20% were 
neutral. 

Figure 5.1. Value of digital scholarship in faculty review process
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When we further sorted this data by respondents’ self-identification as either 
digital scholars, traditional scholars, both, or neither, it was clear that those re-
spondents who considered themselves digital scholars or “both” digital and tra-
ditional scholars felt more strongly that learning new technologies is not valued 
by their institutions. 

Similarly, in Question 10, we asked respondents, “To the best of your knowl-
edge, how has your digital scholarship been treated, valued, or understood by 
others during faculty review processes, such as annual reviews or tenure and 
promotion cases?” 15 respondents said the two types of scholarship were treated 
the same; 11 said digital scholarship was treated as inferior to traditional; 17 
marked unsure; and 2 noted that their digital scholarship was treated as superior 
to traditional.

Interpretations: Complicating Perceptions of Digital Scholarship: Digital and 
Traditional 

Every time I complete a digital project, I swear I’m never going to do one 
again :).

– Survey Respondent

Though the above respondent’s oath is a humorous take on the time and ef-
fort involved in digital projects, there is an important kernel of truth in the 
respondent’s declaration, what we refer to as “a resort-to-print mentality”—a 
publishing disposition in which outside forces drive authors towards more 
traditional forms of scholarship. We are fearful the resort-to-print disposition 
is or may become a tendency in rhetoric and composition, creating a kind of 
digital scholarly wasteland where “pushing the envelope,” so to speak, is he-
gemonically discouraged. Resort to print or the choice to pursue traditional 
scholarship has, in other words, become a disposition we hope our current 
study makes visible.

The driving force behind our resort-to-print disposition is connected to 
the stigma surrounding digital scholarship; the effort and time it takes to 
compose digital scholarship (i.e., the learning curves for creating custom dig-
ital scholarship like Muhlhauser and Self ’s “Swipe Right on Find/Replace” 
and Sheffield’s “Thinking Beyond Tools” are monumental in comparison to 
traditional scholarship); and a sense that there is an underappreciation of the 
knowledge, experience with programs, and non-alphabetic literacies digital 
scholars possess.

Overall, the results are encouraging. It’s heartening to see digital scholarship 
being “somewhat” as highly valued as traditional scholarship in both the rhetoric 
and composition field and with the wider faculty. Yet, why only “somewhat”? Or 
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why are there only two examples of digital scholarship being treated as superior 
to traditional, when it’s clear that many of our respondents find digital scholar-
ship to take more time and skills to produce? In other words, there is nothing 
“somewhat” in digital scholarship’s value: it remains stigmatized as inferior to 
traditional scholarship even though digital scholars acknowledge the ways digital 
scholarship should be as highly valued or even superior. Lastly, and somewhat 
ironically, it is noteworthy that learning new technologies is only moderately 
valued in review processes, since it is that learning that makes digital scholarship 
possible. It isn’t that we expect the final product to be considered better because 
it took more time. Currently, and in a general sense, audience culture doesn’t val-
ue time as part of the quality of a product, though certainly the time something 
takes to read is being featured more prominently in linguistic-mode-oriented 
texts (i.e., articles with read time included). Instead, the quality of the prod-
uct—audience members’ experiences with it—is valued: that is, it’s “good” or 
“bad” or “alright.”

However, with regard to the more specific audiences, specifically those eval-
uating faculty research (e.g., stakeholders like provosts, chairs, and other ten-
ure-track evaluators), we do feel that it is appropriate and fair that time be an 
important consideration, one that acknowledges engagement and output. The 
time it takes authors to create digital text means there likely will be fewer publi-
cations per year. While our focus is on the competencies and skills digital schol-
ars acquire and use to produce digital scholarship, we acknowledge that other 
activities take time—such as learning a new research methodology, doing archi-
val research, etc. This, too, should be acknowledged in the context of evaluations 
of faculty productivity—it is just not the focus of our current study.

Results: comPlicatinG comPosinG PRocesses: diGital 
scholaRshiP and diffeRences fRom tRaditional scholaRshiP

We asked a range of questions about respondents’ composing processes so that 
we could glean what works, and what doesn’t, for writers of digital scholarship. 
Respondents were asked to rate their level of agreement for the following state-
ments on a scale from strongly agree to strongly disagree 

1. Collaboration is vital to composing quality digital scholarship.
2. When composing digital scholarship, I typically write out my research as a 

traditional manuscript and then convert that research into a digital format.
3. When composing digital scholarship, I usually have an idea of the dig-

ital format I want to present my research in from the very beginning of 
my project.
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4. When composing digital scholarship, I compose directly in the technolo-
gy (such as in the HTML code or Content Management System).

5. Generally, composing digital scholarship takes me more time than tradi-
tional scholarship.

6. I often have to learn new technologies before I compose digital scholarship.

In Figure 5.2, we share the responses to each of the above items. The time 
commitment inherent in digital scholarship work was apparent. A majority of 
respondents agreed (32 strongly agreed and 7 somewhat agreed, or 70% of all 
respondents) that composing digital scholarship takes them more time than 
traditional scholarship (and none strongly disagreed). Nearly all respondents 
(42) also noted that they often have to learn new technologies before they 
begin composing digital scholarship. In fact, one respondent made a connec-
tion between time commitment, literacies, audience, and stigma: “Scholar-
ship that requires more literacies and more time and that reflects the types of 
texts people now encounter is often perceived as inferior to traditional print 
scholarship.”

Respondents were mixed in terms of what processes work best for them. 
For example, 19 respondents somewhat or strongly disagreed that their pro-
cess begins with writing a print-based manuscript and then converting it into a 
digital format, whereas approximately 16 indicated that this mirrors their pro-
cess. What was most common (41 respondents strongly or somewhat agreed) 
in the question about composing processes was that scholars already had an 
idea in their minds of the digital format they wanted to use to present their 
research from the very beginning of the project; the technology choice was not 
an afterthought.

Figure 5.2. Beliefs about digital composing (n=46)
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The respondents were mixed when asked if they tend to compose directly with-
in the technology (such as a content management system) as they are writing. 
Fifteen percent strongly or somewhat disagreed, 22 percent somewhat or strong-
ly agreed, and 9 percent selected neither agree nor disagree. In addition to the 
closed-ended question regarding composing processes, we asked our respondents 
to think about one of their most successful digital projects and “Describe your 
process for composing that work and why you think the process was successful.” 
Responses were understandably varied. After all, composing digital rhetoric comes 
in all sorts of forms (e.g., podcasts, websites, videos, and/or mixes of forms). How-
ever, there were two common touchpoints in composing processes: sketching and 
iteration. Though sketching may have been keyed into our respondents, since it 
was an example we provided in the survey question to help our respondents un-
derstand what we meant by process, sketching/outlining/mockups (mentioned by 
7/14 respondents for this question) was an important aspect of planning projects. 
The iterative and/or reciprocal aspects of the process (i.e., getting feedback from 
collaborators, editors, peers, then adjusting the project and getting more feedback) 
was also important (mentioned by 7/14 in response to this question).

To better understand respondents’ technical capabilities and design knowl-
edge, we asked respondents to rate their level of competence related to items such 
as web design languages, video-editing tools, app creation, accessibility, and usabil-
ity. Our goal with this question was to demonstrate the many varied composing 
skills and abilities digital scholars have and/or need, which is ultimately connected 
to the labor inherent in this work and reveals some of the technical processes in-
volved in digital scholarship. Most respondents indicated at least an average level 
of competence in WYSIWYG web building tools, content management systems, 
visual design, and user experience principles. Some of the areas in which respon-
dents indicated the least technical competence included programming languages, 
video game-editing tools, app creation, data visualization, and image-editing tools.

In another question, we asked respondents if they had begun composing 
digital scholarship and later changed their mind, converting it into traditional 
scholarship, or vice versa. Fourteen respondents had indicated starting to com-
pose digital scholarship and then resorting to traditional scholarship, and 13 
respondents indicated they had started with traditional scholarship and later 
turned it into digital scholarship. Five respondents indicated they had done 
both transformations. In a follow-up question, we asked respondents to explain 
their decision-making processes when making such moves. When writing these 
questions, we were aiming to get at whether or not scholars had experienced 
the resort-to-print mentality, but the responses also revealed information about 
respondents’ composing processes. Respondents turning from digital to tra-
ditional scholarship repeatedly mentioned time limits or lack of time to learn 
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technology (6 of 14). One respondent who turned from traditional to digital 
scholarship even mentioned having time to learn technology, which helped fa-
cilitate the change. Respondents transforming from digital scholarship to tradi-
tional scholarship also mentioned explicitly not having publication outlets (4 of 
14). Respondents making the move from traditional to digital scholarship men-
tioned how digital scholarship seemed to fit the project better in one way or an-
other (6 of 13)—e.g., “[Showing] possibilities with evidence” and “the message 
is probably best communicated in a visual (or audiovisual), non-alphanumeric 
format.” One respondent deftly summarizes the difficulty and the complicated 
decision-making process in deciding between mediums:

A project’s move to traditional or digital has happened when 
the scope/focus of the project shifted and either a traditional 
or a digital approach no longer seemed like the right fit. Time 
is also a major factor, governing how much energy one can 
put into a particular project at any given moment.

Interpretations: Complicating Composing Processes—Digital 
Scholarship and Differences from Traditional Scholarship

With a traditional composing process, I can basically get the draft done 
on my own or with my co-researchers. With a digital composing process, 
I needed to learn new technologies and invite additional collaborators to 
help me create the vision I had in my mind. 

– Survey Respondent

In short, we find that digital scholars consider the “right” fit in how projects de-
velop and where their project may go; however, time and technical knowledge and 
energy are important factors guiding what a project becomes: traditional or digi-
tal. Relatedly, we found that 41 respondents had similar processes, in which they 
decided on the digital format of their scholarship early in their research processes. 
When this response is read in conjunction with other questions, it seems that our 
respondents have thought critically about the technology they want to use early in 
the process—that it is vital to their scholarship, to their arguments and research. 
We wish we could have dug deeper, because we now wonder why it was so vital 
for respondents to present their scholarship non-traditionally with more modal 
decisions (i.e., decisions beyond the content features of the linguistic mode). Ad-
ditionally, we are interested in learning more about how respondents negotiated 
technological dead ends where something didn’t work. Given the large number of 
respondents who agreed with this question, we think this points to opportunities 
for future research and exploration about these decisions.
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The strong agreement on this particular point also led us to thinking about 
practical and more systemic advice. Practically, scholars creating webtexts should 
be flexible with technology: if one doesn’t work, for instance, it does not neces-
sarily mean switch to print. Instead, be ready to pivot with technologies as proj-
ects develops; there is more than one way to “CSSkin a caHTML.” More sys-
temically, we recommend that scholars and/or faculty teaching in rhetoric and 
composition graduate programs develop a (pardon the portmanteau) technodol-
ogy—a technology methodology (maybe a “techno-methodology”) for making 
design decisions for digitally born scholarship. A technodology for learning and 
considering how technologies can be used to create such scholarship. Develop-
ing technodology would assist scholars in making the “right” choice, in being 
able to pivot, and help a new generation of scholars appreciate the digitally born 
scholarship.

Furthermore, our study results showed that although composing processes 
are varied, much like they are for traditional scholarship, digital scholars have 
more options to consider along with more processes to perform. It makes sense 
that sketching, iteration, learning new technology, and collaborating with oth-
ers who may be more tech-savvy are important aspects of composing digital 
scholarship. The process of building webtexts is multidimensional and relies on 
multiple literacies: planning the interface (sketching), creating the multimodal 
content (getting feedback on the elements, testing usability, accessibility, and 
readability), and figuring out how to make the interface function. Resort-to-
print dispositions, in other words, may not exist when projects begin and/or as 
they start to take shape, but such dispositions seem to appear when larger struc-
tural and cultural elements become part of the composing process, a process that 
is not compositionally equitable.

Such dispositions have a history and can even be connected to those promot-
ing digital scholarship. Concerns about some digital scholars’ lack of technical 
ability, for example, was a flashpoint at Computers and Writing 2012, where 
a round table of enthusiastic digital scholars repeated a learn-to-code mantra. 
While encouraging scholars to take chances and be fearless in learning to pro-
gram, there was simultaneously a shaming and stigmatizing effect on digital 
scholars whose processes were shaped by WYSIWYG technologies.

Though well-meaning, the mantra forgets digital scholarly processes and time 
in relation to technology’s dynamic nature (i.e., the ways technologies change 
and how there is more than the most recent scholarship to keep up with, like 
with traditional linear scholarship). The mantra also forgets time and the posi-
tionality of digital scholars (i.e., in terms of work-life balance, institutional la-
bor, and desire to learn such things). In other words, learn to code does not need 
to be the privileged way to compose digital scholarship. Such privilege plays into 
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the resort-to-print disposition, limiting who can do digital scholarship.
At the same time, it is impressive that, as our results show, scholars have 

solid competence in a range of technology and visual design principles that may 
not have been a part of their disciplinary training. This illustrates some of the 
knowledge and labor involved in digital composing, labor which is not always 
recognized by those who view the end product, an equitable understanding of 
process differences.

Making Labors Visible: Emotions and Effort

To better understand the differential emotional labors and efforts between dig-
ital and traditional composing processes, we complicated how respondents felt 
about their workload, how they felt about their digital and traditional scholar-
ships—if there were differences, and to describe how they distribute their work-
loads for digital and traditional scholarship. We also wanted to know if there 
were differential experiences in labor between both gender and race.

Results: comPlicatinG emotional laBoR

In the survey, we asked a variety of questions to gain a better understanding 
of the emotional labor that may, or may not, be inherent in composing digital 
scholarship. We began by asking questions about respondents’ feelings about 
their employment—feelings of stress, burnout, hope, etc.—in general. In a later 
question, we asked if any of these feelings were connected to their digital schol-
arship work. We felt that by separating the two questions, we could get a more 
accurate and less biased depiction of how digital scholarship may or may not 
affect their emotions about their work.

In Question 13, respondents were presented with the statements below and 
asked to select how accurately the statements reflected their feelings on a 5-point 
Likert scale:

• I feel that I have control over my workload.
• I feel that I have sufficient time to learn.
• I am satisfied with my job.
• I feel stressed.
• I feel burned out.
• I feel supported by my colleagues.
• I feel supported by my college/university.3

A majority of the respondents selected that “I feel stressed” (38 out of 44) 

3  Some of the categories we measured, such as stress, control over workload, and job satisfac-
tion, were inspired by a study on burnout in academic health centers (Locke et al., 2020).
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and “I feel burned out” (31 out of 44) moderately, mostly, or clearly describes 
their feelings. They also felt they had little control over their workload (29 out 
of 44). At the same time, they also indicated feeling very proud of their work; 
in fact, 41 out of the 44 respondents to this question said that the statement “I 
feel proud of my work” moderately (4), mostly (20), or clearly (17) describes 
their feelings. Respondents reported feeling moderately or mostly supported 
by their universities and colleagues (30 out of 44), and most (36) reponded 
that the statement “I feel that others value my work” mostly or clearly de-
scribes their feelings. Very few respondents felt cynical about their work, with 
only 20 indicating that this statement moderately to clearly describes their 
feelings.

Of course, the respondents’ feelings about their work (Question 13) did not 
necessarily have a direct correlation with their digital scholarship. As such, for 
Question 14, we asked the respondents to indicate if any of their choices from 
Question 13 were related to their work in digital scholarship. The most com-
monly selected statements were the following:

• I feel proud of my work. (23)
• I feel that others value my work. (17)
• I feel hopeful about my work. (17)
• I feel like I work too much. (13)
• I feel that I have sufficient time to learn. (11)
• I feel stressed. (9) 
• I feel burned out. (8)

To determine if these connections were positive or negative, we turned to 
the open-ended question, in which we asked respondents to explain their re-
sponses by describing how their work in digital scholarship had impacted their 
feelings in any of these areas. We also compared their responses in Question 
13 and Question 14 to see the correlations between responses. Over half of the 
respondents who “clearly” or “mostly” felt proud of their work indicated that 
this was directly related to their work in digital scholarship. At the same time, 
those who felt that they work too much connected that statement to their 
work in digital scholarship. And while 11 indicated that the statement “I feel 
that I have sufficient time to learn” was connected to their digital composing, 
those responses were generally not positive; in other words, those respondents 
said that “I feel that I have sufficient time to learn” either “slightly” or “does 
not describe” their feelings. The respondents who felt stressed or burned out 
frequently noted that those feelings were connected to their work in digital 
scholarship. As one stated, “I … believe that the time-cost of creating these 
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projects contributes to stress.” On an overall positive note, most respondents 
felt their digital scholarship work was supported by colleagues.

Most respondents did not indicate that the statement “I feel like I have con-
trol over my workload” was related to their digital composing. Only 2 of 29 felt 
digital composing played a factor in their feelings about their workload.

To better understand the connections between certain emotions and digital 
scholarship, we asked to what degree respondents’ feelings corresponded with 
the following statements:

• I enjoy composing digital scholarship.
• I enjoy composing traditional scholarship.
• I prefer composing digital scholarship over traditional.
• I feel proud when I have successfully published digital scholarship.
• I feel proud when I have successfully published traditional scholarship.
• I feel pressure to help others in my department with technology issues 

because I am known as a digital scholar.
• When composing digital scholarship, I worry that my time and effort 

will be wasted if the publication does not get accepted.
• When composing traditional scholarship, I worry that my time and 

effort will be wasted if the publication does not get accepted.

 Most respondents indicated they feel enjoyment composing digital scholar-
ship (37 of 42 selected “moderate,” “mostly,” or “clearly describes my feelings”) 
as well as when composing traditional scholarship (39 of 42). Ratings were sim-
ilar in terms of respondents noting that they feel proud when they have success-
fully published digital scholarship (36) and traditional linear scholarship (36). 
In terms of the approach by which they prefer to compose (digital or tradition-
al), responses were mixed, with about half of the respondents preferring digital 
and half preferring traditional.

As seen in Figure 5.3, when considering the statement, “When composing 
digital scholarship, I worry that my time and effort will be wasted if the pub-
lication does not get accepted,” 34 out of 44 respondents said the statement 
moderately describes their feelings (9), mostly describes their feelings (10), 
or clearly describes their feelings (15). When the same question was asked 
about traditional scholarship, fewer respondents (28 out of 43) said they felt 
this worry. Additionally, when asked about how they felt about their work, 
scholars who identified themselves as traditional scholars felt the statement, “I 
feel hopeful about my work,” described their feelings more so than those who 
considered themselves “both” (i.e., digital and traditional scholars) or primar-
ily digital scholars.
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Figure 5.3. Perceptions of “Wasted Time” When Composing Digital Scholarship

Interpretations: Complicating Emotional Labor

When I compose digitally, I’m reminded of just how much time it takes 
to learn new tools, and often that will ultimately lead me to create less 
ambitious projects just because this is kind of an optional or voluntary 
thing that I’m doing. I don’t think my department or university penalizes 
me for this work, but they also don’t reward it. So I have to have internal 
motivation (belief that it’s the best way to pose the argument or make the 
argument accessible to audiences I care about) in order to do it. 

– Survey Respondent

The above respondent’s comments summarize the themes we saw throughout 
the study. And read in conjunction with other responses, it was clear to us that 
the emotional investment, time investment, and limited outlets for digital pub-
lishing factored into the differences in worries and, thus, compositional inequity 
between digital and traditional scholarship. There is a nod to the resort-to-print 
mentality here as well, as the respondent comments on creating less ambitious 
projects because of the extra work. The respondent also notes that the extra 
work, while not disregarded, is not rewarded. Still, the respondent reflects the 
overall importance or value of digital scholarship—that sometimes it is the best 
way to make the argument one wants to make or that it is the best way to make 
the argument accessible to the audience one cares about. This internal motiva-
tion seems to be a driving force for many of our respondents that likely leads to 



125

Complicating Techno-Afterglow

some of the feelings of pride and accomplishment surrounding the final product.
The time and effort of producing digital scholarship was clearly a limiting 

factor for our respondents reflecting compositional inequity, but despite that 
fact, it was exciting to see that while most consider themselves both digital and 
traditional scholars, most were proudest or felt the best about the digital schol-
arship they composed. Composing digital scholarship, at least for our respon-
dents, was an ambivalent process, simultaneously leaving them feeling stressed 
and burned out during the process but proud of the product.

Of course, many factors can feed into how one feels about their work and, 
given that the survey was distributed during the COVID-19 pandemic, we 
imagine that factors like shifts to remote instruction, illness, deaths in the family, 
and many other personal concerns influenced respondents’ choices.

While we are unsure why respondents did not often connect the feeling of 
having control over one’s workload to their work in digital composing, it is 
possible, given responses to other questions, that they deem practices such as 
learning new technologies to be outside of their expected workload.

Results: comPlicatinG effoRt

In breaking down the time commitments by task, we asked respondents to char-
acterize the level of time and effort they tend to spend on the following tasks 
for both digital scholarship and traditional scholarship: (1) conducting research, 
(2) writing alphabetic text, (3) formatting to submission guidelines set by the 
publisher, (4) using technology to create and/or edit multimedia elements, (5) 
designing/organizing the aesthetics of the work, (6) proofreading alphabetic 
text, (7) editing for accessibility, (8) learning new methodologies, and (9) learn-
ing new technologies. To compare time and effort between digital and tradi-
tional, respondents were given the option to select “none,” “little,” “somewhat,” 
“much,” “traditional,” and a “great deal.”

We used the “a great deal” scale response as our way to compare digital and 
traditional scholarship. Across a range of questions, respondents generally in-
dicated that digital scholarship requires more labor than traditional. For exam-
ple, for traditional scholarship, only the categories of “conducting research” and 
“writing alphabetic text” received a higher number of responses to the “a great 
deal” metric. In all other categories, digital scholarship took more time and ef-
fort. The most striking differences were in relationship to accessibility and de-
sign. Thirty-six respondents (or 81%) indicated that designing and organizing 
the aesthetics of digital scholarship takes a great deal of time and effort, whereas 
only 6 respondents (or 14%) selected “a great deal” for traditional scholarship. 
Similarly, using technology to create or edit multimedia elements and editing 
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for accessibility took a great deal of time and effort for 34 and 26 respondents, 
respectively, when composing digital scholarship. On the other hand, only 3 
respondents selected “a great deal” for multimedia and only four selected “a great 
deal” for accessibility considerations with regard to traditional scholarship. 

In addition to the time and effort involved in composing digital scholarship, 
there may be other factors that influence scholars’ abilities to produce digital 
scholarship. For our study, the most prevalent limiting factors were, in order:

• lack of time (40),
• constraints in their own technological capabilities (21),
• a lack of funds to purchase assets (13),
• perceptions at their institutions that digital scholarship is not as im-

portant as traditional (13),
• lack of mentorship from someone who has published digital scholar-

ship (12), and
• a need for funds to learn (12).

On the other hand, respondents generally did not indicate a lack of personal 
interest in composing digital scholarship, nor had many encountered bad expe-
riences submitting to digital journals in the past. Only 5 respondents noted lack 
of support from their departments as a limiting factor.

Respondents were also invited to select any resources or opportunities they 
had used in order to successfully compose digital scholarship. Most common-
ly selected were free online tutorials (37), collaboration with a colleague and/
or co-author on design (31), collaboration with a colleague and/or co-author 
on content or research (31), mentorship from colleagues who could help with 
technology or design skills (31), mentorship from colleagues who were willing 
to offer feedback on drafts/works in progress (29), feedback from a journal’s 
or publisher’s reviewers (26), and assistance received from an academic jour-
nal’s staff (19). It was interesting to note that on-campus faculty development 
workshops were not selected often (7), nor were graduate school courses (17). 
This may point to areas for future institution-level improvement. In addition to 
asking respondents about resources and collaborations, we also asked respon-
dents, “What successful strategies and/or resources have you used to help ex-
plain/support the importance of your digital scholarship to others during faculty 
review processes?” While our initial goal in asking this question was to offer 
faculty writers specific strategies for ensuring their work is valued, the results 
also showed us this work complicates the meaning of effort and labor in rela-
tionship to digital composing. The most common response, mentioned by 27 
respondents, was that respondents used strategies to explain how digital scholar-
ship allows audiences to engage with their research in multiple ways. Twenty-six 
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respondents noted the importance of explaining how digital scholarship is more 
accessible to broader audiences than traditional scholarship. Another import-
ant strategy was taking the time to explain the time and effort that went into 
the composing process. Sixteen respondents also indicated using position state-
ments from national organizations in the rhetoric and composition field and 
16 noted that they found ways to demonstrate the similarity of their digital 
scholarship to traditional scholarship. Only 7 had used screenshots to illustrate 
their composing processes.

Interpretations: Complicating Effort

While most of the strategies seemed to prove valuable for the respondents and 
therefore may serve as helpful to faculty writers in this area, the responses also 
reveal that there is additional labor in making one’s digital scholarship be con-
sidered “up to par” with traditional scholarship. Though one respondent noted 
the opposite—“I haven’t had to justify my use of digital scholarship. I have just 
included the scholarship with my other publications”—most others felt the need 
to spend time justifying why they were publishing in that format and explaining 
the work that went into the composing process. Considering how students and 
faculty negotiate a saturated multimodal media environment in their daily lives, 
it’s important to note the irony in the perceived stigma of digital scholarship. 
Digital scholars’ extra justification points to an academic value system of what 
English and/or rhetoric and composition is and does: composes scholarship in 
a very narrow, print-biased way. There remains a lack of equity in the labor 
of justifying composing traditional and digital scholarship, again, with digital 
scholarship shouldering a larger burden.

Granted, some of this information may seem obvious at first glance. It’s less 
likely that scholars will spend time on multimedia elements for a print journal 
even as print is no longer the dominant way journals publish work. However, 
taken as a whole, the data demonstrates the drastic amount of work scholars 
put into aspects of their digital composing that may largely go unnoticed, un-
acknowledged, or unappreciated, such as learning new technologies (which, for 
example, took a great deal of time for only 4 respondents composing traditional 
scholarship but which took a great deal of time for 24 respondents when com-
posing digitally).

Results: comPlicatinG effoRt—GendeR and Race

More men reported that they feel they have the time to learn at their institutions 
(Question 13). Specifically, 10 out of 17 men indicated that the statement “I feel 
that I have sufficient time to learn” moderately, mostly, or clearly describes their 
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feelings. Responding to the same statement, women, on the other hand, report-
ed feeling the statement “does not at all” or “only slightly” describes their feel-
ings (13 of 20). In addition, more women (20, or all the women in our study) 
reported that lack of time has limited their production of digital scholarship as 
compared to 4 men out of 17.

As indicated in our “Respondent Demographics” section, there were too few 
(5) People of Color (POC), to draw any conclusions. We speculate on why this 
is the case below.

Interpretations: Complicating Effort—Gender and Race 

In terms of equity related to factors such as gender and race, our study is hopeful 
in showing how women are composing digital scholarship in numbers similar to 
men (at least with regards to respondents in our study). And if we superficially 
evaluated names of the 191 possible participants (which itself is problematic) 
we contacted, this bears out, too. In fact, this suggests more women are partic-
ipating in digital projects than men in the rhetoric and composition field. We 
wish we had more information, however, about the ratio of men and women 
in the rhetoric and composition field. Adding such context would help us bet-
ter understand on a more general level the gender equity in composing digital 
scholarship: for instance, there might be a higher percentage of men in the field 
participating in digital scholarship than women.

Time, however, pointed towards some unsurprising aspects of gender in-
equity with regards to digital scholarship and resort to print dispositions. It 
is difficult to speculate on reasons why this is occurring since we did not spe-
cifically lead respondents in this direction with follow-up questions. Still, it is 
not a reach to apply hegemonic masculinity as an answer to why this is occur-
ring—more specifically, the structures and cultures differentiating how men and 
women work. It is somewhat banal to bring up such inequity as it is a common 
practice. Mason, Wolfinger, and Goulden’s (2013) comprehensive Do Babies 
Matter: Gender and Family in the Ivory Tower shows clearly how the structures 
of heterosexual family and invisible labors therein disadvantage women in their 
academic careers.

Guarino and Borden (2017) show how there is a differential between men 
and women in higher education, with women performing more service than 
men. El-Alayli, Hansen-Brown, & Ceynar (2018) observed how women are 
“Dancing Backward in High Heels: Female Professors Experience More Work 
Demands and Special Favor Requests, Particularly from Academically Entitled 
Students.”

Time is a valuable resource that, for women, is often scarce for research. 
COVID-19 did not helping this situation. Holding classes online did not mean 
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there was necessarily more time for research, especially for women in academics. 
For instance, in their survey on how time is affected differently by women and 
men academics, Deryugina, Shurchkov, and Stearns (2021) found that there was a 
“disproportionate decline in research time among female academics relative to re-
search time among male academics” (p. 166), yet other activities like teaching and 
research were not affected. Furthermore, “female academics with children—espe-
cially those with young children—were disadvantaged to a significantly greater 
extent” (Deryuginaet al., 2021, p. 164). Viglione’s (2020) Nature article summa-
rizes the most recent studies on the effect of COVID-19 on academic production: 
“across disciplines, women’s publishing rate has fallen relative to men’s amid the 
pandemic.” This can be explained by invisible labors like childcare, caring for rel-
atives, converting classes to online (with women faculty more often having greater 
teaching responsibilities). Furthermore, “because many institutions are shut owing 
to the pandemic, non-research university commitments—such as participation 
in hiring and curriculum committees—are probably taking up less time. These 
are often dominated by senior faculty members—more of whom are men. As a 
result, men could find themselves with more time to write papers while women 
experience the opposite.” (pp. 367-368) It seems that the cards are stacked against 
women producing digital scholarship. We wonder how much more could have 
been generated. How many projects were scuttled?

With regards to POC responding to our survey, there were not enough non-
white participants for us to draw conclusions about their experiences, but we 
hope future studies are able to better address why POC are not a larger part of 
digital scholarship.

Of course the easy answer as to why we had so few POC participate in our 
survey is to blame the pipeline (i.e., there just aren’t enough rhetoric and compo-
sition faculty of color to find for our survey). Consider the 2018 National Cen-
ter for Education Statistics observation about faculty of color (which includes 
adjuncts and interim professors) in “degree-granting postsecondary institutions” 
that only 25 percent were faculty of color (this number includes faculty who 
identify as two or more races). The less easy and more equitable answer has to 
do with the structures and cultures inhibiting people of color from staying in 
academics and being successful in technology and in the academy and from even 
wanting to participate in digital scholarship and/or academics.

Matthew (2016), in her work exploring the academic experiences of ten-
ure-track faculty of color, summarizes the structural-cultural issues people of 
color in academics negotiate this way: 

Faculty of color always have to do at least two things at the 
same time as they go about their work: figure out how to cope 
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with (confront, deflect, or absorb) the daily microaggressions 
of the academy while trying to navigate structural obstacles 
that everyone faces in environments that are either madden-
ingly indifferent or hostile.” (pp. xv-xvi) 

Faculty of color often face a more difficult tenure path, with more emotional 
labor, compared to white faculty. White-Lewis’s (2020) study on faculty hiring 
practices shows another dimension of difficulty for POC to negotiate: a candi-
date’s fit. In theory, a candidate’s fit is supposed to be somewhat objective. Yet 
White-Lewis describes problems with the concept:

(1) Its application to understanding and justifying hiring deci-
sions is severely overstated, and (2) it obscures the abundance 
of idiosyncratic preferences throughout the entire hiring 
process, which perpetuate racial aversion, neutrality, and 
convenience. (p. 850)

Our results—though we do not have data on the racial breakdown of rhet-
oric and composition scholars with academic appointments—can be read as a 
call to action to discover why digital scholars of color are so low in number and 
then facilitate more ways to be inclusive. Is there a structural and/or cultural 
paradigm of fit in digital scholarship limiting who practices digital scholarship?

TECHNO-AFTERGLOW IS COMPLICATED

While we aren’t ready to say the sun is setting on initial enthusiasm for digital 
scholarship, we do know that the afterglow for composing such scholarship is 
somewhat fleeting, especially in the current academic environment. The struc-
tures and cultures surrounding academia are still designed for traditional linear 
scholarship—for scholarship that doesn’t have all the “extras.” A resort-to-print 
mentality may not be occurring explicitly on an individual level where scholars 
are purposefully avoiding digital scholarship; however, there is a printism or tra-
ditionalism—a bias implicitly limiting digital composing processes and, thus, 
making it more difficult to make digital scholarship.

As we and our respondents have noted, there is much invisible labor that 
goes into composing born-digital scholarship, and being the digital scholar in 
an English, writing, or rhetoric and composition department also comes with 
its own pressures and labors. Digital scholars’ research often takes much more 
time to complete than the average print text because these researchers are not 
only conducting research and writing the results but then coding websites or 
designing innovative, interactive ways for audiences to engage with the text. 
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They take on the extra burden of arguing for the scholarly value of their work. 
They often spend additional money and time learning new technologies or cod-
ing languages, and of course, there is an emotional labor component that many 
digital scholars take on, mentoring other digital scholars to help them navigate 
the complexities of creating, defending, and legitimizing one’s work. Digital 
scholars even have to worry more about finding places to publish. At the heart 
of it, the costs of such invisible labor are about equity/inequity in composition 
processes and products between digital and traditional scholarship.

The logic behind the superiority of traditional scholarship is somewhat vexing. 
Though we understand this would not exactly be equitable, we wonder why digital 
scholarship is not more highly valued than traditional scholarship. With all the 
extras of time, techno-literacies, techno-training, and accessibility knowledge in 
composing digital scholarship, why aren’t they compared differently? Why isn’t the 
default different so that one has to argue for making traditional scholarship instead 
of the other way around? Digital scholarship, in other words, can easily be viewed 
as superior to traditional scholarship but isn’t treated as such.

It’s difficult to imagine how to shift the connotations and stigma still sur-
rounding digital scholarship. Perhaps, time will tell as the perception seems to 
be heading in a more equitable direction. There are, for example, institutional 
experiences that are hopeful, as one respondent describes:

Professional development opportunities in digital literacy and 
new tools support all of the feelings I’ve identifies [sic]. My 
institution also promotes collaboration and many colleagues 
are excellent collaborators. Digital scholarship is sufficiently 
complex to benefit from collaboration—which is to say that 
working in digital scholarship is hard, though not impossible, 
to do alone, so the need for many kinds of expertise lends 
authenticity and value to the collaborative process.

Still, the time when we will no longer view traditional linear scholarship as the 
default is probably a long way off. However, as this respondent and others ob-
served, there are some avenues for improving digital scholarly production and 
making sure one has the tools to succeed as a digital scholar.

stRuctuRal imPRovements

• Course releases. Higher education institutions should provide course 
releases specifically for learning new technologies, programming 
languages, and/or design principles to enable scholars to produce 
well-rounded, accessible digital scholarship.



132

Muhlhauser and Sheffield

• Defining scholarship. Departments and committees should work on 
creating definitions of scholarship that are both inclusive and acknowl-
edge the workload, time, and inequity in digital scholarly production 
processes.

• Digital opportunities. More outlets for digital scholarship should 
emerge, thus reducing some of the challenges related to visibility and 
credibility.

• Graduate education. Graduate programs in rhetoric and composition 
focusing on digital technology should make sure to embed learning 
technologies in courses and assist digital scholars in understanding 
both the time and effort that makes up digital scholarship and the 
stigma associated with it.

• Journal assistance. Born-digital journals should or should continue to 
offer assistance in digital scholarly design in the editing process. In 
fact, it might be helpful to have digital mavens or digital editors that 
are consultants for helping to answer technical questions and learn 
how to imagine and design webtexts.

• Collaboration database. Our leading professional organizations should 
develop a collaboration database for rhetoric and composition. This 
would be a useful tool for matching technical skills and research inter-
ests. It would serve as a kind of academic matchmaker for rhetoric and 
composition scholars where they create academic profiles showcasing 
skills, expertise, and projects they are thinking about and/or working 
on that could use some digital collaboration.

• Acknowledgment of gender differentiation. Departments and committees 
should work to refine research guidelines and expectations in ways 
that acknowledge the differences in workload, time, and effort among 
faculty and how these differences are stratified by gender. 

It’s unlikely that some of our ideas here will come to fruition in the near 
future, and these ideas rely upon institutional change in academia, which is 
overwhelmingly slow. So, in the meantime, we settle by offering practical strat-
egies for digital scholars to help defend their work, recognizing that we may be 
contributing to inequities by leaning into suggestions that digital scholars must 
do more to defend their work. Yet we hope these strategies, many used by our 
respondents, will prove helpful and perhaps encourage some faculty writers to 
not give in to the resort-to-print temptations.

• Using disciplinary position statements. The CCCC position statement 
on technology, for example, articulates many of the inequities inherent 
in digital scholarly production, which we have explored, and provides 
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guidelines/advice for how digital scholarship should be understood 
and valued. The statement also provides helpful case studies examining 
how different stakeholders view digital scholarship. Granted, the case 
studies were created in 2001 and appear to have not been updated, 
so they may only serve as a very general guide for how faculty writers 
might explain and defend their work. But they provide models on 
which arguments can be based.

• Documenting process. Digital scholars may find it beneficial to fully 
explain their composing processes, document the hours they spend 
learning technologies, take screenshots of webtexts in progress, etc. 
In other words, scholars need to make the labor visible for those who 
cannot currently see it.

• Documenting interactions. In addition to the impacts of citation, the 
metrics of which can be difficult to locate with webtexts, digital schol-
ars may find it beneficial to track the impact of their work in the form 
of digital metrics related to their webtext (e.g., visits, time spent on a 
particular text, links to the webtext). Additionally, scholars may find 
using social media metrics helpful in arguing about impact and acces-
sibility to larger publics (e.g., “likes” and “shares”). And in addition 
to numbers, scholars could contextualize who is sharing, providing 
explanations for how shares by those considered leaders in the field 
have more weight than other shares.

• Making rhetorical choices. The driving force behind many of our re-
spondents’ decisions to compose digital scholarship was their conclu-
sion that it best fit the arguments they wanted to make. We suggest 
considering questions of audience, access, and context early in the 
composing process and letting those decisions drive whether or not 
you as a writer choose to compose digitally. Don’t shy away from the 
digital because it isn’t valued. Equally important,  don’t flock toward it 
just because it’s shiny.

• Embrace what you know, feel you can know, and collaborate. We sup-
port the “readymade rhetoric” approach Muhlhauser and Kachur 
(2014) take in their webtext, and see their “Love the One You’re with 
Pedagogy” as an inclusive and equitable practice, acknowledging the 
time and difficulty that goes into creating digital scholarship and 
the positionality of digital authors. Digital scholars, in other words, 
should remember to “love” or use the technology they know or feel 
they can know based on their current positionalities. Learning to code 
isn’t the only or ideal way to design insightful and cutting edge works 
or think critically about technology. There is no shame in not knowing 
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coding or programming. And scholars should continue to be open to 
collaboration opportunities with scholars whose “readymade” knowl-
edge is different/complementary to their own when imagining digital 
scholarship.

Composing digital scholarship is valuable and worthwhile. It is work that has 
made a difference and is often widely cited. However, we do want to be clear to 
scholars that digital scholarly composing processes are difficult, often take more 
time than traditional composing processes, and may not be viewed as highly as 
traditional scholarship. We hope that some of the data and the suggestions we 
have provided here can serve faculty writers in selecting what they write, how 
they write, and how they defend those choices. 
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PART 2. HOW TO SUPPORT 
FACULTY WRITERS

As a counterpart to Part I’s focus on how faculty writers are currently writing, 
Part II: How to Support Faculty Writers examines rhetoric and composition-based 
support strategies from inside and outside the university that seek to support fac-
ulty in these areas. Chapter 6, “Writing Support for Faculty of Color,” by Laura 
R. Micciche and Batsheva Guy calls for the need for differential forms of sup-
port for faculty who occupy nondominant subject positions using research from 
surveys and interviews of participants from interdisciplinary writing workshops 
(face-to-face and, during COVID-19, online) to assess writing and publishing 
goals and needs. Findings from this study at a four-year Research I predomi-
nantly white institution offer applicability to similar institutions where pub-
lished research is a requirement for promotion and tenure. Extending this look 
at supporting faculty who often aren’t served by traditional university support, 
Chapter 7: “What Professional Academic Writers Want from Writing Studies 
Coaching,” by Beth Hewett looks at reasons why faculty writers seek external 
writing support after traditional supports fail. Hewett argues that academic writ-
ing coaching companies such as Defend & Publish, which is outside the univer-
sity structure but founded and staffed by rhetoric and composition faculty,  can 
fill the gaps in faculty writing support. Hewett uses data from Defend & Publish 
clients and coaches to determine what specific kinds of assistance writers request 
from coaching and what coaches provide writers in response. These findings 
offer insight into not only where doctoral students and current faculty might be 
supported beyond the academy but also how coaches interpret faculty writing 
needs when navigating client-versus-university interests and in recognition of 
the best ways to help faculty writers while working within limitations, such as a 
client’s lack of budget to afford extensive coaching or knowledge about scholarly 
writing practice.

Research within writing studies shows that graduate students often lack both 
tactical and emotional writing support (Micciche & Carr, 2011) even as writing 
will become the currency they need to apply for academic jobs, publish, and 
write grants successfully. In Chapter 8, “Intentional Institutional Support for 
Future Faculty: A Focus on Grant and Professional Materials,” Charmian Lam 
uses grounded theory and semi-structured interviews of doctoral students, doc-
toral candidates, and employed graduates to recognize that a sense of belonging 
and academic success are associated with cultural capital which students seek 
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through departmental and, more often, external training in faculty skills and 
genre conventions in professional writing. Building on the idea of supporting 
graduate students as they develop professional identities as writers as well as 
Wells and Söderlund’s focus on the professional development of the facilitator, 
Chapter 9, “Developing One’s Writerly Identity: The Impact of Leading a Fac-
ulty Writing Group,” by Kristin Messuri and Elizabeth Sharp similarly studies 
issues of belonging among female faculty members. Because faculty outside of 
rhetoric and composition rarely identify as writers first, Messuri and Sharp, us-
ing grounded theory and the constant comparative method, analyze research 
from focus groups of faculty who have served as writing group facilitators in 
a large multidisciplinary women’s faculty writing program. Like Messuri and 
Sharp’s chapter, Chapter 10, “Leading Faculty Writing Academies: A Case 
Study of Three Faculty and Writerly Dispositions,” by J. Michael Rifenburg 
and Rebecca Johnston also focuses on the faculty facilitators of a faculty sup-
port program, this time through the lens of a large multi-campus institution. 
Facilitators discuss how their leadership shapes their writerly identities and how 
these experiences carry forward into the facilitators’ own scholarship. Through 
semi-structured interviews, faculty facilitators revealed how their experiences re-
sist marketization, competitiveness, and standardization in higher education. 
Closing Part II, and the collection as a whole, Chapter 11: “Faculty Writers as 
Collaborators: Writing in Relationships,” by Kristina Quynn and Carol Wilusz, 
bridges faculty writing practice with writing support by drawing on case study 
data of faculty mentors and graduate student mentees at Colorado State Uni-
versity. Quynn and Wilusz illuminate where writing support programs might 
develop additional much-needed resources for faculty, directing attention to re-
lational writing processes rather than the more common pedagogical approach.
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CHAPTER 6.  

WRITING SUPPORT FOR 
FACULTY OF COLOR

Laura R. Micciche and Batsheva Guy
University of Cincinnati

Abstract: This chapter addresses the unique writing support needs 
of faculty of color at historically white institutions. Based on our ex-
perience facilitating writing groups, we identify the critical need for 
affinity-based communities, mentorship, and structured writing goals 
tailored for faculty of color. The chapter highlights institutional barriers 
and the impact of typically white attitudes and behavioral norms on 
faculty well-being and retention. It calls for tailored writing support 
programs that reflect the experiences of faculty of color, advocating for 
systemic changes in academic culture to foster equity and inclusion.

As facilitators of faculty writing groups at a historically white institution (HWI) in 
the Midwest, we have had the opportunity to work with faculty members across 
rank, college, and discipline in face-to-face and online contexts. During these ses-
sions, we noticed that faculty of color expressed a need for affinity group com-
munity, peer mentors, work/life balance, and structured writing goals with more 
specificity and regularity than did white faculty members. What we were hearing 
anecdotally motivated the research detailed in this chapter. We set out to learn 
how faculty of color at our four-year Research I institution describe the conditions 
under which they write, so that we might develop writing and publishing support 
tailored to their needs. We anticipate that our findings will have applicability to 
other institutions where attracting, supporting, and retaining faculty of color, par-
ticularly at HWIs, require data-based evidence as well as creative thinking. In this 
chapter, we use HWI (Historically White Institution) instead of PWI (Predom-
inantly White Institution) to acknowledge the institution’s origins and legacy of 
systemic exclusion rather than its current demographics.

We come to this research with an awareness that unchecked whiteness, or 
whiteness as a presumed norm that structures entry and advancement in aca-
demic institutions, is baked into higher education labor practices. How else to 
explain the deplorable demographics across U.S. higher education? In 2017, 
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for example, the National Center for Education Statistics found that faculty 
in postsecondary institutions remain 76 percent white, while student demo-
graphics are changing at a much faster rate (Davis & Fry, 2019). This disparity 
has several negative effects on faculty success. For instance, Brandolyn Jones et 
al. (2015) argue that women and faculty of color tend to take on more student 
advising than their white male colleagues, in part because students “gravitate 
toward faculty members who look like them or [are] of the same race or ethnic-
ity in search of empathy for common cultural experiences and mentoring” (p. 
143). In addition, faculty of color face what Sherri L. Wallace et al. (2012) call 
“roadblocks to productivity and career advancement” (p. 424). Such roadblocks 
include “getting oriented to the institution and its culture; getting access to in-
formal networks and information, monetary resources, and collegial feedback in 
research and teaching endeavors; managing expectations for performance, par-
ticularly the tenure process; finding collegiality; and creating a balance between 
professional roles and family life” (Wallace et al., 2012, p. 424).

We have more than a pipeline problem, in other words; we have a culture 
problem. Previous studies of faculty of color retention rates have shown that, 
rather than background experiences, “quality of experiences once the individ-
ual arrives at an institution have the greatest impact on retention” (Jayakumar 
et al., 2009, p. 550). If this holds, then impactful faculty support programs 
can be powerful tools in institutional culture change. Rashida Harrison (2016) 
describes the dialogic potential of strategic support programs, noting that “ex-
cellent support” leads to expanded numbers of diverse faculty, which leads to 
“inclusive learning environments and more diversified kinds of scholarly inqui-
ries” (pp. 56–57).

To build a case for creating “excellent” writing support, we combine insights 
from interdisciplinary research on faculty development—most often framed by 
feminist and critical race theory, educational and labor studies, and the schol-
arship of teaching and learning—with research in rhetoric and composition. 
The former rarely addresses writing theory and practice; the latter largely back-
grounds cultural and social differences in discussions of writing support (Ballif 
et al., 2008; Olson & Taylor, 1997; Tulley, 2018). Ensuring that all faculty 
members are prepared to succeed in research-intensive environments is going 
to require culture change. While writing support is only one small part of such 
change, alongside teaching and service support, both of which are better docu-
mented in existing research (e.g., Belcher, 2019; Boice, 1990; Boyce & Aguilera, 
2021; Pyke, 2011; Rankin, 2001), we believe culturally enhanced writing sup-
port can potentially have a big impact on faculty well-being and productivity 
by nurturing community-building, faculty coalitions around shared interests, 
access to resources, and cross-disciplinary collegiality.
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In this chapter, we report on an institutional survey and group-level assess-
ment (GLA) designed to gather faculty members’ experiences with, preparation 
for, and feelings about writing for reappointment and promotion. Our discus-
sion and analysis below are based on responses from 50 survey respondents and 
six participants in the GLA, a participatory group method that moves toward 
an action plan. We focus on the open response portions of our survey in which 
participants commented on writing needs, and on the results of our GLA dis-
cussion, including the action plan developed by participants. These segments of 
our study highlight three key themes related to writing support: financial and 
collegial resources, isolation and competition, and time and space issues. Draw-
ing on these themes, we share GLA members’ action plan initiatives aimed at 
writing productivity for faculty of color. We hope our findings offer strategies 
for thoughtful writing support while also informing efforts to recruit and retain 
faculty of color in the first place.

POSITIONALITY AND METHODS

The IRB-exempt study we designed grew out of our work with faculty on writing 
initiatives. We sought a better understanding of writing conditions for faculty 
of color at our institution and felt a mixed-methods approach would illuminate 
both faculty demographics and qualitative experiences with writing. However, 
we also recognized the limitations of our shared positionality from which to 
conduct this study. As two white women, one tenured in English and one serv-
ing as Program Director of Inclusive Excellence in the College of Engineering 
and Applied Science, we recognize the privilege of our institutional and cultural 
positions. We believe white people must put in the work to understand how in-
stitutions marginalize and undervalue faculty of color so that we can contribute 
to positive change. Too, we recognize, following standpoint theory, that “groups 
who share common placement in hierarchical power relations also share com-
mon experiences in such power relations” (Collins, 1997, p. 377). As researchers 
writing about and for those with whom we do not share common placement 
or access to power, we knew we needed to check our whiteness. The work and 
knowledge of faculty members who occupy nondominant subject positions are 
too often devalued and/or misunderstood in HWIs, where whiteness is very 
often the unacknowledged criteria for good or acceptable work.

To decenter our institutional and racialized perspectives, we developed a two-
phase study that prioritized participant-driven data analysis in the second phase. 
The first phase of our study was a 37-question survey administered online through 
Qualtrics (see Appendix B for recruitment email and survey questions). The sur-
vey was open to faculty of color, nontenure or tenure track, who are required to 
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publish research or creative activity for reappointment, promotion, or tenure. We 
distributed our recruitment email by tapping campus leaders—deans, associate 
deans, heads of special centers—sending to transdisciplinary listservs, and reach-
ing out to affinity groups on campus: Black Faculty Association, Latinx Faculty 
Association, and the Women’s, Gender, and Sexuality Studies department. In each 
case, we depended on recipients’ willingness to forward our call to their contacts, 
creating a snowball effect that we believe worked effectively.

In our recruitment email, we invited colleagues who self-identify as faculty 
of color to complete the survey. We sought to avoid constructing categories of 
identity that don’t match individual experiences as well as to extend agency for 
self-definition to our participants. Rather than create a comparative study with 
whites as the norm against which others are measured, we wanted to focus on the 
distinct experiences of faculty of color. This approach, in combination with our 
recruitment email, had its own problems, as we later realized. Fourteen of our 50 
respondents identified as white, which we believe resulted from our wording in 
the first paragraph of our email (“research study of writing support for faculty of 
color”) leading faculty members to think that we were asking how they support 
faculty of color. In addition, we failed to incorporate skip logic in the identifi-
cation portion of the survey that would have prevented those who identified as 
white from completing the survey. As a result, we manually excluded white faculty 
members’ responses in our discussion below.

In the end, the 34 respondents came from 17 disciplines and 11 colleges, two 
of which are branch campuses of the main campus where we work. Fourteen re-
spondents were born outside the U.S., and 10 identified as administrators. Twen-
ty-two survey respondents identified as women, 10 as men, one as genderqueer, 
and one preferred not to disclose gender. In terms of respondents’ racial and eth-
nic identification, 16 identified as Asian/Asian American, ten as Black/African 
American, three as Multiracial, two as Hispanic/Latinx, two as Native American/
Alaskan, and one as “other,” with a write-in option indicating Hellenic Jew.

At the university, there are 841 faculty of color and 3,091 white faculty. Out of 
those, there are 506 faculty of color in STEM fields, 1,576 white faculty in STEM 
fields, 325 non-STEM faculty of color, and 1,487 non-STEM white faculty. The 
limited diversity of our survey participants, particularly the small number of Lat-
inx and Native American/Alaskan respondents, is reflective of the diversity of the 
university faculty as a whole (80% white, 11.4% Black, 7.3% Asian) (“University,” 
n.d.). Additionally, more faculty in non-STEM fields (59.5%) filled out the survey 
than did those in STEM fields (40.4%). As such, our findings in this chapter are 
preliminary and represent the initial phase of our research.

The content of the survey focused on participants’ familial and education 
background; writing requirements for promotion, tenure, and reappointment; 
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feelings about writing; and ideal forms of writing support. Two optional open 
responses at the end invited respondents to add feedback about writing needs 
and advice for new faculty of color at the institution. In addition, respondents 
could add an email address if they were interested in being part of a follow-up 
small group discussion. Twelve people added their email addresses, and seven 
participated in the GLA: two men and five women. Both men who participated 
identified as Black, and out of the five women who participated, two identi-
fied as Black and three as Asian. Collectively, they represented diverse locations 
within the university: Asian studies, art history, business, psychology, medicine, 
health information, nursing, and rehabilitation and nutrition sciences.

To account for the richness and epistemic salience of participant experiences 
represented in the data, we used a GLA format when meeting with participants 
remotely. This method allows researchers to foreground participant-generated 
themes that they see in the data and to outline a collaboratively developed action 
plan. A GLA is like a focus group in that both include demographically similar 
people who represent a subset of a larger population. While focus groups typi-
cally function through a controlled interview process with predetermined ques-
tions, a GLA is a “qualitative and participatory large group method in which 
timely and valid data are collaboratively generated and interactively evaluated 
with relevant stakeholders leading to the development of participant-driven data 
and relevant action plans” (Vaughn & Lohmueller, 2014, p. 336).

We adapted the typical large group format for our smaller number of GLA 
participants. On the one hand, the smaller group limits the representational va-
lidity of our results; on the other, group members were able to have a nuanced, 
deep conversation that might have been impossible with more participants. In 
short, we believe that the size of the group and the GLA process itself, which 
incorporates participants’ response, reflection, discussion, and action planning, 
ended up being an advantage for our first attempt at studying writers who iden-
tify as faculty of color. While GLAs are typically hosted in-person, we modified 
the process to a remote format, detailed stepwise as follows:

1. Responding to prompts (asynchronous): Participants were asked to respond 
to 15 open-ended prompts that we crafted based on hot spots in the 
survey data (e.g., support, feelings about writing and writing needs). Par-
ticipants were asked to respond with their first thoughts, using words and 
short phrases seen only by us.

2. Reflecting upon answers (asynchronous): Anonymized responses to prompts 
were combined into a shared document that all participants had access to 
via a Google document. Participants reflected upon others’ answers and 
used asterisks (*) to indicate which responses resonated with them.
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3. Introductions & icebreakers (synchronous): Following the prompt responses 
and reflection, we met with participants over Zoom, beginning with in-
troductions and an explanation of the GLA process.

4. Small group discussion (synchronous): While on Zoom, participants were 
divided into small groups and assigned a set of prompts and prompt re-
sponses. They were instructed to identify 3-5 themes across the prompt 
responses.

5. Large group discussion (synchronous): Small groups shared their themes 
with the larger group, and as a large group, participants consolidated the 
themes and developed overarching themes.

6. Action planning (synchronous): Based on the key themes, the group as a 
whole developed action steps to address the issues that surfaced during 
the large group discussion.

Participants were given two weeks to complete the asynchronous portion of 
the GLA process. The synchronous portions were completed in a single 90-min-
ute Zoom session, facilitated by the authors. While the GLA was in session, we 
took notes that were visible to the participants on screen. Near the end of the 
session, we asked everyone to review the notes and to suggest additions and cor-
rections and/or to ask questions about the written representation of our conver-
sation. The resulting participant-identified themes and action planning, along 
with the open survey responses, provide a framework for understanding what 
supports and thwarts writing productivity for faculty of color at our institution.

DATA ANALYSIS

We implemented an iterative data analysis process to integrate the open-ended 
survey findings with the GLA findings. Responses to the quantitative survey 
questions were analyzed, and this data was used to create targeted prompts for 
the GLA. Following the GLA, which included a large group thematic analy-
sis, we coded the open survey responses and, in turn, linked them to the GLA 
themes. The coded survey responses were largely subcategories of the themes 
determined by GLA participants.

THEMES & ACTION PLAN

Financial and collegial support, isolation and competition, and time and space 
issues—these themes might at first appear to be universal concerns among fac-
ulty. We found, however, that threaded throughout discussion of these themes 
was talk about cultural and racial inequity. Behind the themes were concerns 
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that faculty work was not recognized or materially valued, that colleagues were 
reluctant to invite them to collaborate, that a competitive environment left them 
feeling isolated from colleagues, and that racial and ethnic bias played a part in 
all of the above. In what follows, we discuss the themes identified by participants 
while drawing on examples from the survey and GLA discussion. We then pres-
ent the action plan developed by GLA members, which includes practical and 
aspirational changes that would make our university, and likely other HWIs, a 
healthier and more habitable place for faculty of color.

theme 1: financial and colleGial suPPoRt

Support comes in many forms. Perhaps the most obvious is equitable compen-
sation, which emerged as a major concern for survey respondents and GLA 
participants. When survey respondents were invited to add “any comments re-
lated to your writing needs that will help us understand what you see as factors 
supporting or inhibiting your productivity,” they responded by articulating 
compensation issues that disadvantage faculty of color. One respondent noted, 
for instance, that our university “rhetorically articulates” support but does not 
back it up with compensation. As a result, faculty of color spend precious time 
and energy applying for “each and every funding opportunity,” an exhausting 
process that cuts into research time. When asked what advice they would give 
to new faculty of color about how to achieve their writing goals, one respon-
dent contended that they wouldn’t encourage potential faculty members to 
accept a position at our university, explaining that “[s]alaries are grossly lower 
than other schools.”

Inadequate compensation also came up in the GLA discussion, as partici-
pants described the inflexible spending rules on available funding and problems 
with allocation. Others articulated the need for on-campus editorial assistance 
for writing projects, and mentorship for new faculty in order to create a pipeline 
for success. One participant described an aspirational model for success: teams 
of senior faculty mentors and new faculty collaborating on a publication to es-
tablish momentum and create a network of connected faculty. This idea was of-
fered after the group spoke about the need for collaboration to spark writing and 
career success. Writing preparation and support came up in other ways, too; for 
example, participants in one GLA floated the idea of a writing center dedicated 
to faculty writing needs. And there was wide support for well-timed teaching 
releases that would allow for the kind of intensive research and publication ex-
pected at a Research I. Survey participants, too, commented on this issue in their 
open responses. One noted that our university “does not offer reduced teaching 
loads and other forms of institutional support” needed for research (although 
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this varies by department). In the same vein, another warned, “Do not expect to 
be rewarded or promoted for your accomplishments and understand that others 
who have produced less scholarship will be promoted through the ranks.” One 
participant commented even more pointedly, “White faculty get more research 
support and their research is valued more.”

theme 2: isolation and comPetition

In an open survey response, one person explained that people of color are sel-
dom the first asked to collaborate: “We are always the last one to be invited to 
the party.” Instead of a collaborative ethic, GLA participants described a “cloak 
and dagger” approach to research characterized by secretiveness and evasiveness. 
As a result, faculty of color say their approach is to “find your pack,” “find your 
tribe,” and “figure it out on your own.” Their comments reinforce findings by 
education scholars Gloria D. Thomas and Carol Hollenshead (2001) who de-
veloped a qualitative study to learn how women faculty of color cope, resist, and 
succeed at a research university. Their participants described feeling invisible, 
colleagues’ dismissal of their research, and a lack of support for their intellec-
tual work (2001, pp. 166-167). Unsurprisingly, this isolating experience has 
a negative effect on research and publication, because faculty need intellectual 
community and reciprocity to be motivated and productive.

Our participants noted that, as a matter of survival, they try to model behav-
iors of inclusivity, or model the change they want to see and lead from there—a 
perspective that indicates the responsibility faculty feel toward the academic 
communities they are joining, or attempting to join. To be the change they want 
to see suggests that faculty of color feel that they must produce intellectual and 
emotional labor to survive in an unwelcoming or downright threatening envi-
ronment. To that point, a Native American faculty member wrote in a survey re-
sponse that they were told by former department heads that “Indians are drunks 
and thieves” and “You have gone off the reservation.” In addition, colleagues 
referred to this faculty member as “Chief.”

To counter the isolation and degradation they experience, faculty of color 
are often left to “figure it out on [their] own,” which involves the production 
of invisible labor, nothing new to under-represented people in most any line of 
work. Institutional apathy, explicit forms of white privilege, overt racism—all 
are familiar themes in research about the experiences of faculty of color. Too, 
choosing between tokenization or being left out, as Anwer (2020) writes, has 
long been part of the narrative. But these themes and hard choices don’t define 
everyone’s experience or mindset when it comes to writing support. We noticed, 
for example, that our survey respondents offered counter-narratives when asked 
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about giving advice to new faculty of color. Participants described the following 
deliberate actions to make their research lives more productive:

Connect with other faculty of color to create a network of 
support. Do not be afraid to continue your research, even if 
you are discouraged from it: find grants and outside support 
to continue your work.
Find colleagues with whom you are comfortable sharing your 
writing.
The same advice I give everyone: treat writing as a part of 
your job. Just like you show up to teach at a certain time 
every day whether or not you feel like it, you show up to write 
at a certain time whether or not you feel like it, and the work 
will get done.
Don’t limit yourself to co-authors in your department, college 
or even at UC. Use contacts you make at conferences and 
via professional email listservs to find writing opportunities 
and co-authors. These opportunities can be found across the 
nation and across the globe.

These responses make clear that waiting for the institution to do the right 
thing is not a viable option for faculty of color. They take matters into their own 
hands by constructing best practices when institutional collaboration, mentor-
ship, and compensation fall short. GLA participants, too, encouraged faculty 
of color to find support beyond the institution—for example, through the Na-
tional Center for Faculty Development and Diversity (particularly their writing 
bootcamps and faculty success program) and the Biostatistics, Epidemiology, 
and Research Design program. We acknowledge that this kind of support is not 
accessible to all, particularly if institutions do not have a membership that en-
ables faculty and graduate students to take advantage of the available resources. 
Without a membership to NCFDD, for example, the cost burden of $500 per 
year may be out of reach for many faculty members.

As faculty members shared resources and made plans to connect with one 
another beyond our group meeting, we could see the importance of “collec-
tivist, peer” mentoring, which Thomas and Hollenshead (2001) found to be 
critical for the success of women faculty of color. We see potential in applying 
this model of mentoring to the specific instance of writing support. While all 
faculty members, to some extent, must proactively support their own writing 
goals, doing so is made immeasurably more challenging in an environment 
where faculty experiences are “simultaneously invisible (e.g., accomplishments 
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are unimportant, lack of belonging) and hypervisible (e.g., heightened scruti-
ny)” (Settles et al., 2019).

theme 3: time and sPace issues

During the GLA discussion, faculty members expressed a need for spaces on 
campus where they can work and get support. Our conversation took place 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, when most faculty were working from home, 
so distractions and space limitations on research were on everyone’s minds. One 
participant noted that, before the pandemic, she regularly reserved a library car-
rel for writing and research, away from the distractions of both home and cam-
pus office. She could no longer do that with the library closed, nor could she 
visit the newly established Faculty Enrichment Center (FEC), also located in 
the main library on campus. The FEC is a space where faculty can work in open 
areas, meet in small groups in conference rooms equipped with large screens and 
white boards, and attend professional development sessions on the institution-
al review board process, mid-career faculty support, and mindful movement, 
among other regularly offered sessions.

Even prior to the pandemic, though, several faculty members reported being 
unaware of the FEC, and others found it inaccessible given their office locations 
on campus. Despite its rich resources and ample workspace, the FEC seemed inac-
cessible to some for reasons beyond the center’s control: the location in the middle 
of campus and the lack of close parking. As an urban university, space is a perpet-
ual challenge, as is access to buildings from bus stops and parking lots. One must 
traverse concrete paths and hills to move from building to building (and then walk 
some more to get to a car or bus stop). As a result, the physical space of campus 
ends up reinforcing the intellectual and emotional isolation that faculty of color 
experience. The geography of the campus and the lack of creative ways to mitigate 
its effects, in other words, contribute to faculty feeling unsupported and isolated. 
We contend that the effects of such physical barriers are more costly to faculty of 
color than to white faculty. Because faculty of color constitute just 18% of overall 
faculty (“University,” n.d.), they are in need of community and sociality, made 
possible by accommodating spaces and access to them.

In addition to writing and research difficulties presented by spatial limita-
tions, both survey and GLA participants commented on the need for time to 
write. As noted earlier, faculty of color expressed frustrations with spending pre-
cious time on grant applications for research support. A seasoned administrator 
who completed our survey wrote that faculty of color need something other 
than sabbaticals to catch up on their research agendas, especially when those 
agendas are sidelined by heavy service loads. Suggestions included the need for 
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pre-tenure course releases that would better position them to meet the publica-
tion requirements of a research university. Faculty described research writing for 
publication as a “marathon, not a sprint.” Just as a marathon involves support 
and care during each leg of the 26.2 mile course, so should universities offer 
practical, material, and intellectual support for writers on the road toward ten-
ure or reappointment. GLA members suggested that mentors should share with 
faculty the realities of time to publication to unmask the timeline of academic 
publication that might seem hidden from view. Most prominently, participants 
spoke about the need for protected time, a need that is amplified when under-
stood through the context of unsupportive colleagues, competition and isola-
tion, and a culture of racism or malignant neglect. This point was underscored 
by a GLA participant who described the experience of being the only person of 
color in committee meetings—a role that involves a considerable time commit-
ment—as discouraging and as leading to disengagement because faculty of color 
find themselves “fighting against the tide here.”

By weaving space and time issues into our discussion of writing support, fac-
ulty of color indicated that larger systemic issues—buildings, parking, workspac-
es, course releases, research time to compensate for service responsibilities—take 
on specific importance when viewed alongside the other themes we’ve discussed. 
That is, because racism and white privilege structure institutional life in ways 
that are both invisible and absorbed into the culture of a place, time and space 
issues should be understood as racially inflected rather than universal issues that 
affect everyone in the same way.

action Plan

Following the theme discussion portion of the GLA, participants engaged in ac-
tion planning to address the aforementioned themes. Specific actions addressed 
were resources, mentorship, and time and space issues.

Action 1: Resources

GLA participants felt that on-boarding new faculty members could be more use-
ful if meaningful information about resources was disseminated, and opportuni-
ties for collaboration were presented upon hire. The “roadblocks to productivity 
and career advancement” identified by Wallace et al. (2012) and mentioned 
at the beginning of this chapter align with what we heard from faculty, who 
indicated that having a more comprehensive handle on funding and research 
resources available to them would help immensely in the success of their writing 
and scholarship. Communicating this information early (during the hire and 
orientation process) and often is critical. Day-to-day tasks sometimes obscure 
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important communications that live on difficult-to-find-or-navigate websites. 
To that end, participants agreed that having a one-stop shop for resources in 
an online format would allow for awareness and dissemination of resources to 
be more effective and efficient for all faculty members. This could manifest as 
a page on the internal-facing website or a newsletter to the faculty email list. 
While this sounds obvious and simple enough, we’re continually astonished by 
the number of resources available on campus that are new to us as faculty-staff 
leaders; we can only imagine how faculty “out of the loop” must feel. Additional 
sought-after resources include more hands-on writing support, such as profes-
sional editing services onsite. We know from our work with faculty writers that 
quite a few hire writing and editing coaches, form writing groups, and attend 
university-affiliated writing workshops like ours, as well as ones offered by na-
tional organizations. Attending to the needs that drive faculty members to these 
resources in the first place would amount to a practical intervention with signif-
icant consequences for writing productivity, community-building, and perhaps 
retention. Hosting writing and editing services on campus would benefit all 
faculty members but would especially serve faculty of color, often lacking insti-
tutional and collegial support for their research programs.

Action 2: Mentorship

Faculty participants also determined that a mentorship program or network spe-
cifically related to writing and publishing would be ideal. Mentoring as a venue 
to create community once faculty are here can help improve the retention rates 
of faculty, and faculty of color, specifically (Jayakumar et al., 2009). For African 
American faculty, both the need for good mentors and writing with a team lead 
to increased quality and quantity of writing (Allen et al., 2018). For GLA par-
ticipants, formalized mentoring that leads to collaborative publication is high-
ly valued. Too, remembering Thomas’s qualitative study indicating the positive 
impact of “collectivist, peer” mentoring (2001, p. 174), we were struck by how 
GLA participants enacted, but did not explicitly discuss this model. During the 
discussion, participants entered resources in the chat, for instance, and made 
informal plans to connect with one another after the session. What was happen-
ing dovetails with findings Alexander and Shaver (2020) detailed in “Disrupting 
the Numbers: The Impact of a Women’s Faculty Writing Program on Associate 
Professors.” In their study, Alexander and Shaver found that when women of the 
same rank spent time together in a common space, they prioritized publication 
and promotional goals. In their review of national faculty writing programs, they 
noted that programs provided “emotional support, even facilitating academic al-
liances and friendships where individuals learn about institutional structures or 
campus politics” (p. 62). Though our participants were neither all women nor 
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all associate professors, GLA members enjoyed connecting in a common space 
and spontaneously shared experiences, advice, and resources.

Creating more opportunities for collectivist peer mentoring among faculty of 
color would likely have similar results as those uncovered by Alexander and Shaver.

Action 3: Time & Space

According to GLA participants, providing faculty members with course release 
or sabbaticals that specifically focus on writing would require prioritizing writ-
ing within colleges and disciplines. Prioritizing faculty writing could involve im-
plementing dedicated weekly blocked time for writing, creating interdisciplinary 
writing accountability groups, and providing workshops on the topics of writing 
and publishing. These sorts of formalized initiatives might function as institu-
tionally sanctioned reprieves from the service burden placed on faculty of color, 
which makes dedicated writing time challenging. As Jones et al. (2015) indicate 
in their study of African American women faculty, “All the participants in this 
study shared how burdened they felt in trying to balance scholarship, student 
advising, service, and teaching” (p. 143). Black faculty members are frequently 
faced with taking on invisible labor, as our participants attested, including cre-
ating networks of support, finding resources outside the university, and dealing 
with exclusionary and/or racist behavior from colleagues. Space also came up 
as a point for action planning—the need for more space and free parking so 
that faculty can easily access designated spaces, as well as reservable spaces in 
university buildings and practical furniture. While an overarching goal is cul-
ture change within academia, incremental steps such as offering course releases, 
monetary incentives, and physical space for faculty of color to focus on writing 
can begin to chip away at unconscious bias.

IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

The themes as a whole—the importance of compensation, the negative effects of 
competition and isolation, and the need for time and space—are likely universal 
amongst tenure-track faculty attempting to develop their research agendas. We 
contend that they have particularity when applied to faculty of color. For example, 
the GLA discussion surrounding inequity, which addressed the lack of recogni-
tion or value attached to the work of faculty of color and a need for collaboration 
and mentorship, was couched in the context of racial bias, microaggressions, and 
blatant discrimination. These conditions wear on people and exact a real toll. In 
their Foreword to Presumed Incompetent, Bettina Aptheker (2012) comments on 
the human cost of inequity: “We are in the university. We are in the labs. We are 
in the law schools and courtrooms, medical schools and operating theaters. We 
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prevail, but sometimes it is at enormous costs to ourselves, to our sense of well-be-
ing, balance, and confidence” (p. xi). The emotional and psychic costs, which are 
sometimes difficult to quantify, underscore why writing support should not be ap-
proached as a universal that applies the same to all. As Sara Ahmed (2012) reminds 
us in On Being Included: Racism and Diversity in Institutional Life, “To recognize 
diversity requires that time, energy, and labor be given to diversity. Recognition is 
thus material as well as symbolic: how time, energy, and labor are directed within 
institutions affects how they surface” (p. 29).

Studies of writing and publishing by writing scholars have considerable room 
to grow in this context. For example, in How Writing Faculty Write: Strategies for 
Process, Product, and Productivity (Tulley, 2018), Women’s Ways of Making It in 
Rhetoric and Composition (Ballif, Davis, & Mountford, 2008), and Publishing in 
Rhetoric and Composition (Olson & Taylor, 1997), we learn how successful writ-
ers have sustained their commitment to writing throughout their careers while 
balancing their roles as teachers, administrators, and mentors. We learn about 
publication venues and processes. Overall, though, these books do not address 
differential forms of support inflected by culture and identity, about surviving as 
an outsider in an insider’s game.

A study by Sandra L. Tarabochia (2020) demonstrates what such research 
might look like. She contends that writing studies scholars who work with faculty 
writers “must honor and promote trajectories of becoming tied to actual bodies, 
histories, emotional landscapes, emerging identities and lived realities” (p. 19). 
Tarabochia’s qualitative study of faculty writers feature three pre-tenure women 
working at a “very high research” institution. One participant in her study, Sadie, 
an education faculty member who identifies as a Black woman, describes how 
schooling created for her a struggle to trust her voice and experience. By the time 
she enters higher education as a tenure-track professor, the voice inside her head 
tells her that “the institution just wants to kill you” (p. 21). Commenting on Sa-
die’s story, Tarabochia addresses the institutional landscape that faculty of color 
and those from marginalized populations find themselves in:

[They] face disproportionate challenges as writers and humans 
fighting to survive systems that not only fail to recognize and 
support their unique trajectories of becoming, trajectories 
built around epistemologies of lived experience, but inflict 
harm on those who contort their trajectories (and epistemol-
ogies) to fit traditional ‘tales of learning’ and pathways to 
success. (p. 23)

Tarabochia’s study illustrates the complexity of faculty writing support for 
faculty trying to navigate these systems.
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In a study of work-life balance, Anwer (2020) describes invisible labor spe-
cific to faculty of color pre- and post-COVID-19: We can be sure that Black 
faculty, and faculty of color more generally, will face (and are already facing) 
an intensification of the demands on their time, their intellectual-emotional 
resources. They will find themselves in a bind—to add to their already mam-
moth workloads or forgo serving on committees, letting them be steered by 
predominantly white faculty and administrators, as they try to “fix” the problem 
of racist campuses. Thus, “this quandary—to participate in the toxicity of being 
tokenized or risk being out altogether—predates COVID-19, of course” (Anw-
er, 2020, p.6).

GLA participants indicated that their identities and lived experiences were 
largely overlooked when it came to support for writing success, as many partic-
ipants reported that the university at large is not supportive of faculty of color 
(although pockets of support do exist), yet it expects high service commitments, 
overburdening these faculty and negatively impacting their writing productivity.

Looking forward, we believe our research could have more impact if it were 
expanded to include the experiences of faculty of color at comparable institu-
tions and a mix of institution types and sizes. We also suggest follow-up re-
search regarding support for women faculty of color, specifically, given their 
disproportionate mentorship and service loads which could impede writing and 
publishing. The support needs of other populations are also worthy of study, 
including faculty members with disabilities and those who identify as LGBTQ+. 
A comparative study exploring the differences between majority faculty and fac-
ulty of color in terms of writing support could shed light onto specific interven-
tions that would benefit faculty of color, specifically, as well as those that would 
benefit all faculty. Examining the interconnections between faculty support for 
writing and publishing and teaching and service, as well, would provide a more 
holistic view of faculty needs. Furthermore, if our suggested action items are 
implemented at our university, follow-up studies must include the assessment 
and evaluation of these programs to measure impact and whether such inter-
ventions were perceived as valuable by faculty of color. In addition, one-on-one 
open-ended interviews would yield valuable insights that could shed more light 
on the way race, ethnicity, and language difference inflect faculty experiences 
in higher education. In a 2016 interview with Cheryl A. Wall, who has worked 
on establishing a Black women’s literary canon, Rashida L. Harrison (2016) 
asks Wall about the importance of increasing diversity to fulfill a university’s 
academic mission and commitment to social justice. “If the university is going 
to continue to produce new knowledge,” answers Wall, “it needs to diversify the 
people who are seeking new knowledge; that includes scholars of color” (p. 55). 
Supporting the needs of these scholars—writing needs, in our case—is essential 
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to the success of diversity and inclusion initiatives. That is, recruiting faculty of 
color won’t lead to substantive change if they end up leaving because of a culture 
that neglects their expertise, voices, lived experiences, and needs.
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write to request your participation in a research study of writing support for 
faculty of color at UC.

Studies of retention rates among faculty of color have shown that “quality of 
experiences once the individual arrives at an institution have the greatest impact 
on retention” (Jayakumar et al. 2009, p. 550; our emphasis). If this holds, then 
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diverse faculty members, our study seeks to better understand how one aspect of 
culture change—writing support—can be keyed to the professional and person-
al circumstances of faculty of color.

If you self-identify as a nontenure track or tenure track faculty member of 
color, and you work at any UC campus where you are required to publish re-
search or creative activity for reappointment, promotion, or tenure, then we 
invite you to take our survey. If you are interested in participating in a follow-up 
discussion about your experiences, you will have an opportunity to indicate your 
interest on the survey. This follow-up is completely optional. Likewise, if you 
wish to exit the survey at any time, you may do so. In that case, your data will 
not be saved.

Data from our study will be used for two purposes: 1) to propose supportive 
faculty writing programming at UC to partners around campus, and 2) to in-
form a book chapter we are writing about this topic.

The UC IRB determined this study to be exempt from review (#2021-0163). 
There are no known risks associated with the study. Participants will remain 
anonymous in our reporting process and will receive no compensation for par-
ticipation in the study. If you have any questions or concerns before or while 
completing the survey, please feel free to contact us via email.

To access the online survey, please follow this link <<link redacted>>>. We 
hope to receive your responses by May 10, 2021.

Thank you for considering this request.
Sincerely,
Dr. Laura Micciche    Professor of English
Facilitator, Taft Faculty Write 
Laura.micciche@uc.edu
Dr. Batsheva Guy    Program 
Director, Strategic Initiatives
CEAS Inclusive Excellence & Community Engagement 
batsheva.guy@uc.eu

APPENDIX B. SURVEY QUESTIONS

Survey: Writing Support for Faculty of Color 
DEMOGRAPHICS
Personal & Familial Characteristics:

1. What is your gender or gender identity? [man, woman, transgender, gender 
non-conforming, genderqueer, preferred response not listed (please specify)]
2. Please indicate the racial or ethnic groups with which you self-identify (check 
all that apply):
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○ Asian/Asian American ○ Black/African American ○ Hispanic/Latinx
○ Middle Eastern/North African
○ Native American/Alaskan Native○ Multiracial
○ White ○ Other

3. Were you born in the U.S.? y/n [if no: In which country were you born?] 4. 
Please indicate your generation status:

○  All of my grandparents and both of my parents were born in the U.S.
○  Both of my parents were born in the U.S.
○ One of my parents was born in the U.S.
○ Neither of my parents were born in the U.S.

4. Did your parents attend college, or are they currently? [yes, one parent; yes, 
both parents; no, neither; I don’t know]
5. Did your parents earn college degrees? [yes, one parent; yes, both parents; no, 
neither; I don’t know; direct to appropriate question below]

What is the highest college degree earned by both of your parents?
o Parent 1: Associates, Bachelor’s, Master’s degree in Arts & Sciences (MA, 
MS), Professional Master’s degree (e.g., MBA, MPA, MSW, MSE, MSN, 
MPH, MFA, etc.), Doctorate + other
o Parent 2: Associates, Bachelor’s, Master’s degree in Arts & Sciences (MA, 
MS), Professional Master’s degree (e.g., MBA, MPA, MSW, MSE, MSN, 
MPH, MFA, etc. + other
What is the highest college degree earned by one parent?
o Associates, Bachelor’s, Master’s degree in Arts & Sciences (MA, MS), 
Professional Master’s degree (e.g., MBA, MPA, MSW, MSE, MSN, MPH, 
MFA, etc.), Doctorate + other

6. In what industry did your parents spend the majority of their working lives? 
Select all that apply. [drop down]

○ Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing & Hunting ○ Utilities
○ Computer & Electronics Manufacturing ○ Wholesale
○ Transportation ○ Warehousing ○ Software 
○ Broadcasting
○ Real Estate, Rental & Leasing
○ Primary/Secondary (K-12) Education ○ Health Care & Social Assistance
○ Hotel & Food Services ○ Legal Services
○ Homemaker ○ Religious
○ Mining
○ Construction ○ Manufacturing ○ Retail
○ Telecommunications
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○ Information Services & Data Processing ○ Finance & Insurance
○ College, University, & Adult Education ○ Other Education Industry
○ Arts, Entertainment, & Recreation
○ Government & Public Administration ○ Scientific or Technical Services
○ Military
○ Other [add answer]

7. Do you have siblings? [yes, no, I don’t know]
8. Did your sibling(s) attend college, or are they currently? [yes, one sibling; yes, 
more than one sibling; no siblings; I don’t know]

○ [1 sib] What is the highest college degree earned by your sibling? [Associ-
ates, Bachelor’s, Master’s degree in Arts & Sciences (MA, MS), Professional 
Master’s degree (e.g., MBA, MPA, MSW, MSE, MSN, MPH, MFA, etc.), 
Doctorate + other]
○ [more than one] Among your siblings, what is the highest college degree 
earned? Click all that apply. [Associates, Bachelor’s, Master’s degree in Arts & 
Sciences (MA, MS), Professional Master’s degree (e.g., MBA, MPA, MSW, 
MSE, MSN, MPH, MFA, etc.), Doctorate + other]

Academic Identity:

1. What is the highest degree you have earned? [Associates, Bachelor’s, Master’s 
degree in Arts & Sciences (MA, MS), Professional Master’s degree (e.g., MBA, 
MPA, MSW, MSE, MSN, MPH, MFA, etc.), Doctorate + other]
2. In what field did you earn your highest degree? [text box] 
3. How long have you worked at UC? [drop down]
4. What is your college? [drop down + other]
5. What is your primary department? [drop down + other]
6. Do you serve in an administrative role? If so, what is your title and 
responsibility?
7. What is your current rank? [Nontenure track assistant professor, NTT associ-
ate professor, NTT full professor, Tenure track assistant professor, Tenured asso-
ciate professor, Tenured full professor + other; answer will direct to appropriate 
questions in next section]
Writing Requirements for Reappointment, Promotion, and Tenure:
For nontenure track, all positions:
1. What genres of writing are required for reappointment and promotion in 
your department? Select all that apply. [article, book chapter, creative work, 
book, conference presentation, internal grant, external grant, not sure, + other]

2. How would you describe your attitude about your readiness to meet these 
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requirements? Check all that apply. [confident, cautiously optimistic, worried, 
frustrated, angry, hopeless, +other]
3. Please briefly explain why you described your attitude as such.
4. What scholarly or creative projects have you worked on during the past two 
years? Click all that apply. [journal article, poem, story, novel, memoir, book 
chapter, book manuscript, grant proposal, research leave/sabbatical application, 
book proposal/prospectus, conference paper, book review, other]
5. Of those projects you’ve worked on, how many have you published, present-
ed, or submitted? [1-5 + other]

For tenure track:
1. What genres of writing are required for reappointment and promotion in 
your department? [article, book chapter, creative work, book, conference pre-
sentation, internal grant, external grant, not sure, + other]
2. How would you describe your attitude about your readiness to meet these 
requirements? Check all that apply. [confident, cautiously optimistic, worried, 
frustrated, angry, hopeless, +other]
3. Please briefly explain why you described your attitude as such.
4. What scholarly or creative projects have you worked on during the past two 
years? Click all that apply. [journal article, poem, story, novel, memoir, book 
chapter, book manuscript, grant proposal, research leave/sabbatical application, 
book proposal/prospectus, conference paper, book review, other]
5. Of those projects you’ve worked on, how many have you published, present-
ed, or submitted? [1-5 + other]

For tenured Aasociate professors:
1. What genres of writing are required for promotion from Associate to Full 
professor in your department? [article, book chapter, creative work, book, con-
ference presentation, internal grant, external grant, not sure, + other]
2. How would you describe your attitude about your readiness to meet these 
requirements? Check all that apply. [confident, cautiously optimistic, worried, 
frustrated, angry, hopeless, +other]
3. Please briefly explain why you described your attitude as such.
4. What scholarly or creative projects have you worked on during the past two 
years? Click all that apply. [journal article, poem, story, novel, memoir, book 
chapter, book manuscript, grant proposal, research leave/sabbatical application, 
book proposal/prospectus, conference paper, book review, other]
5. Of those projects you’ve worked on, how many have you published, presented, 
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or submitted? [1-5 + other]
For tenured full professors:
1. What year did you earn tenure?
2. How frequently have you published or presented your work since earning 
tenure? [drop down]
3. How would you describe your motivation to write and publish research and/
or creative work? [highly motivated, motivated, not motivated, indifferent]
4. Please briefly explain why you described your motivation as such.
5. What scholarly or creative projects have you worked on during the past two 
years? Click all that apply. [journal article, poem, story, novel, memoir, book 
chapter, book manuscript, grant proposal, research leave/sabbatical application, 
book proposal/prospectus, conference paper, book review, other]
6. Of those projects you’ve worked on, how many have you published, present-
ed, or submitted? [1-5 + other]
Background & Writing for Publication

Please indicate your level of agreement with each of the following statements: 
[strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, strongly disagree]

• My cultural background is important to the topics I write about.
• My educational background prepares me for the writing required for 

my success at UC. 
• My family background prepares me for the social environment at UC.
• I have received direct instruction about how to write in my field. 
• I learned how to write for my field by reading widely.
• I learned how to write for my field through trial and error. 
• I am still learning how to write for my field.
• My home community has shaped my commitment to writing and research.
• When I write for professionals in my field, I worry that my work will 

not be taken seriously.
• I feel that I have to be more productive than my white counterparts in 

order to secure my position at UC.
• I often feel that I do not know the unspoken codes of academic writ-

ing and publishing. 
• I feel confident that my voice and perspective are valued in my field.
• My community outside of academia is important to my writing 

productivity.
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Writing Supports

Please indicate your level of agreement with each of the following statements: 
[strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, strongly disagree]

• I have allies in my department or at UC who support my writing 
goals. 

• I have a regular writing group that helps me stay on task.
• My writing group includes faculty of color.
• I have allies at UC who share a similar cultural background and set of 

experiences. 
• I have a mentor or set of mentors who support my writing goals.
• I have a family situation that supports my writing goals.
• I have applied for internal grants or fellowships to support my writing 

goals. 
• I have received internal grants or fellowships to support my writing 

goals. 
• My department allows a semester of leave for research.
• My department assigns value to my research.
• My department rewards my writing accomplishments on par with 

those of colleagues at the same rank.
• My department allows for a flexible teaching schedule to support my 

writing goals. 
• My department assigns me to teach courses that align with my re-

search.
• I feel like I belong in my department, which affects my writing pro-

ductivity. 
• I feel isolated in my department, which affects my writing productiv-

ity.

Writing Needs

Please complete the following statements by selecting all options that apply:

In order to achieve my writing goals, I need [blank] to be productive.

[blank] = a flexible teaching schedule, writing accountability partners, faculty 
of color affinity groups, writing groups, peer mentors, structured writing goals, 
access to grants/fellowships, work-life balance, formal mentorship, professional 
development opportunities, funding for my research, other

Optional: Please feel free to add any comments related to your writing needs 
that will help us understand what you see as factors supporting or inhibiting 
your productivity. [text box]
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Optional: If you were able to give advice to new faculty of color about how to 
achieve their writing goals while at UC, what 1 or 2 pieces of advice would you 
offer?

Follow-Up

In order to better understand the challenges and rewards associated with writing 
productivity for faculty of color at UC, we will be conducting small group ses-
sions for sharing ideas and resources. If you are willing to participate in such a 
session, please add your UC email address here:
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CHAPTER 7.  

WHAT PROFESSIONAL 
ACADEMIC WRITERS WANT 
FROM WRITING COACHING

Beth L. Hewett
Abstract: I examine why professional academic writers seek external 
coaching to address writing and publication challenges, focusing on ad-
vanced scholars using Defend & Publish services. The study reveals that 
writers often turn to coaching when institutional support is insufficient, 
primarily for time management, project organization, and handling 
complex tasks. This chapter illustrates how coaching addresses specific 
gaps in academic support, offering vital assistance for writers struggling 
without institutional resources.

Academic writers, particularly new ones such as those Tarabochia and Madden 
(2019) called “emerging scholars” (p. 423), may “struggle” (p. 424) to write 
and publish their ideas.1 Emerging scholars generally include dissertation writ-
ers and early-stage academics. Studies that have considered some of the writing 
and publication issues encompassing this problem address the sheer challenge 
of writing as a difficult act (Tulley, 2018), the strategies needed to see academic 
writing as a practice of lifelong development (Tarabochia & Madden, 2019), 
first and other language interference (Sharma, 2018), and the challenges authors 
face from the COVID-19 pandemic (Cahusac de Caux, 2021).

To date, these studies have been conducted by interviewing and otherwise 
examining dissertation writers (Bloom, 1981; Chanock, 2007) and eminent ac-
ademics in the writing studies field (Tulley, 2018). Others have considered es-
tablished academic writers in comparison with graduate student writers (Tarab-
ochia & Madden, 2019), international graduate students (Sharma, 2018), 
upcoming scholars in the nursing field (Steinert et al., 2008), and academics 
and faculty more generally (Boice & Jones, 1984; Geller & Eodice 2013; Wells 
& Söderlund, 2017). To add to the data these studies provide, I have examined 
the written requests of advanced, postgraduate scholars—also called professional 
1  Since this article was written, Defend & Publish, LLC was sold and rebranded under the 
name Defend, Publish, and Lead, LLC. Now owned by Dr. Christine Tulley, the company has a 
broadened mission to support academic leadership.

https://doi.org/10.37514/PER-B.2025.2555.2.07
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academic writers—who sought specific coaching at Defend & Publish, LLC 
(D&P) to assist their writing and publication goals.2

One reason it is important to understand these scholars is because approx-
imately 90 percent of postgraduate D&P clients, as evidenced anecdotally in 
our payment discussions, use their own funds rather than departmental or other 
grants for writing coaching. There is a seriousness of purpose involved in spend-
ing one’s own (often sparse) resources to improve academic writing production 
and publication, which, as Tulley (2018) stated, is an investment in becoming 
prolific from which the university itself will gain as much as the academic writer. 
Tarabochia and Madden (2019) indicated that “relatively few universities offer 
sustained and systematic support for advanced writers,” by which they seem to 
mean both graduate level and faculty writers (p. 424). In fact, to argue for such 
support would require some sense of what these academic writers state they 
need for help as well as what writing coaches discern they need through reading 
drafted text and talking with the writers.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

To study these clients’ needs systematically, I asked two research questions:

1. What stops academic writers from writing?
2. What support do they say they need to write productively for professional 

and personal purposes?

I theorized that these research questions might be answered in ways similar 
to the need of less experienced writers. Fluency of content as honed through a 
reading, writing, and revision process; form as determined rhetorically through 
audience-sensitive organization or persuasive arrangement; and correctness via 
editing are key features in much writing, as often attributed to Shaughnessy 
(1979), but these ideas are as old as the ancient rhetorical canon of invention, 
arrangement, and style central to Greek and Roman rhetorical education (see, 
for example, works by Cicero). These also are composing challenges of fluen-
cy and dysfluency that generally might resemble concerns of less experienced 
writers but that would increase in complexity as writers become professional 
academics and delve deeply into multifaceted intellectual and rhetorically so-
phisticated problems (Britton et al., 1975). And while writing failure can have 
important lessons for any writer (Brooke & Carr, 2015), I suspected that profes-
sional academic writers might minimally need assistance with fluency, form, and 
correctness to meet their goals.

2  Despite its new ownership and rebranding, the major mission of D&P remains sufficiently 
similar to D, P, & L that I will refer to D&P in the present tense in this article.
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Yet their very professional lives also seemed likely to affect their ability to 
begin and complete writing projects such that publication, if that was their goal, 
could be achieved. The need to engage with scholarly writing involves much 
investigation and research, processes that busy academics must build into their 
lives. Those with academic jobs theoretically have time built in although many 
are in overwork situations in which they must teach too many courses or their 
teaching is combined with heavy leadership or service workloads that preclude 
time for research and writing (see, for example, Association of Departments of 
English, 1992; Bourelle, et al., 2022). Thus, researching, writing (and rewrit-
ing), and publishing an article—several of which may be required to achieve 
job security—must be worked into an already-tight schedule. Books, which are 
more complex still, need to be shoehorned into one’s schedule but also may be 
such an unfamiliar genre that the processes involved in creating a saleable book 
would seem daunting, indeed.

I decided to draw data from questionnaires required of all new D&P clients, 
involving only the postgraduate scholars whose projects include articles, books, 
and job-search and career-focused materials from 2019 to 2021. To report on 
patterns stemming from these academic writers’ expressed needs, using these 
questionnaires alone enabled me to conduct an internal investigation without 
violating information stipulated as private in client contracts or overstepping 
ethical concerns (Bogdan & Bicklen, 1992).

The patterns I found strongly suggested an encompassing composing fluency 
and dysfluency problem in which all these clients’ other writing needs reside or 
to which they are connected. Composition fluency regards people’s ability to 
express orally and in writing the main point of the project—its thesis or argu-
ment—as well as its purpose as attendant to a particular audience (Ong, 1975; 
Porter, 1996). Many writers are unable to express themselves fluently at the in-
ception of a project because they are still working out their ideas, something that 
social constructivists recognize as a process often aided by discussion and col-
laborative thinking (Bruffee, 1983, 1994). That’s the practical reason for drafts 
but also for writing coaching overall. Writers often experience composition dys-
fluency when they are beginning to understand data or reasoning in terms of 
their research question(s), main points, or argumentative claim. In brief, I sur-
mised that postgraduate clients may come to coaching because the broad view 
of projects with many moving parts and layers of argument is too complex for 
some writers to comprehend at once—particularly when time deprived—sug-
gesting that peer-based coaching assistance can help. In fact, the results of this 
study’s analysis strongly indicate that all the issues with which the writers in the 
study requested help were connected to an overarching sense of composition 
dysfluency that could be addressed only by grappling with various aspects of 
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writing, attending to writing through attention to fluency, form, and correctness 
at its base. Writers could not finish struggling until they were finished writing, 
and they could not be finished writing until they had wrestled their thinking 
and writing from composition dysfluency to fluency. Albeit not writing per se, 
finding time for reading, thinking, writing, and building individually helpful 
writing habits also were key to fluency. Coaching supported all these outcomes.

COACHING SETTING

Positionality

I am a white scholar and the first and former owner of D&P (now D, P, & L 
under owner Christine Tulley), which is an academic writing coaching compa-
ny that for 20 years has provided writing support to graduate students writing 
articles and dissertations and to professional academic writers producing articles 
and books as well as promotion and tenure documents and other career-focused 
documents. Although I have worked at several institutions of higher education, 
I was not thus employed when I started D&P. Nonetheless, I consider myself 
to be a working academic scholar, not an “alt-ac,” a term that demeans those 
without the increasingly less available traditional, full-time, tenure-line academ-
ic positions.

My goal in forming the company was to provide necessary academic support 
services to scholars who otherwise might not meet their goals of successfully writ-
ing and defending dissertations or publishing academic articles and books. My 
motivation was a strong desire to see struggling people—particularly those who 
had a later start in academics—succeed. In addition to having been successful in 
both these skills in my early forties, I had been a primary developer of the writ-
ing theory and practice for undergraduate online-based writing coaching at both 
Smarthinking and TutorVista, which are online tutoring programs. Yet I wanted 
to improve on those approaches (Hewett, 2015b), believing I could create a com-
pany that satisfied both coaches and clients, one that is constrained not by larger 
corporate goals but by goals that directly address individual writers’ needs based on 
their personal situations and steeped in contemporary rhetoric and composition 
theory, particularly theory that considered the characteristics of online writing in-
struction (Hewett & Ehmann, 2004; Hewett, 2015a). D&P works remotely with 
adult writers from all disciplines. I chose to develop D&P as an online company 
that uses phone, video, email, text, shared text through software like Google Docs 
for asynchronous and synchronous interactions, and (rarely) onsite modalities 
(Hewett & Ehmann, 2004; Hewett et al., 2022; Selber, 2004). Online interactions 
increase potential accessibility for clients (Oswal, 2015; Oswal & Hewett, 2013) 
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as well as useful professionalization in online instructional settings for coaches as 
(future) faculty (Hewett & Ehmann, 2004; Rice, 2015).

d&P PhilosoPhy

The company’s coaching philosophy is that writing is a skill that can be taught 
and learned. The general D&P goals are for clients to complete their desired 
projects successfully; to write with confidence; and to use their writing skills 
in varied settings, for different topics, and with multiple audiences. Although 
clients may return to D&P for additional support with new projects, the com-
pany’s goals are to teach, mentor, and support writers toward a sense of indepen-
dence and mastery.

d&P coaches

Regardless of their other working circumstances, coaches in D&P are recognized 
as academic scholars who choose to individually coach their academic peers in 
a wide range of writing challenges. In hiring coaches, I sought a diverse pool of 
rhetoric and composition or other communication studies PhD holders who 
teach or had taught in higher education settings. It is critical to the company’s 
mission that coaches be experienced writing instructors who can work collab-
oratively with those whom they coach. Unlike companies that hire psycholo-
gists, for example, to assist graduate students with emotional issues connected to 
dissertation writing, D&P coaches are published academic writers (many with 
books), seasoned instructors, and have successfully completed and defended 
their doctorates in writing or other closely related communication disciplines. 
As new coaches, they are mentored in addressing the emotional aspects of writ-
ing under pressure, and they teach the writing skills that their clients need, ad-
dressing but going beyond the psychology of writer’s block, for example. To be 
hired, coaches need to be sufficiently steeped in rhetoric and composition theory 
and practice to be able to assist adult writers with a wide range of skill levels and 
expressed needs (CCCC, 2013, 2015). To that end, they need to be open to 
learning some adult education theory (Knowles et al., 1998; Marshak, 1983). 
Coaches also need sufficient educational flexibility to recognize when writers’ 
expressed needs are not their actual needs at specific times in the writing process, 
and they must be able to approach and potentially convince adult writers—both 
novice and seasoned— that another direction might be fruitful. Finally, they 
need to understand something about reading in a digital age, because more often 
than they might originally think, the client’s writing problem is one of reading 
for comprehension and the ability to analyze reading for their topic’s purposes, 
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synthesize it, and theorize from it (Hewett, 2015a; Hewett et al., 2022, see 
Chapter 6; Keller, 2014).

In the past, these requirements unfortunately produced a somewhat nar-
row coaching pool. Although I actively sought to hire coaches from minority 
sectors, not as many scholars of color or scholars from different cultures have 
applied as white scholars; nonetheless, all who so self-identified were at least 
interviewed and given the initial training tasks (CCCC, 2016a). Some people of 
any background have chosen not to continue training while others successfully 
completed the practicum. More bilingual speakers and intercultural candidates 
have applied than people of color (NextGen, n.d.). Similarly, more white wom-
en than men of any background have applied, although the company now boasts 
of a somewhat more balanced women to men ratio. The pipeline for diversity in 
rhetoric and composition is narrow, and these coaching demographics appear to 
match it (McClain & Murray, 2016).

To support hiring a strong coaching faculty, D&P offers four specific benefits 
to coaches. First, coaches are paid a high hourly wage for what is known as con-
tract labor. For ethical reasons, their hourly wage far exceeds that of most coaches 
in the writing industry (see, for example, Smarthinking wages for PhD instructors, 
which from my anecdotal experience has been as low as $15.00 per hour with lit-
tle chance for raises) and exceeds the payment that adjunct instructors receive for 
working with multiple courses (CCCC, 2016b; MLA, 2023a, 2023b). At the time 
this chapter was written, new D&P coaches started at $30 per hour with rapid 
incremental increases upward of $60 per hour to honor their skills and abilities. 
Some coaches have enough clients to live on their wages (Christine Tulley, per-
sonal conversation, 7 June 2023). Second, all coaches receive the same training in 
coaching skills relevant both to writing instruction and working with adult writers 
in online settings. Such training, taken from contemporary writing and online 
writing theory (CCCC, 2013, 2015; Hewett et al., 2022), involves:

1. close reading of draft writing for strengths and weaknesses; 
2. articulating in writing both opinions about that writing and educated 

suggestions for revising it, which can be decidedly more difficult to do 
in writing than orally because such suggestions require mature, tactful 
approaches to little-known clients;

3. discerning, naming, and teaching strategies for fluency, which includes 
modeling revision and talking through client questions; and

4. determining when and how to teach time management and realistic ex-
pectations to overscheduled, often perfectionist writers.

For all these coaching concerns, new coaches are assigned a seasoned coach 
mentor to assist them with their first several clients. Third, once trained and 
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mentored, coaches have a great deal of autonomy in when and how they coach 
their clients, reporting once monthly on their progress and client needs. This 
autonomy honors the skill level of PhD holders in rhetoric and composition 
while supporting them whenever they have questions or problems. Finally, D&P 
coaches have additional professional opportunities to develop and teach webi-
nars, compose and publish writing blogs and podcasts, and participate collabora-
tively in other company work. All combined, D&P is a legitimate, theory-driven 
faculty development venue of as much value to coaches as to their clients.

d&P clients

Clients come from a wide variety of demographics, including both novice aca-
demics and seasoned scholars of all ages. Although D&P does not collect such 
information as it is unnecessary to working individually with clients, clients have 
at times self-disclosed their ages, races, ethnicities, cultures, sexual preferences, 
and gender identities. Nonetheless, coach training does involve working with a 
diverse clientele (NCTE, 2020, 2023; Pimentel et al., 2017). D&P does query 
them about their language/s fluidity and learning challenges such as ADHD, 
dyslexia, and reading disabilities, which are central to assisting them (Franke et 
al., 2012). Clients come from both traditional and for-profit universities and 
colleges; dissertating students from the latter institutions often struggle from in-
sufficient committee support, inexperienced dissertation chairs, or exceptionally 
rigid, lockstep dissertation instructions and requirements. Many clients succeed 
at their goals and return for additional support or recommend D&P by word of 
mouth. Others leave coaching before completing their work with the coach, but 
some later report they finished their writing successfully, occasionally crediting a 
D&P coach for the support that got them moving forward in a useful direction.

D&P has had clients who work with coaches for merely weeks and others 
who dig in with coaches for months and years on ongoing manuscripts of vary-
ing lengths, sometimes more than one at a time. A few clients have worked on 
revising dissertations into books and others have used coaching to develop books 
geared toward a popular audience. In my tenure leading and coaching at D&P, 
some clients stand out. One of my clients, a gay scholar of color, has completed 
and published five articles and one book regarding racial trauma; during these 
years, he has also worked with me on tenure and other job-focused documents, 
advancing from assistant to associate to full professor and serving two years as 
department chair. I found myself unable to assist one international client whose 
writing was so strong that I could not find appropriate ways to help her edit it 
to a briefer manuscript; she was deeply unhappy with me. Only one client, a 
busy school administrator, failed her dissertation attempt (mentored well under 
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another coach) because the client was unable to bring herself to tighten her focus 
and make the document sufficiently her own; in other words, she could not see 
her occasional plagiarism of major documents, could not use advice about her 
apparent thesis, and ran out of time after apparent procrastination.3 Only one 
unrepentant client had a contract terminated for services due to obvious plagia-
rism and his stated desire that I do the writing for him.

 METHOD

To research what clients have requested as writing project support and why, I 
used a qualitative, grounded theory approach, allowing categories to emerge 
from the data (Creswell, 2014; Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). These categories often 
involved the same data viewed from differing perspectives. At times, the data was 
cross-referenced. The data came from 19 (of an original 20) randomly selected 
client questionnaires from 2019 to 2021, which means many former clients’ 
needs were not captured in the study. These questionnaires were completed by 
postgraduate academic writers seeking coaching support primarily in scholarly 
articles and books, as well as job search materials.

Although they had many similar concerns regarding fluency and dysfluency, 
I eliminated dissertation writers from the pool of possible participants for this 
study, preferring to focus on professional academics. Dissertation writers certain-
ly have needs beyond merely researching and writing: learning how to navigate 
their committees, meeting timelines for an extensive book-length monograph, 
presenting original material in dissertation defense and conference settings, and 
offering oral rebuttals and additional information to interested parties to these 
presentations. Presumably, however, the professional academic writers in the 
participant pool had navigated these more novice issues and were engaged with 
other concerns that affected their desired, new, or ongoing employment.

In addition to article and book writing, I included job search and career-fo-
cused documents for promotion and tenure because several clients specifically 
referenced these needs in their new client questionnaires. As part of D&P new 
client protocol, I also provided a 30-minute, no-cost, phone or video consulta-
tion to each of these clients. However, in the data collection and analysis, I used 
only their written questionnaire responses and not my contextualizing notes 
from the consultation; to the degree possible, I wanted to study the research 
questions from their own words and not from notes filtered through my under-
standing of the interaction (Creswell, 2014). Because D&P promises complete 

3  She seems to be one of the rarer clients who, in retrospect, might have benefited more from 
a weekly onsite appointment that might have been harder to skip than an online meeting.
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confidentiality to clients, which includes not revealing any personally identify-
ing information and intellectual property, in this study I offer no personal or 
professional details that, while contextualizing, might breach clients’ privacy. 
Additionally, I quote only the most generic of coaching requests as any more 
specific requests might leave clients open to identification.

All new clients complete a new client questionnaire to assist in a propri-
etary process that includes the Initial Reading Report. Questionnaires provide 
space for such information as (1) name; (2) institution; (3) degree-level desired 
or held; (4) discipline; (5) languages in which the client reads and writes; (6) 
learning challenges or accommodations needed; (7) project on which the client 
is working; (8) desired or required deadlines; (9) why the individual is seeking a 
writing coach; (9) writing, time management, or interpersonal concerns that are 
interfering with finishing the project; (10) types of help the client desires; and 
(11) any other information the client wishes to share.

Client needs typically do not fall into tidy categories despite the question-
naire’s organized questions. Often, clients do not constrict themselves to the 
textboxes identified for each question; they might talk about first-language 
interference under more than one question, for example. For this study, I 
organized the data into two overarching categories of (1) the type/s of desired 
assistance in coaching, including actions the client wanted from a coach, and 
(2) the contextualizing concerns that may affect completing a project and the 
coaching interactions. After completing this categorization of the data, I then 
broke down the information into more discrete analyzable chunks. Finally, I 
synthesized all the data under the overarching category of challenges related 
to composing fluency and dysfluency (including strengthening writing and 
reading), as shown below.

ReQuested coachinG actions foR d&P 
PRofessional academic WRiteRs

• Overarching Challenges
 ◦ Composing Fluency and Dysfluency
 ◦ Strengthen Writing
 ◦ Strengthen Reading

• Desired Coaching
 ◦ Publishing Processes
 ◦ Formula Development
 ◦ Genre Transitions
 ◦ Writing Processes
 ◦ Time and Project Management
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• Contextualizing Concerns
 ◦ Original and Additional Languages
 ◦ Disclosed Disabilities
 ◦ Life-work Balance

Figure 7.1 conceptualizes the overarching dysfluency to fluency challenges with 
writing and reading as their primary concerns even when their words do not spe-
cifically articulate writing and reading as their issues in achieving fluency. I make 
this distinction through observation of hundreds of clients and thousands of stu-
dent writers whose fluency problems emerge specifically in muddled writing and 
who often cannot describe, summarize, paraphrase, analyze, or synthesize what 
they had read to reach their thesis or main point, hence rendering them unable to 
cogently theorize for an audience (coaches or other readers) what sometimes seems 
clear in their minds. Although reading at higher levels of intellectual pursuit often 
is dismissed as unnecessary to teach or discuss, the differences between digital and 
traditional paper-based reading as well as increasingly more challenging material 
can interfere with fluency and compromise writing fluency (Hewett, 2015b). In 
Figure 7.1, this study’s clients desired coaching and contextualizing concerns are nest-
ed within the overarching category of fluency from dysfluency. In this chapter’s 
Data section, many of these stated concerns are subcategorized as well.

Figure 7.1. D&P Professional academic writers’ reasons for seeking coaching

demoGRaPhics

I randomly selected 20 client questionnaires from D&P clients who entered 
coaching from 2019 to 2021 and were internally filed as working on scholarly 
articles and books specifically. I discarded one outlier, a client with an MS de-
gree who sought entrance into a PhD program that required a published paper 
for admittance. The rest of these clients held PhDs and held or sought facul-
ty positions. Clients identified themselves as being in humanities (e.g., writing 
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studies, history, English literature), social sciences (e.g., nursing, psychology, 
social work, business management), and STEM (e.g., biology, chemistry) dis-
ciplines with some cross-disciplinary approaches. Of these, five were male and 
14 were female. At the time of completing the questionnaire, all 19 either were 
part-time or full-time faculty or seeking a position in a postsecondary institution 
with ranks from assistant, associate, and full professor; a few clients indicated 
that they held academic leadership positions. Several clients with jobs in aca-
demia were seeking new jobs and considered themselves to be on the market or 
desiring to be on the market soon. Two clients identified themselves as working 
internationally and 17 worked in the United States.

DATA

desiRed assistance

The desired assistance that clients requested consisted of six overarching catego-
ries: fluency and dysfluency, publishing processes, formula development, genre 
transitions, writing processes, and time and project management. These catego-
ries tended to entail additional subcategories for understanding clients’ needs, as 
I outline and describe below.

Composing Fluency and Dysfluency

I coded only clients who explicitly requested help with composing fluency and 
dysfluency under this category. Composition fluency is the ability to express 
one’s ideas clearly and cogently both orally and in writing. This oral aspect holds 
the primacy of orality over writing, as Ong (2002) indicated, suggesting that 
although one might not be able to express an idea orally prior to writing, that 
expressive ability is part of a composing process in which orality and writing 
are intertwined. Composition dysfluency often occurs early in the project when 
writers are sorting through their ideas. With argumentation, a prominent schol-
arly genre, writers must understand their logical reasoning in the context of data 
from many sources, research question/s, main points, and argumentative claims, 
among other concerns. Clients may come to coaching because the broad view, 
so to speak, is far too large or the many competing points of a project appear 
to be floating in front of them much like disconnected clouds. These are issues 
of finding fluency in writing. Seven clients indicated a need for assistance from 
composing dysfluency to fluency.

This coaching request seemed implicit. None of the clients outright said, 
“Please help me become fluent with my topic and data.” Instead, I discerned 
the need for composing fluency assistance primarily from the stated need for 
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conversation with a coach about the project in process. One client specifically 
asked for “intelligent conversations” while another requested to “have produc-
tive, involved conversations about how to best move this piece forward.” This 
second client also expressed a sense of being “capable” but “I really just need 
someone who can see the big picture of the piece.” A third person similarly indi-
cated needing to talk about the project, stating that it was essential to “verbalize 
to someone what I am trying to argue and what I’m thinking” and to receive 
“help with talking out arguments and chapters.” The fourth client said: “I’d like 
to talk through my ideas with someone who can ask pointed questions.”

Composing fluency is not only an issue of orality; dysfluency tends to under-
lie writing that appears to be disconnected or lacking cohesion. Other requests 
for fluency indicated a sense of being confused about the project’s direction or 
endpoint rather than need for oral conversation. The fifth client in this category 
requested that the coach help with determining material that should and should 
not be kept within the project, expressing a sense of being “lost in the many ideas 
that research generates” making “writing them out very challenging because I keep 
understanding things differently.” A sixth client expressed lack of “clarity in writ-
ing” while making a specific transition from one discipline’s writing requirements 
to that of another discipline: “I really need help understanding why I’m not good 
at communicating my ideas in writing.” Finally, the seventh client in this category 
expressed that the book project did not have a “throughline,” insofar as “It takes 
me a long time to discover my argument. I get absorbed in analysis, in many pos-
sible directions.” These three stated dysfluency issues seemed to indicate a sense of 
being perplexed about how to compose when ideas are not fully developed.

Publishing Processes

Publishing and the publication process is new to many clients who seek to un-
derstand what a manuscript should do, how to target a journal and/or its audi-
ence, and the steps one must take to write a potentially successful manuscript. 
These issues often occur for newer academics who have little to no experience 
with publishing but find themselves needing to publish either to secure an ac-
ademic job or to keep it. Continuing contracts, tenure, and promotion often 
require journal publication in well-regarded, field-specific journals. However, 
more experienced academics also may request assistance with the revision pro-
cess of a rejected or long-neglected “revise and resubmit” piece.

Seven clients asked for assistance with publishing or the publication process. 
One expressed a sense of being “overwhelmed and clueless” given insufficient 
“mentorship in my [graduate] program” and needing assistance from the “very 
basics.” Like the first client, the second client asked for support in “preparing and 
reviewing the submission packet,” a process that can eliminate authors who do not 
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pay attention to the details. Similarly, the third client requested coaching to assist 
with “identify[ing] places I can publish and help me with the application.” Anoth-
er requested support with revising manuscripts that had received a revise-and-re-
submit response from a journal; additionally, this client indicated that other man-
uscripts had been rejected outright, suggesting that the manuscript was unsound 
or that the selected journal hosted the wrong audience for its message or style. This 
client mentioned not knowing how to read and address reviewer feedback. A fifth 
client was employed in a position that required frequent publication of scholarly 
articles as well as successful grant writing. For this person, the article manuscripts 
and grant applications were “at different stages of preparations” with some in re-
view and others due within two months. Finally, the sixth and seventh clients were 
interested in coaching for book publication, expressing needs for “help under-
standing the book publishing cycle, editor expectations, proposal-writing norms” 
and “help in the crafting of the book proposal/proposal process.”

Formula Development

Writing studies professionals sense that writing is an organic process in which 
different projects develop uniquely. However, people from other disciplines may 
see writing as just another process in a series of professional processes that com-
prise a career. If writing is just a process consisting of steps A-Z, there logically 
should be some concrete steps one can take to circumvent difficulties and to 
make any project move forward more efficiently. Time is an issue in such cases as 
academics have competing tasks to which they can devote only so many hours. 
Therefore, one might consider it reasonable to fashion a specific formula for 
developing and completing a writing project.

Two clients specifically asked for assistance in cultivating formulas for writ-
ing more efficiently and effectively. In the first case, the client desired “some sort 
of formula, process, or technique” that would help in developing more than 
one scholarly article from a larger project. The client indicated that the formula 
would “hopefully” be useable “in the future, too.” In the second case, the client 
was interested in “improving my writing productivity” through an increase of 
“the number of typed pages” to a specific “unit of writing time,” a mathematical 
proposition for writing. Productivity was important to this client as this per-
son experienced spending “too much time finishing the projects,” estimating 
as many as six hours daily and five days per week. Specific parts of the writing 
process, such as “early drafts … [take] too long.”

Genre Transitions

I use the term “Genre Transitions” here to include overarching project types. 
Specifically, clients expressed themselves as desiring support in moving the 
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dissertation to articles, article writing generally, moving the dissertation to a 
book, book writing generally, and multiple genre requests. Such project types 
represent some of the major genres that academics attempt to write. Others, 
such as grant writing and job search and career documents, are not included 
here because these genres were not indicated as separate, major project goals, 
although they were mentioned in some client questionnaires as part of multiple 
projects in which the clients were involved. Furthermore, a different form of 
genre transitioning could occur when writers moved from the composing style 
and conventions of their home disciplines to that of another discipline; two 
clients mentioned this goal.

Dissertation to Article

In the first subcategory of “Genre Transitions,” 6 of the 19 clients requested 
support with moving the dissertation to one or more articles. In this subcate-
gory, the requests were remarkably similar in terms of the need to break down 
the larger project into smaller parts that, once separated, would comprise an 
argument. In this situation, the dissertation might have been completed recently 
or years earlier.

The first client requested help with “understanding where to put the lines 
in my existing project to break it down”; such actions of taking apart a larger 
project like a dissertation required knowing what data to include in which po-
tential article/s, whether specific chapters could be taken wholesale to develop 
cogent articles, and “how do I know if I have done enough new writing?” This 
last issue suggests a need to understand what specifically comprises an article 
of the kind the client was envisioning (e.g., literature review? methods? discus-
sion? theories?). The second client also needed assistance with deconstructing 
the “long dissertation chapters” to write “high impact journal articles” as well as 
determining where to publish them because of going on the job market within 
one academic year. Similarly, a third client asked for support with “develop[ing] 
an article from a broader piece such as a diss chapter” given that a dissertation 
often has or appears to have “multiple arguments” from which a “core thesis” or 
narrowed focus must be determined. Another client had tried already to publish 
an article from a dissertation chapter; the manuscript, which the writer had been 
crafting and recrafting for two years, was rejected and needed to be fully revised. 
The fifth client wanted to develop two articles from the dissertation and request-
ed assistance with the entire journal manuscript process from determining “top-
ics,” to “deciding on potential journals,” and learning “how to approach writing 
a journal article” as “a new process for me.” Finally, the sixth client requested 
help with creating five articles from the dissertation, each of which would be de-
veloped from models that the writer found within the project’s data. This client 
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also saw potential for “possibly a few other ideas I see from my dissertation,” 
which was an unusual number of articles overall to be imagined from a disserta-
tion project that might, instead, have been a candidate for a book project.

Article Writing

Six clients requested assistance with article writing generally. These clients had 
been working on projects beyond the dissertation, and they were seeking sup-
port with various processes in developing articles. For example, the first client 
had been working on an article project for more than 18 months and expressed 
“need[ing] help getting it over the finish line.” Among the tasks the client high-
lighted were the article’s structure, the “right writing tasks for each part,” “flow,” 
editing, and developing a potentially successful “submission packet” for the 
completed manuscript. This client had a particular submission timeline in mind. 
The second client, a scientist, expressed a career need for constant publication. 
The requested assistance was: “To guide me through generative writing and or-
ganizing steps. To optimize my editing process.” A third client, whose manu-
script had received “lots of bad reviews,” wanted help with “clarity” in revising 
the piece. The fourth client had a large item list for writing a publishable article 
from research that had occurred post-dissertation. This individual also indicated 
not “receiv[ing] support with publication in my PhD program” as teaching, not 
research, was its focus. A few years into a tenure-line program, this client had no 
publications and wanted assistance with “shaping” newly researched “ideas/data” 
into “a journal article in reasonable time.” Concerns included the order in which 
one should write and how to narrow down or weed out a great deal of material. 
This client mentioned a future desire to develop one article from the dissertation 
but that the current project was newer and therefore more important to publish 
first. A fifth client sought to publish two articles by the end of the year as well as 
some “creative” writing. In particular, “Academic publications could be the lad-
der to begin finding a better job elsewhere.” Finally, a sixth client was working 
on a specific article that this individual considered to be a “larger project” and 
had completed another “article-length manuscript” submitted for review at the 
discipline’s premier journal.

Dissertation to Book

One client of 19 indicated a desire to create a book from the dissertation, a 
process that often requires a great deal of revision and reimagination of the proj-
ect’s audience and purpose. This client had been working on the revision from 
dissertation to book for more than five years, and a “goal for achieving publica-
tion of my book is tenure and career advancement.” As a social-sciences scholar, 
this client was focusing the book to a humanities audience, which is a form of 
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crossing genres and requested “help in the crafting of the book proposal/propos-
al process” particularly.4

Book Writing

Conceptualizing a book project that is not from a dissertation differs from pro-
posing and completing a dissertation in form, audience, and purpose. Four cli-
ents specifically requested coaching with book projects. These request statements 
tended to be more about describing the overall project, but I discerned some 
specific writing-focused desires from them.

The first client expressed: “I need to [get] help conceptualizing my book 
project and keeping the theme consistent throughout the various chapters as 
well as assistance with editing.” The second client was more verbal about the 
entire project’s inception, research and data collection that had occurred over 
several years’ time. This person indicated a personal desire to publish the ma-
terial given promises made to study subjects. Requested support included how 
to manage a book project particularly within a heavy job “workload,” how to 
find and articulate the most “valuable points,” “honest” coach feedback, learning 
when new data is needed and when to let go of unnecessary information, and 
“understanding the book publishing cycle, editor expectations, proposal-writing 
norms.” The issue of writing a book while working an academic job (as well as 
for the purposes of maintaining an academic job) emerged for one dean, the 
third client in this category, who requested “feedback on my writing. Revising 
with the readers’ reviews in mind.” Finally, the fourth client, who had been 
working on the manuscript for four years, wanted a coach to “to assist my tenure 
requirements” while also wanting “copy editing help” and “keeping the chapters 
connected with the overall book thesis,” in addition to stated fluency-based op-
portunities to talk out ideas.

Multiple Projects in Different Genres

Three clients indicated that they were working on several genres at once, making 
it important for coaches to use the questionnaires to proffer a first understand-
ing of their goal priority. The first client in this subcategory requested “coaching 
in article development” toward tenure, desiring “start to finish work” in using 
“explanatory detail and researched support,” clarity of writing, revision, and ed-
iting. Beyond this project, the client waned to work on the tenure file to “deep-
[en]” the “next draft for possible contract after review.” The second client, a sea-
soned academic with multiple publications, sought coaching to develop stronger 

4  Another client sought to make such a disciplinary-based genre movement, this time from a 
science to a social science writing approach.
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accountability for both article completion and a book, primarily from a desire to 
achieve promotion but also from a desire to clear the desk to focus on the book 
alone. A third client also desired coaching assistance with both articles and a 
book project to develop consistency of writing and progress on all the projects.

Writing Process

Many of the 19 writers in this study indicated a need for coaching with various 
writing processes. I categorized these discretely to better understand what these 
academic writers considered important for their projects. These processes—of 
which clients tended to request more than one—are content, organization, style 
and correctness, research, length, and drafting and revision. Readers may notice 
that some of these quoted statements have been used in support of other catego-
ries for client support requests as writing processes often are entangled with, for 
example, genre or fluency.

Content Generation

Thirteen clients either overtly or obliquely mentioned a need for content de-
velopment or other content-focused assistance in coaching. Examples of overt 
requests regarding content generation include: 

• “to guide me through generative writing”
• “narrowing the focus; determining core definitions; … determining a 

core thesis from multiple arguments”
• “also need to discuss narrowing my thesis and reframing my introduc-

tion”
• “deciding on topics”
• “coaching in article development, use of explanatory detail and re-

searched support for argument”
• “help articulating the most valuable points, then drawing upon the 

findings to illustrate them”

Examples of content-focused comments that are more oblique may appear 
more mechanical in nature; however, underlying them is the ever-present need 
for content with which to work. These examples include:

• “how to research, write, and publish”
• “high-level academic writing”

Organization

Four clients made specific requests for assistance with the organization of 
their writing. Organization references might address how to arrange the 
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overall project to section-, paragraph-, and sentence-level issues, but organi-
zation also included when to begin writing particular portions or sections of 
text. The first client asked for help with “set[ting] the right writing tasks for 
each part [of the structure]” along with advice on “flow and structure.” The 
second client simply mentioned “organizing steps.” The third client expressed 
a problem with organization relative to the article’s disciplinary conventions 
for an argument:

Order of information can be a challenge for me, as the [XYZ] 
I’m writing about is a minor work by a major [XYZ], so I’m 
never sure how much summary to provide or where to place 
it. Most critical essays I’ve read on this piece open with a sum-
mary of the [XYZ], but this necessarily delays the thesis by at 
least a paragraph. Need help managing how much of which 
information should be here and in what order.

The client’s understanding of the disciplinary conventions required specific 
coaching feedback for various ways this writer might construct the written ar-
gument. Finally, the fourth client requested “guidance in what order to write 
things,” which, in the context of the questionnaire, seemed to indicate not where 
something would appear in the text necessarily but more likely the process of 
when to write particular parts of the text.

Style and Correctness

Issues of style and correctness occurred in 10, or nearly half, of the clients’ 
questionnaire requests. Three clients asked more for support with style insofar as 
they sought concision, sentence structure assistance, and clearer writing: “concise 
writing, sentence structure,” “clarity in writing [in the context of communicating 
ideas better],” and “advising on flow and structure.” Regarding style in a more 
mechanical sense—but one that is important for publishing—one client requested 
coaching assistance with “citation styles for particular journals” and moving from 
the previously familiar style (e.g., MLA) to a newer one for that person (e.g., APA). 
Six clients specifically asked for assistance with editing their finished work. One of 
those six requested support in “writing clearly, revising, and editing,” which sug-
gests a concurrent interest in style. Other requests for editing were brief:

• “helping to edit”
• “to optimize my editing process” 
• “editing”
• “assistance with editing”
• “I also could use some copy-editing help”
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Research

Two clients asked for coaching support with issues of research for larger projects. 
They seemed to want assistance with finding how researched data and published 
literature fit within a larger project. The first client asked for “help knowing 
whether to gather new data, help letting go of some of the findings for now so I 
can focus on this project.” The second client sought to talk about research and 
research methods with a coach in order to start a new project well: “I’m in a bit 
of a lull as I start to search through a series of interconnected ideas and plans 
to consider, what next I should focus on, and how I should proceed (research 
methods).” Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, something I touch upon later, 
the client expressed a need to “talk through research methods with someone” 
because, despite “a general familiarity with a variety of research methods,” the 
pandemic had caused functional challenges with “travel and human subjects 
research” that needed to be surmounted.

Length

Issues of article length emerged for only two clients. The first client indicated a 
generalized “need to trim down and refocus the article,” while the second took 
that need further into decision making: “I need someone to help me make deci-
sions about what to keep and what to do.”

Drafting and Revision

It can be difficult to separate the often-concurrent processes of drafting and 
revising those drafts. In general, clients tended to see drafting as a process of 
writing new text, taking text apart, and putting it together. They most often 
discussed revision as a process required by journals or editors before publica-
tion would be possible. One client indicated that drafting, particularly the early 
drafting process, was a tedious practice that simply “takes too long” to finish. 
Two other clients focused on the breaking apart of earlier text as in taking a dis-
sertation and dismantling it into chapters (i.e., “Can any chapters be stand-alone 
publications?”) and the putting together of apparently fragmented text (i.e., “It 
looks more like a set of articles than a cohesive book with a focused argument”). 
All clients who specifically mentioned revision or intimated a need for it did 
so in the context of reviewer feedback and whether and how they were revising 
with feedback in mind:

• “Please let me know if … I frame the narrative in the revision accord-
ing to the feedback.”

• “revising R&R and not accepted article ms, to include addressing 
reviewer feedback”
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• “revise and publish a previously rejected article draft”
• “lots of bad reviews”
• “approaching reviewer feedback and making necessary alterations”

Time and Project Management

Time management is intimately connected to project management—sometimes 
seemingly inseparable—and together they are the final subcategory in this over-
arching category of desired assistance and coaching actions. Time and project 
management were such major issues that 15 of the 19 clients in this study raised 
it as at least a partial reason for seeking a writing coach. Client requests for 
coaching assistance with time management tended to fall into three primary 
categories: (1) how to find time for writing within heavy workloads, (2) how to 
schedule writing profitably, and (3) how to balance cognitive work with other 
life demands. Requests for coaching support toward project management tend-
ed to involve (1) the size or number of projects and (2) being held accountable 
to someone outside of oneself.

Finding Writing Time

Finding the time to write challenged nine clients with a heavy or especially 
varied workload. For the first client in this subcategory, a varied workload 
looked like applying for jobs, beginning “a post doc in one month,” “teach-
ing online” daily, and developing a new media forum for dispersing some 
of the research. These tasks were combined with a desire to publish two to 
three articles within eight months. Altogether, the desired series of tasks may 
have seemed insurmountable for clients and, likely, were an unsustainable 
goal for a short time even for an employed and established academic. The 
second client indicated a potentially more doable scenario because of having 
“set aside the summer with no teaching to work on this project as much as 
possible,” yet admitting to “juggling a lot in a little amount of time”; having 
“been working on the book for 4 years,” this person wanted to submit “first 
draft of manuscript to publisher by” a date that was less than six months out. 
A third client indicated having “a heavy teaching load,” and this individual 
planned to “make time for this [writing] work but [I] need that time to be 
purposeful and productive because there is simply not much extra to go 
around.” Coaching, therefore, could not be an adjunct to the academic work 
but a core part of its success. Other client indicators of a heavy or varied 
workload included

• “associate professor chairing 2 university committees, global pandemic 
…, teaching and on a job hiring committee”
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• “full time job; academic job, kids”
• “challenging workload (4/4), parent to a preschooler”

Three more clients requested coaching help to improve their general produc-
tivity by seeking to make bigger projects more doable in the time available. One 
declared a need for: “Help creating bite-sized chunks of writing to do that push 
the work forward more formally than research memos do”; such “bite-sizes need 
to fit in short enough time blocks that I can realistically make progress on them 
during a normal working week. 2-hrs-ish chunks would be logical. Smaller bites 
too.” A fifth client with a similar need expressed a desire for coaching in “devel-
oping a more detailed and structured writing practice and schedule. I would like 
help developing a consistent writing practice, self-accountability, deadlines, and 
writing toward specific journals.” Finally, a sixth client, a self-described “produc-
tive writer,” requested that the coach “help me make some decisions about how 
I might concentrate my energies in a productive way….” 

Scheduling Writing Time

Scheduling writing time takes “finding time” a step further; placing writing time 
on a calendar and prioritizing it as having value beyond the many must-dos that 
can knock it off the calendar is something five clients wanted. The first client in 
this group indicated having worked on the manuscript for more than a year and 
a half and “need[ed] help getting it over the finish line.” This client had “blocked 
out” five weekdays on the calendar and was “asking for coaching to get me to a 
place where I have manuscript ready for submission by the end of that week.” To 
meet that goal of honoring the scheduled time required not only that the client 
honor the internal deadline but also that the coach be able to offer moment- and 
point-of-need assistance when requested by the client. A second client indicated 
a narrow window of time during which this person experienced “mental acu-
ity” and for writing in conjunction with the physical energy expended daily 
workouts and the need for good sleep, resulting in the exclamation: “I need a 
schedule!” A third client similarly found a need “to set my goals—timewise.” 
This client also had what might appear to be an ambitious schedule for writing 
production: completing a “cv and cover letter overhaul” by the end of July that 
year, finishing “two articles for publication” by the end of November and con-
cluding an unnamed number of “creative writing” projects by December. There-
fore, “time management once we resume teaching in September” was a stated 
scheduling desire. For two other clients, scheduling of writing was a requested 
concern. One, on sabbatical with “large stretches of time available to me,” want-
ed to complete “a second article-length manuscript by January.” A second client 
admitted to having “a large backlog of work I committed to and cannot face this 
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on my own; and the semester is starting. Time management: I teach and have 
various administrative duties. Time management is generally a problem.”

Balancing Cognitive Work with Other Demands

Any of the clients already considered in this subcategory of time and project 
management might be considered to have unstated issues related to balancing 
the highly focused intellectual work of academic disciplines with a wide variety 
of other demands. Working on more than one paper at a time could cause dys-
fluency, for example, whenever one switches from one project to another. In this 
grouping, two clients specifically mentioned that intellectually focused cognitive 
work could be derailed by other demands. The first client noted mental inter-
ference particularly: “I could be distracted by teaching responsibilities when fall 
semester starts, especially that we still don’t know how it is going to be managed 
with the current [pandemic] situation.” The second client, who worked at a 
particularly stressful public university, mentioned that “the teaching and service 
responsibilities can crowd research and writing time into a tiny corner unless I 
insist otherwise.” 

Despite expressing being deeply connected to the study this person had de-
veloped and carried through, at the level of writing the book, “I struggle to 
put this work first.” And, regardless of having “improved my time management 
by using a modified Pomodoro method starting several years ago,” the client’s 
“heavy load at my job includes teaching [four courses] and interim directing a 
writing center.” This individual recognized “hav[ing] let other work creep into 
my writing group time, but I now plan to reserve at least one 3-hr block per 
week (with my group) for the book project.” This expression of renewed pur-
poseful engagement was not unusual among the clients in this study.

Working with Large or Multiple Projects

Academics may work on more than one project at a time, and often one of 
those writing projects is larger than the others. Therefore, setting priorities 
for work in terms of personal energy and time can be challenging. Seven of 
the 19 clients indicated they were attempting either a large writing project—
typically a book or major grant application—or multiple projects at a time— 
sometimes including career-focused materials like CVs, application letters, 
and tenure files. Clients referenced these projects in ways already noted, such 
as the client described above who claimed that working from inspiration and 
deadlines do not always coincide. For the second client in this group, it had 
“been some time since I’ve taken on a project of this size,” suggesting that the 
dissertation might have been the largest project before this book-in-progress. 
Such projects, as the third client indicated, required a coach’s help “to set the 
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right writing tasks for each part.” The fourth client described the problem of 
working on a book in greater detail:

I honestly don’t know what’s realistic for completing the 
whole manuscript. I therefore need external drivers. I have no 
successful experience since the dissertation of handling a long 
form manuscript. … Insights about managing a book manu-
script and prioritizing writing, given my existing workload.

The fifth client declared that this individual was working both on a journal 
article and a book—at least mentally sorting them out—and finding that “help 
[was] definitely needed in taking all these ideas/data and shaping them into a 
journal article in reasonable time,” with the pandemic having “amplified my 
need for support.” The sixth client in this grouping commented on constant 
publication needs, leading to a number of pieces in the hopper: “My job requires 
me to constantly publish and submit grants. At this point, I have one paper in 
review. Two more that are at different stages of preparations. Two grants under 
review. Two grant deadline[s] in the next two months.” Such a vast number of 
intellectual projects at any one time suggested a “need to improve my writing 
productivity” because other life aspects seemed to be ignored. Finally, the sev-
enth client expressed a desire for a formulaic approach to get at “multiple dis-
tinct articles from my project,” a process that might be useful “in the future too.”

Being Held Accountable

Accountability concerns knowing that it matters when a project is not completed, 
is not completed in a timely manner (especially for the topic and data), or is not 
completed on time, such as for a requested revise-and-resubmit deadline or other 
promised date. After academics complete the PhD—and even before for people 
in programs with lackadaisical attitudes toward degree completion—there are few 
people who will care what that scholar does or when. When individuals are job 
seeking or desiring tenure or promotion, they often turn up the heat and repriori-
tize their writing projects. Therefore, it was not surprising that six clients indicated 
a desire for coaching support with self- and other-based accountability. The first 
client had sought to build in accountability through a writing retreat, but the 
COVID-19 pandemic led to its being cancelled: “Trying to get myself through the 
process has not been effective.” The second client in this grouping indicated that 
time and “inspiration” affected accountability, or “deadlines.” Particularly, working 
“40+ hours a week” was challenging for both time and energy; therefore, “I have 
often worked on inspiration or deadlines. The lack of deadlines has been real-
ly hard because inspiration isn’t always there.” External deadlines appear to have 
more sticking power than internal ones, as this client and others revealed:
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• “Looking for someone to hold me accountable and have productive, 
involved conversations about how to best move this piece forward.”

• “Accountability with regular meetings and ‘homework’ between so I 
can make progress with an interested witness.”

• “Possibly some accountability and use as sounding board if anxiety 
creeps in.”

• “Accountability, work on issues of perfectionism/procrastinations, goal 
setting, etc.”

Contextualizing Concerns

All the writing-focused issues described under Desired Assistance are deeply in-
terrelated, as readers can see from the repetition of some clients’ words in various 
categories. That said, no writing-focused issues existed for these clients outside 
of the contexts of their lives. The D&P questionnaire asked specifically about 
such individual backgrounds as language, disabilities, or other challenges as well 
as miscellaneous information to provide coaching with potentially deeper and 
more immediate understanding of clients’ needs, allowing them to work to-
gether more quickly and effectively. Efficiency is no small goal either, given that 
clients pay for the coaches’ services. Therefore, this section offers three categories 
of contextualizing material: clients’ original and additional languages, disclosed 
disabilities, and life-balance issues.

Original and Additional Languages

The questionnaire was written to learn something about potential language in-
terference if such might exist, given that many clients are international and/or 
otherwise multilingual scholars whether they live abroad or in the United States. 
The clients in this study tended to offer simple statements regarding the languag-
es they speak, read, and write. Eight of 19 clients indicated they had multilin-
gual backgrounds. First languages included French, Neapolitan, Farsi, Italian, 
Arabic, Hindi, and German. Other languages besides English included Swedish, 
Spanish, Russian, and Latin. Of language interference, one client stated, “Farsi is 
my native language. I think my speaking abilities are symmetrically better than 
my writing skills.” Given the general propensity of orality in a language to be 
learned earlier than reading and writing skills (per Walter Ong), this statement 
was not surprising. Another client, whose “first language is Arabic,” claimed 
to “read and write mostly in English,” also not surprising for an international 
academic. A third client possessed reading skills in “English, French, Spanish, 
and Russian” but wrote primarily in English. Finally, a fourth client who ex-
pressed speaking, reading, and writing fluency in both their native German and 
in English, reads in French, Italian, and Latin. However, this individual’s sense 
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of language interference is that having these many languages “slows me down. 
My style is a bit pedestrian and not very interesting. I write better in German.”

Disclosed Disabilities

In the questionnaire, there is a textbox for clients who choose to do so to disclose 
disabilities that may require accommodation on the coaches’ parts. Although 
this textbox can be left blank if desired, two clients in the study were frank about 
having what might be called learning disabilities or challenges. They provided 
little information beyond that, however, insofar as they did not suggest what 
accommodation they found helpful. One client indicated a diagnosis of a “visual 
processing disorder learning disability that often results in typos.” The second 
client merely stated, “I have ADHD and have trouble sticking to deadlines!”

Interestingly, nine clients noted that they or family members had mental 
health challenges that affected their writing. The most frequently cited of these 
was anxiety, as referenced by five of the clients. Additional diagnoses they indi-
cated were depression, bipolar “habits” that could lead to either “euphoria” or 
“complete loss of hope,” and perfectionism that in combination with anxiety led 
to procrastination. The final client in this group expressed experiencing “some 
sort of mental, psychological block that deters me from proceeding ahead that 
emerged in complacency towards doing anything academic.” One client men-
tioned a depressed spouse and another noted feeling “dispirited” by a denied 
promotion.

 Life-Work Balance

Finally, there were several contextualizing client concerns that were categorizable 
as life-work balance issues, ones that could delay or completely derail a writing 
project. 13 of the 19 clients in the study referenced concerns that challenged 
their ability to balance life and work, particularly completing writing projects. 
Three clients directly mentioned or alluded to the lockdown and online/onsite 
teaching challenges wrought by the COVID-19 pandemic. Their ability to com-
plete writing projects was therefore compromised: “The pandemic has amplified 
my need for support,” “I could be distracted by teaching responsibilities when 
fall semester starts, especially that we still don’t know how it is going to be man-
aged with the current [pandemic] situation,” and “but I’m struggling to think 
about what might be quickly available and possible given difficulties with travel 
and human subjects research during a pandemic.”

Children were often mentioned as a challenge in balancing life and work. 
Among these responses was the challenge of pandemic-based homeschooling 
in conjunction with potty training: “I also have younger children who are at 
home with me a few days a week. Reading/writing while also teaching second 
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grade and potty training hasn’t been the easiest thing.” Other children-fo-
cused responses included making space for work among small children: having 
a “20-month-old toddler,” being “parent to a preschooler,” and being “the 
co-parent of a toddler. We share childcare evenly and have an extra 12 hours 
of coverage a week from a grandparent.” Older and multiple children, too, 
were cited as challenging the life-work balance: “I have a heavy teaching load, 
3 teenagers, and have not completed a journal article before” and “I am stuck. 
Full time job; academic job, kids, confidence.” Living with a “a partner and 
his children in my life that requires attention to family” also indicated a need 
to balance life and work. Not to be outdone, there was the next phase of par-
enting: “I’ll be a new grandma … which may shift my attention a bit.” Finally, 
there was the challenge of the “8-month-old puppy.” Teaching, being on a 
job hiring committee or chairing other committees, seeking tenure or other 
promotion, working as an associate professor or assistant dean, and being on 
the job market seemed to present additional challenges that contextualized the 
lives of these clients in the study.

DISCUSSION

Academic life brings with it many challenges, not the least of which is the rapid-
ly shifting ground in any day or week from wearing the different hats of a schol-
ar, teacher, or service provider to the institution. Research remains an important 
factor in contemporary academia, and its production and publication can lead 
to new or different jobs and a solid career; the lack of published research and the 
development of other essential writing can make a career difficult to maintain 
even in a primarily teaching institution. Therefore, it is important to understand 
lived experiences in the writing lives of academics who seek coaching or other 
support with their writing projects. For this chapter, I have analyzed informa-
tion from the entrance questionnaires for 19 D&P clients to discern what they 
expressed they wanted and needed in coaching. Their needs fell into two specific 
major categories of the assistance and coaching actions they desired and the 
other concerns that contextualize their writing lives.

Here, let’s pause as I switch genre conventions. I don’t want to bore you 
with repeating the results you’ve just read for yourself. So far, this chapter has 
been traditionally composed of data from studying 19 D&P clients’ initial 
questionnaires to get at their lived experiences of stalled writing projects. Your 
next expectation might be that I’ll contextualize this data with contemporary 
published literature. But I’m not going to do that. Instead, I’m going to rely 
here on my many years of experience with both novice and experienced ac-
ademic writers to hazard an educated guess as to what’s happening in these 
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scholars’ writing lives. To be sure, as I transition from the more comfortable 
scholarly genre to this less frequently used (for me, at least) speculative ap-
proach, I’ve been struggling with how to express what I think—what I spec-
ulate—connects all these expressed needs from the writers in this study. This 
struggle has caused me to hesitate, feel frustrated, talk out, start and stop writ-
ing by hand to move to the computer, scratch out and delete text, take many 
more hours than I’d planned (and more hours than I really have time for) to 
write this piece, and feel like I’m working with a foreign language. In short, 
my need to express my thoughts differently from what I originally planned has 
caused me to struggle deeply with fluency and dysfluency just like the scholars 
who were the study’s subjects. I’ll begin again.

This study suggests multiple ways that academic writers can go off track and 
that coaching can help them. However, even though only 7 of the 19 clients 
directly indicated a need to address factors of composition fluency and dysfluency, 
I believe all the clients’ needs are connected by a single thread: the struggle for 
composition fluency in the context of the many factors that might cause genuine 
dysfluency, or a lack of ability to express the message.

Fluency is the ability to talk and write about the ideas that are fighting 
to get out of one’s head. A nice analogy for fluency is that of telling a joke, 
a humor genre that is formulaic and offers structure, much like the formula 
development some of the clients sought. The first time I try to tell a new joke, 
it tends to fall flat, and listeners are not sure what to laugh at, if anything. By 
the third or fourth time I tell that joke, I am better at it, and listeners usually 
laugh. After I have gotten the hang of telling that joke, I begin to add a few 
new elements of tone, register, or words and the joke has become my own 
to tell. I am in control of the joke. People laugh. Fluency of a joke—an oral 
form—is then compromised when I then try to write out the joke. How can 
I convey in words alone the tone and register necessary to make it laugh-wor-
thy? Once again, I’m dysfluent. Becoming fluent in the written joke, an alto-
gether new process, also takes my time and effort. It also takes understanding 
and developing the language of laughter.

When I provide workshops to educators, I share that each course students 
take as undergraduates and graduates requires them to grapple with new ideas. 
Each subject stresses them cognitively as they try to figure out what they are 
learning and to assimilate information into knowledge. In postsecondary set-
tings particularly, students are in three to five courses a term, meaning they 
must convert information into knowledge in all those courses. Many teachers 
ask students to demonstrate knowledge through written papers, sometimes mul-
tiple papers a term. That is a lot of information conversion! The very process of 
writing, as writing studies professionals know, is one in which writers can take 
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unfamiliar material and transform it into something familiar, which is one rea-
son we teach students about drafting and revision. This writing process enables 
writers to discover their ideas and work with them more deeply; eventually—if 
time, life, and thinking allow—writers become able to express what they really 
think or want to say with some degree of confidence and clarity.

Therefore, I share with educators, if students only write one draft, their writ-
ing will seem to be fuzzy and their point unclear simply because the ideas are 
fuzzy and the point is unclear. Time and (re)working of the ideas are needed for 
composition fluency to emerge. Anything less is dysfluent. When students are 
writing multiple papers a term on multiple new and intellectually challenging 
topics, they may, by the end of the term, merely begin to become truly fluent 
with just a few of the ideas they have been struggling with. When they begin 
with new material in the next term, students genuinely need to seek fluency 
with new ideas, information, and knowledge. That is one reason professors of 
other disciplines complain that students apparently were not taught to write 
in their writing courses; those professors simply do not understand the serious 
cognitive and writing work that transforms composition dysfluency to fluency 
in every single course and for every single topic covered in each of those courses! 
Postsecondary education is a lot about composition fluency and the necessary 
dysfluency that precedes it.

So, too, with dissertating writers. They not only are attempting to produce 
“new” and “original” knowledge, but they are doing so in an unknown, often 
untaught, and high-stakes genre—the dissertation—that they will never use 
again. Dissertation writing, which I do not address in this chapter, harbors its 
own major challenges with fluency stemming from the genre itself, its high-
stakes nature, and often unrealistic expectations. Then, when the dissertation 
is complete (or sometimes as part of the dissertation itself ), academia expects 
publishable scholarly papers from it; these papers also necessarily must pass 
through phases of composition dysfluency to reach fluency and potential for 
publication. The expectation for learning publishing processes makes these pa-
pers high stakes, too. The genre transitions from dissertation to articles and/or 
books or from new research to articles or books again force writers to learn 
new high-stakes genres. This work requires what one of the clients cited in 
the study above called a “throughline,” again necessitating that writers make 
fluent arguments. The academy complicates these high-stakes knowledge and 
genre concerns with the need to make insightful or so-called “original” argu-
ments, the requirement to contextualize any new ideas within the discipline’s 
tradition of using others’ published scholarship, and the necessity of being 
crystal clear—well, composition dysfluency reigns for quite a few drafts and 
deep revisions. 
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Writing processes that emerge in seeking composition fluency certainly in-
clude content generation, organization with frequent attempts at rearrangement 
of content, and style and correctness preceded by a great deal of drafting and revi-
sion. For example, academic writers who think they only need “editing” may not 
realize that by “editing” they mean deep revision, often guided by astute coaches 
or mentors as readers. Of course, when, where, and how to research typically is 
early work in the search for how to delineate and then express one’s own ideas, 
but the “re” in “research” calls upon scholars to search again and again over the 
course of a project’s development. Length commonly is a genre issue, but it is 
also an issue of being clear, as composition fluency may require a divergence or 
two from the main idea to fully clarify that main idea—first for the writer and 
then for the readers.

There can be no question that issues of time and project management interfere 
with academic writers’ abilities to meet their project goals. Academic writers, 
whether they have part-time or full-time positions, tend to have ample concerns 
regarding finding writing time amidst multiple work tasks and family needs. For 
that, some really benefit from being held accountable by coaches who care about 
their success. Although I nested life-work balance within the major category of 
contextualizing concerns in this study, these clients’ own words revealed that chil-
dren, teaching, and pandemic adjustments certainly impacted their writing. The 
inability to keep up strenuous intellectual work daily when combined with other 
serious endeavors—like families, mental health concerns, and self-care (which was 
addressed only by one client who insisted on physical workouts, revealing by its 
absence elsewhere in the responses that lack of attention to self-care is another 
reason academics may suffer when writing)—strongly indicates that scholarly 
writing requires some scheduled writing time. Not finding writing time or having 
scheduled is part of the need to balance cognitive work with other demands and, in 
combination, these suggest that composition fluency again is at risk in academic 
writers’ lives.

Cognitive work may be enjoyable—it certainly is for me—but it is hard 
work that can be exhausting. Particularly using larger chunks of time to get into 
flow work, one’s mind and body may become tired; moving on to another cog-
nitively challenging task like teaching becomes harder over time (or is that age?), 
requiring more rest and balance of life and work demands. It is crucial to the 
academic “life of the mind” that it also must be a life of the body and the heart. 
Otherwise, burnout and lack of productivity are the inevitable results. People 
who are working with large or multiple projects may find themselves especially 
taxed because their cognition is being challenged in multiple areas. There can be 
no question that finding and keeping a sense of composition fluency is affected 
when one is pulled from one intellectual task to another; returning to one of 
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those tasks on another day means beginning in a state of dysfluency while, min-
imally, reminding oneself of the previous session’s work and discovered mean-
ing in the drafted writing. Those with learning or other cognitively experienced 
disabilities may struggle even more to recover earlier fluency and to stay on task 
with it in a new session.

Finally, the issue of original and additional languages arises. Many writers are 
linguistically fluent in speaking, reading, and writing multiple languages. It is 
challenging enough to find linguistic fluency in a single language like English; 
to be a native writer in a different language means that one likely is a native 
thinker and speaker in that language. Such multilingual capability necessarily 
interferes to some degree with finding clarity in English, an issue of composition 
dysfluency even for those who know exactly what they want to say should they 
be able to say or write it in the native language (CCCC, 2020; Lu & Horner, 
2016). One coach told me that we are all nonnative speakers in the language of 
writing. Of course. Orality is primary; reading and writing are secondary and 
tertiary (Ong, 2002). Undoubtedly, matters of original and additional languages 
create composition fluency challenges for many academic writers.

CONCLUSION

Given my premise that challenges with composition fluency and dysfluency are 
common to all the writers in this study, additional research would be helpful in 
seeing how coaches support them. Such research into these or other academic 
writing coaching clients would usefully involve data from consultations, inter-
views, coach perspectives, and the writing itself. Additionally, viewing this study 
data through the lenses of my colleagues’ ideas expressed in this book also would 
yield new understanding of professional academic writers’ needs.

That said, it would be especially helpful for coaches, mentors, editors, and 
reviewers to bring to their reading of unpublished academic scholarship and their 
interactions with academic writers a variety of strategies for identifying how other 
conditions and contexts might lead to composition dysfluency. Editors and re-
viewers especially might support writers with good ideas by offering a response 
that encourages those ideas and supports them with specific suggestions for revi-
sion. Among their suggestions might be to access a mentor or professional writing 
coach who can assist with finding the keys to fluency for the piece. Writers who 
seek publication have something to say and may need support in bringing that 
message to the forefront. Those who assist academic writers can help them by 
understanding what is interfering with composition fluency and then working 
with the writers to eliminate the roadblocks they can, map ways to circumvent 
the roadblocks they cannot eliminate, and build new roads to writing with clarity. 
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CHAPTER 8.  

INTENTIONAL INSTITUTIONAL 
SUPPORT FOR FUTURE FACULTY: 
A FOCUS ON GRANT AND 
PROFESSIONAL WRITING

Charmian Lam
Indiana University

Abstract: This chapter examines the role of institutional support for 
doctoral students and early-career faculty, emphasizing grant writing 
and professional materials. Using grounded theory, I connect the de-
velopment of academic identity with targeted writing support, showing 
that external training in faculty skills significantly aids students’ sense 
of belonging and professional success.

Authors in writing and composition studies have declared a need to examine 
how graduate students transition into academia (Yancey, 2013) and to critically 
address increasing racial diversity in the field (Carter-Tod, 2019; Mueller & 
Ruiz, 2017). Writing studies is also uniquely situated because the practice of 
writing is involved in so many stages of beginning and maintaining an academ-
ic career and because writing is often inseparable from one’s identity. Yancey’s 
(2013) special issue on the profession in College Composition and Communication 
called for an examination into how graduate students transition into academia 
and showed “a variegated portrait of the profession” (p. 8). However, few studies 
leveraged knowledge about inclusive graduate student development as future 
faculty to address why individuals with minoritized identities are not joining 
the professorate. Thus, I use the literature in higher education about graduate 
student belonging as future faculty to inform the existing, inclusive efforts across 
writing and composition studies.

Given the well-studied topics of graduate student teaching and second lan-
guage development pertaining to graduate student development as faculty, I 
endeavor to show how intentional writing development has implications for 
graduate students’ sense of belonging within their academic and professional 
communities in the humanities and social sciences. First, a review of the research 
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on graduate student writing development and sense of belonging is provided, 
with close attention to the experiences of students with minoritized identities. 
Then, I present and discuss a study that used a grounded approach and themat-
ically analyzed six semi-structured interviews with doctoral students in the hu-
manities and social sciences at a public, predominately white, R1 institution. In 
the results, I featured my participants’ suggestions and advice to fellow graduate 
students, faculty mentors, and program administrators. Exploration into this 
area is important to stakeholders who are invested in improving the experience 
of graduate students who are developing into faculty and increasing opportu-
nities for their success. This chapter addresses the implications of minoritized 
graduate student writing development on students’ senses of belonging within 
their disciplines, with focus on these questions:

1. What are the required, yet implicit skills graduate students must learn as 
future faculty writers?

2. Where and how do graduate students learn to become faculty writers?
3. How have training experiences in faculty writing affected participants’ 

sense of belonging in academia and within their respective disciplines?

LITERATURE REVIEW

Professional development (PD) is the experience of “multidimensional 
growth” engendered by traditional academic experiences, mentoring, peer re-
lations, introspection, training, and supervision (Ducheny et al., 1997). Teach-
ing and research skills are the most common purposes and topics of PD and 
are overwhelmingly represented among studies about formal graduate student 
development (Brill et al., 2014; Rizzolo et al., 2016). However, graduate stu-
dent definitions and expectations of PD extend beyond teaching and research. 
Ducheny et al. (1997), in a study of 604 psychology graduate students’ defi-
nitions of PD, found that PD was not perceived as discrete, event-based skills 
training. Instead, they found that PD is a complex process of incorporating 
“personal and professional experiences, profession-based and individual values, 
skills and areas of expertise, educational background, and the establishment of 
professional relationships”(p. 89). Given the individualistic definition of PD 
according to graduate students, further research is needed that examines how 
graduate students obtain writing skills that prepare them as faculty, such as the 
writing of grant applications and job letters.

Of all the topics of PD, writing development beyond the disciplines (e.g., 
job materials and grant writing) is least represented in the literature and is one 
of the most high-stakes and personal topics addressed (Austin & McDaniels, 
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2006; Mitic & Okahana, 2021). As used in this chapter, the term academic 
writing differs from professional writing in that the former refers to skills situated 
within disciplinary conventions in research, teaching, or other scholarly work. 
This study is concerned with professional writing, which describes transferable 
writing skills, ranging from grant applications and writing for the job market or 
career advancement. In most institutions, writing training for graduate students 
entails mentorship with faculty advisors on the topics of academic writing, re-
search, and teaching (Austin & McDaniels, 2006; Rose, 2012).

But the role of faculty also includes writing in administrative contexts, such 
as securing research funding (Austin & McDaniels, 2006) and preparing job 
materials (Dadas, 2013). Shortcomings in training have implications for a lower 
sense of belonging in academia, especially for those with minoritized identities 
(Strayhorn, 2019).

Why BelonGinG matteRs

Several authors have defined a sense of belonging, but most of the studies have 
done so with undergraduate students. Sense of belonging is a context-depen-
dent feeling associated with being a valued and supported member of one or 
more communities at an institution (Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Hausmann 
et al., 2007; Strayhorn, 2019). Hurtado and Carter (1997), in a foundational 
study of belonging, argued that belonging is not integration or assimilation, as 
such a model implies that minoritized individuals must normalize by adhering 
to the dominant cultures within an institution. Belonging matters particularly 
for students with minoritized identities because it is associated with academic 
persistence (Strayhorn, 2019) and is fostered through identity-affirming cultures 
(Hurtado & Carter, 1997) and positive and authentic relationships with peers 
and faculty (Meeuwisse et al., 2010). There have been relatively fewer studies of 
how graduate students experience belonging and the implications of it on out-
comes. Some studies suggest that belonging is “markedly different” for graduate 
students (Gardner & Barnes, 2007, p. 369), giving impetus for this study, since 
writing professional materials is one of the ways that graduate students gain 
acceptance into their discipline.

This chapter focuses on the minoritized identities pertaining to ethnicity, 
race, and international student status, because these identity markers are re-
ferred to when calls to diversify the writing discipline are made (Carter-Tod, 
2019; Mueller & Ruiz, 2017). Belonging helps those with minoritized identities 
feel like they are valued members of their discipline, especially when others in 
the discipline are white (Ore et al., 2021; Strayhorn, 2019). The topic of race 
in the field has long been a focus for many scholars, such as Victor Villanueva 
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(1993) and Asao Inoue (2019). But few scholars have considered how learning 
professional writing skills may influence graduate students belonging in their 
disciplines. Writing professional materials are often not formally taught (i.e., in 
a course) and lack of skill composing them can be a bottleneck for entry into 
and belonging in academia.

For whom and to what extent is belonging an issue? There are few national, 
longitudinal studies on graduate student transition into professional academia. 
In a 10-year longitudinal study, the National Center for Education Statistics 
reported that 23.3 percent of those who enrolled in a doctoral degree program 
between 1993 and 2003 were “no longer enrolled and had not obtained a de-
gree” 10 years later (Nevill et al., 2007, p. vi). Nevill et al. showed that many 
factors are related to graduate persistence, but “these relationships may reflect 
more complexity among multiple factors” and are worth pursuing further (p. 
55). The relatively lower rates of completion are often linked to the recurring 
theme of a feeling of isolation for graduate students (Strayhorn, 2019) or lack of 
institutional support in the form of peer and faculty mentorship (Mitic & Oka-
hana, 2021). More intentional institutional support is needed given the impli-
cations for graduate student belonging, especially for students with minoritized 
identities.

PRofessional WRitinG and minoRitized GRaduate students

The Council of Graduate Schools’ report on the value, timing, and participa-
tion in PhD professional development (PD, n=4,370) found career preparation 
and grant writing to be among the most important skills according to graduate 
students (Mitic & Okahana, 2021). Job market preparation and grant writing 
are two areas that are commonly addressed as missing (Heflinger & Doykos, 
2016). Compared to other similarly valued skills, 70 percent of respondents 
noted that opportunities for training in grant writing were either not offered 
or respondents were unaware of them (Mitic & Okahana, 2021). Indeed, in-
ternational professional organizations, such as the Consortium on Graduate 
Communication, provide help to members in at least 27 countries. However, 
help remains behind a paywall and is an extra step for industrious or well-con-
nected graduate students.

Academic perseverance and professional identity development have been 
linked with mentorship and support (Brill et al., 2014). Graduate students are 
motivated to seek training and development because they desire to develop a 
professional identity within an academic community (Austin & McDaniels, 
2006; Ducheny et al., 1997). Strayhorn (2019), in a mixed methods study of 
360 graduate students at 15 different institutions, found formal and informal 
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socialization, defined as meaningful engagement and exposure to peers and fac-
ulty, a critical aspect of a sense of belonging. Additionally, having a sense of 
belonging contributes to students’ performance, satisfaction, and success in doc-
toral programs (Curtin et al., 2013; Strayhorn, 2019). Pascale (2018) found that 
graduate students experienced belonging through perceived peer support, per-
ceived faculty support, class comfort, perceived isolation, and empathetic faculty 
understanding. Pascale also found that graduate students, dissimilar to under-
graduates, valued balancing school with life when forming a sense of belonging. 
This suggests that institutional initiatives for graduate student belonging should 
consider incorporating students’ families to some extent.

The existing studies on positive graduate student belonging point to two 
major influences: mentorship with faculty and socialization within the academic 
community, especially for students with minoritized identities (Le et al., 2016; 
Curtin et al., 2013). Minority and international students often experience ad-
ditional labor for social adjustment including, but not limited to: (a) language 
difficulties and cultural differences; (b) unfamiliar patterns of classroom inter-
actions, academic norms, and conventions; (c) inadequate learning support; (d) 
difficulties in making friends with domestic students; and (e) lack of sense of 
belonging (Le et al., 2016). Curtin et al. (2013) compared the experiences of be-
longing and academic self-concept for 841domestic and international students 
and concluded that international students are less likely to cite belonging as an 
important factor to their research and academic success.

On the other hand, domestic minority graduate students value belonging 
and, compared to their majority counterparts, are statistically less likely to find 
faculty mentors with similar cultural backgrounds because of the shortage of 
minority faculty in higher education for the majority of disciplines. But those 
who find supportive faculty mentors give effusive credit for their openness and 
flexibility (Le et al., 2016). Using ANCOVA, Curtin et al. (2013) found with-
in-group differences in how domestic and international students experienced 
advisor support (p. 108). Support, defined as professional and socializing advice 
and emotional support, was found to directly improve students’ sense of belong-
ing and academic self-concept.

fillinG the GaPs in faculty mentoRshiP

The importance of faculty mentorship on graduate student belonging and suc-
cess cannot be emphasized enough, as reviewed in the previous section. While 
this practice is highly individualized, the quality of the writing training also 
depends on graduate students’ working relationship with their mentor, which 
makes for uneven training. In general, minority and international students rely 
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on a mixture of strategies to receive training, including self-development among 
peers and on-campus resources (Holley & Caldwell, 2012; Le et al., 2016). 
Nonetheless, many students turn to institutional resources for self-development 
because of a perceived lack of expertise from faculty (Austin & McDaniels, 
2006; Heflinger & Doykos, 2016). Faculty tend to train on matters immedi-
ately relevant to students’ academic roles (e.g., teaching and research assistant), 
but teaching and research are only a part of the responsibility associated with 
faculty positions (Austin & McDaniels, 2006). Indeed, Dadas’s (2013) study on 
job market preparedness among 57 scholars in rhetoric and composition showed 
how not all graduate students were adequately trained to write as faculty. Some 
students seek additional help in centers for professional development, such as 
centers of teaching and learning or career centers (Rose, 2012).

In a mixed methods study of 688 doctoral students at a mid-sized South-
eastern U.S. university, Heflinger and Doykos (2016) found many notable 
gaps in training regarding leading research teams, supervising others, teach-
ing, and grant writing. Many students suggested the creation of structured, 
cross-discipline collaborative mentorships to better prepare students and re-
duce disciplinary “siloing” (Heflinger & Doykos, 2016, pp. 351–352). Along 
those lines, Austin and McDaniels (2016) add that grant-making skills are 
“important for future faculty members to start to develop while in graduate 
school” (p. 425).

When present, grant writing workshops have been helpful in the profes-
sional development of graduate students. In one quantitative case study of a 
grant writing preparation workshop for communications graduate students, re-
spondents had “overwhelmingly positive experiences” (Mackert et al., 2017, p. 
246). Respondents felt the program provided great value, improved their writ-
ing skills, gave them skills to pursue funding in the future, and helped them 
secure tenure-track faculty positions. Their program is designed to train future 
health communication scholars in finding funding and submitting applications 
as faculty and researchers. Research on PD and senses of belonging for graduate 
students suggests that such a well-received program may have had a positive ef-
fect on the professional identity of the participants (Curtin et al., 2013; Posselt, 
2021; Strayhorn, 2019). Mackert et al. (2016) did not extend the scope of the 
study to determine whether their programming had any farther-reaching effects, 
such as sense of belonging.

In summation, professional development is imperative for engendering a 
sense of belonging within the academic and professional community for gradu-
ate students. A sense of belonging has been linked with perseverance in students 
and, by extension, the subsequent job candidate (Curtin et al., 2013; Stray-
horn, 2019). While factors such as financial support aid in creating a sense of 
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belonging, budgets are often out of the control of faculty. Institutions and facul-
ty can use existing programming and mentorships to develop doctoral students’ 
skills and grant and professional writing to increase their senses of belonging.

METHOD

This study was conducted with respondents from a large, Midwestern, doc-
toral degree-granting public institution classified with “very high research 
activity.” According to institutional data, the majority (65.4%) of doctoral 
degrees are conferred through the business school, college of arts and sciences, 
school of public and environmental affairs, law school, school of engineer-
ing, and school of education. All interviews were recorded and kept following 
IRB-compliant procedures.

samPle

Six respondents (Table 8.1) were recruited via email to participate in semi-struc-
tured interviews about their experiences pertaining to professional development 
resources and the opportunities available to them. Each interview lasted approx-
imately 30 minutes, The respondents were either doctoral students (n=2), doc-
toral candidates (n=2), or alumni with recent successful job placements (n=2). 
Respondents were either enrolled in or had just graduated from programs in 
the humanities or social sciences. Additionally, all participants experienced the 
entirety of their doctoral program at the same institution. 

Table 8.1 Demographics of Respondents

Respondent Gender Race / 
Ethnicity

Educational 
Status

Discipline Residency 
Status

Moira Female Black Doc Student Counseling 
Psychology

International

Fernando Male Latino Doc Student Spanish and 
Portuguese

International

Kel Female White Doc Candidate English Domestic

Jackie Female Black Doc Candidate Higher 
Education

Domestic

Su Hyun Female Asian Alumni Literacy Studies International

Christine Female White Alumni English Domestic

Note: All names have been changed.
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data collection and analysis

Data collection and analysis followed the practices common to grounded the-
ory (Charmaz, 2014). Created by Barney G. Glaser and Anselm L. Strauss in 
the mid-1960s, grounded theory is a qualitative, inductive approach where re-
searchers develop categories and theories about a phenomenon, rather than test 
a hypothesis. Constructivist grounded theory is an ideal tool for interpreting 
trends in research participants’ lives because of its main principles: interpreta-
tion without preconceived theories, a deeper read of data through an iterative 
analytical process, and the understanding that social phenomena are interpreted 
through researchers’ subjectivity (Charmaz, 2014). In essence, researchers who 
use grounded theory see a phenomenon and build questions that extract both 
the context and the interviewee’s experiences and meanings. In this case, the 
research questions and interview questions (Appendix A) were formed after I 
was made aware of the experiences of alienation from a perceived lack of writing 
training in my position in graduate student development at my institution.

The interview data for each participant were closely read for markers of mean-
ing from the interviewees, such as conversational cues and choice of words to 
describe their experiences. Researcher reflections and analysis of the interviews 
were recorded in a memo. Next, codes that emerged from each interview served 
as points of comparison for the next person’s interview, and so on. The codes and 
data then helped the researcher form additional areas to explore in subsequent 
interviews (Charmaz, 2014). From there, researcher reflections in memos de-
fined preliminary analytic categories of experiences for the respondents.

POSITIONALITY

Researchers are the primary interpretive instruments that are shaped by their 
larger social and cultural context; thus, a positionality statement places known 
biases at the forefront. I embody a diversity of identities and understand that the 
intersection of my dominant and nondominant identities shapes my worldview. 
At the time of this study, I was a graduate student in the work of graduate stu-
dent professional development; as such, this topic is professionally and personal-
ly meaningful. My interpretations, as a result, reflect my perspective. To mitigate 
that, and to share some of the power in meaning making, the voices and expe-
riences of students are featured as much as possible. Additionally, I consciously 
chose not to compare students to straight, white, cisgender, heterosexual men, 
who are often overrepresented in study samples, because doing so implicitly 
holds them as the ideal, comparative standard, thus reinforcing existing hierar-
chical structures of power. It is my intention to add complexity and authenticity 
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to the portrayal of those studied, disrupting the common monolithic portrayal 
of underrepresented and minoritized students. 

RESULTS

Emergent codes included graduate students’ experiences of professional develop-
ment across the humanities and social sciences within one institution, a separa-
tion between preparation for academic and administrative/professional writing, 
and how graduate students addressed the perceived shortcomings in their writ-
ing training.

GRaduate PeRcePtions of PRofessional develoPment and BelonGinG

Starting questions in grounded theory are often the “what” and “how,” aimed 
at eliciting participants’ experiences (Charmaz, 2014). Though coding general 
experiences was rather straightforward, it is nonetheless helpful to establish a 
starting point for comparison. Participants revealed how their perspectives and 
expectations of receiving PD changed as they progressed through their graduate 
careers. Many described a “growing up” or adopting a realistic perspective of the 
outcome of a PhD colored by job prospects. Others expressed frustration at the 
lack of training throughout their years in their programs. Ultimately, experienc-
es vary, and training is highly dependent on the mentorship style and availability 
of the faculty advisor.

At the beginning of their respective doctoral programs, respondents either 
did not think about professional development for the job market or trusted 
their programs to help them identify and develop the necessary skills. Christine 
(white, domestic, alumni in English) noted that, at the beginning of her pro-
gram, she was “naive about the importance of job market training.” Fernando 
(Latino, international doctoral student in Spanish and Portuguese) chastised 
himself for thinking that a doctoral program was just “more undergraduate col-
lege, taking classes and writing papers.” He said that, while he did think about 
his career, he did not think about the details, and thought the department would 
prepare him. Kel (white, domestic, doctoral candidate in English) remarked that 
she expected her department to function as a directory, or “hub,” to external 
resources for professional development.

On the other hand, Jackie (Black, domestic, doctoral candidate in Educa-
tion) and Su Hyun (Asian, international, alumni in Literacy Studies) were very 
cognizant of the need to tie their graduate experiences to their future careers 
“from day one.” Both recall attending departmental and external professional 
development workshops even as a first-year student. Jackie admits to being very 
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career-driven and stated, “When I decided to go back to school, I knew that I 
had to bother people and make the most of everything because I didn’t want to 
be stuck in a job again!” Su Hyun was also particularly career-focused, expressing 
high stakes as an international student pursuing a doctoral degree for her career: 
“My whole family relies on me. So, I’m meeting everyone and attending all dif-
ferent workshops and webinars.”

Across all disciplines, race/ethnicity, nationality, and levels of career drive, 
minority identity, and discipline, respondents’ expectations about professional 
development were largely not met within their departments and schools. Many, 
such as Moira and Kel, expressed frustration. Moira is an international Black 
doctoral student in counseling psychology, a department within the school of 
education. She said, “I’m not from here. I just want an understanding of how 
things work.” When asked about how much training she received about writ-
ing, she said, “Grants? Umm, zero. That’s the thing. Even as the support for the 
program is teaching us how to write articles, even quals and writing articles for 
journals, there is no structural support that you get. They just expect that you’re 
going to do it.” Kel acknowledged that grants were important to her graduate 
career and perhaps to her future faculty life, but her department did not provide 
any training. Conversely, Su Hyun only had positive things to say about her 
faculty advisor: “If he didn’t know [the answer], he knew someone who knew.” 
Fernando said that his experiences were mixed, “[his faculty advisor] was very 
helpful with getting papers published. It’s like wow, you’re giving comments at 
10pm? Thank you!” But he was disappointed in the amount of help he received 
in securing grants for research. Fernando recalled struggling to know “what was 
right” when starting to draft grant proposals for his dissertation research and 
didn’t know where to turn for help.

Ultimately, Moira provided a great explanation of the variation in gradu-
ate experiences of professional development: “It’s at the level of the individual 
faculty rather than a structural component in the program to help people.” Kel 
added, “The degree and quality of training really varies and is dependent on 
advisors.”

tRained and untRained WRitinG

Though respondents spoke about writing as a monolithic skill, three types of 
writing emerged in the coding: (a) job materials; (b) administrative, professional 
writing; and (c) grant applications. Across all three types, students who partic-
ipated in workshops or collaborated with faculty members to obtain skills de-
scribed themselves as having been trained. Conversely, students who completed 
such writing tasks without training described it as “untrained writing.” When 
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respondents, especially minoritized students, experienced a lack of training, they 
expressed self-doubt about their academic progress or viability on the job market. 
Quality training in professional writing helped international students’ confidence 
as job candidates and their sense of belonging in the discipline and department. 
Su Hyun explained that professional writing was difficult at times because she was 
uncomfortable with the “braggy” tone in job materials for American positions. 
Her department did not train her, but her advisor helped edit her materials. Not 
all training is equal; a messy writing workshop appeared to have deleterious effects 
on belonging. Fernando described his professional seminar, a required class for 
doctoral students in his department, as “chaotic.” The instructor used too many 
student-led lessons that resulted in a confused cohort. He stated, “I found the 
training to be alienating, especially because I am international, and less and less 
like I belonged in the field.” Christine felt similarly to Fernando, despite having 
a different discipline. She remembers thinking, “Oh I’ve done everything wrong” 
in terms of applying for future jobs. Christine noted that the workshop “was very 
R1 oriented and in terms of support.” The training consisted of reading samples 
individually, drafting without instruction, and graduate student peer editing. She 
summed up: “There was no discussion of genre. No discussion of what it does and 
what should it do and what it does well.”

Two respondents from social sciences also felt unprepared in their field practi-
cum experiences due to a perceived insufficiency in their training for adminis-
trative writing. Moira, an international Black counseling psychology doctoral 
student, remarked about the gap between what she learned in the classroom and 
what was expected in her counseling practicum: “The department did teach us 
some assessments, but what was a little bit of letdown is that they thought we 
should learn in practicum. And practicum expected me to know them already.” 
She trained herself in administrative writing for her practicum by reading her 
supervisor’s previous reports to learn the professional genre. Su Hyun agreed 
regarding classroom practicum, stating that she had to learn how to write and 
give feedback to her students in her first year of teaching by herself, not from her 
classes or her advisor.

Grant writing was largely untrained. In some cases, grant writing was part of 
a required academic benchmark, such as qualifying exams. Moira stated, “There’s 
been no real training in that regard. [The program expects] us to pick it up ex-
plicitly in program experience, but no one teaches it.” In a similar vein, Jackie 
reflects on her department’s common usage of a grant proposal as a prompt for 
qualifying exams, though she did not receive any training in her coursework for 
such a task. She asked emphatically and rhetorically, “Now where was I sup-
posed to know this from?” She said that her experience made her question her 
future in the program and in the discipline. Jackie stated, “We didn’t talk about 
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grants at all in our classes. I get that they’re trying to help us to apply later but 
writing it first for quals put a bad taste in my mouth” for future grant applica-
tions. Fernando echoed Jackie’s sentiments when he sought grant funding for his 
travels to Spain to collect data for his dissertation. He added, “Honestly? I Goo-
gled a lot to find examples, wrote something, and my advisor ended up revising 
all of it. I felt so stupid. Like, I can’t do this.” For Christine, knowledge of grant 
writing was more important to her professional roles than her role as a student. 
As part of her employment as a writing tutor during her doctoral studies, she 
attended the grant workshops facilitated by the institution’s graduate school but 
did not hear about them from her department. Otherwise, she would not have 
known about the training.

Three types of professional writing emerged in the code when respondents 
described their experience in receiving writing training. Respondents described 
how either the lack of training or the “trial by fire” method of training instilled 
a low sense of belonging within the discipline and in their department. It ap-
peared that many students either created or joined training external to their 
departments and schools, as explained in this next section.

individually BRidGinG the GaP

The participants described mixed training experiences in professional writing and 
job preparation from their departments. Some said that they “felt” the departmen-
tal training was insufficient when comparing perceived skills required for faculty 
positions. Others knew the training was not enough because the departments “had 
no idea what [they] were doing” when drafting job materials. As such, most re-
spondents experienced disappointment or insecurity about their academic belong-
ing. Respondents sought to supplement perceived shortcomings in professional 
development with help external to their department, either by asking others for 
writing help and/or searching for new opportunities to gain skills.

Christine was in a lucky position because she could ask a newly hired fac-
ulty member about professional materials in their field, except for a diversity 
statement, as the faculty member did not prepare one. When Christine found 
her departmental workshops insufficient, she turned to her institution’s center 
for teaching and learning. She said, “I went to [center for teaching] and learned 
a lot about writing a diversity statement and pedagogy. [A newly hired faculty 
member] didn’t have to write a diversity statement I think, so he couldn’t help 
me.” Others were not as fortunate to have a new hire; however, cold calling and 
informational interviews seemed to help.

By her second year, Jackie wanted to get more experience before she was 
on the job market. She recalls, “The squeaky wheel gets oiled or uhh the loud 
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mouth gets fed you know? I kept asking like can I join you on this research 
project? Can I be your TA? It worked. And I feel like I got training for writing 
articles I wouldn’t have if I didn’t ask.” Jackie feels much more prepared for fu-
ture roles as a teaching and research faculty because of her “cold calling” depart-
mental instructors and institutional administrators. Christine was already on the 
job market and also did some “cold calling” about jobs, rather than focusing on 
writing skills. She felt that her departmental workshop on professional writing 
was not equipping her with the skills that she thought would be helpful. She 
recalled that all but one of the faculty members in her department “got jobs be-
fore diversity statements were a thing.” Fernando joined an article-writing group 
coordinated by the university’s writing center. He identified his advisor’s greater 
interest in helping him edit articles rather than start them.

Moira and Kel criticized the need to seek external sources for professional 
development. They both mentioned how there is never enough time. Moira says 
she felt as if she was “taking on external experience to gain experience to use and 
being torn in 1 million directions to meet requirements for the department and 
job.” If her counseling psychology classes trained her in the administrative genre 
conventions of her profession, she would not have to add more responsibilities 
to her already overbooked schedule. Graduate students in Kel’s English depart-
ment tried to start up a regular “brown bag [session]” during which different 
faculty would discuss job preparation, but it fell through from a lack of time. 
Kel shared that she was “already working two and more jobs; [there’s] too much 
to do and not enough time and not enough money” as a graduate student. There 
was a strong implication that the department failed when a graduate student had 
to organize PD for everyone. Overall, participants filled the gaps in their writing 
training over the course of several steps: observations of necessary skills as future 
practitioners and faculty, self-assessment of abilities, and reaching out to their 
social and professional networks to help them secure training not provided by 
their departments.

LIMITATIONS

Conducting research faithfully requires acknowledgment of the limitations of 
this study. This study is limited by qualities common to all studies with small 
samples at one institution. First, case studies are one snapshot of a status quo 
for some at a singular point in time. The small sample size makes it impractical 
to generalize findings; however, the strength of case studies resides in in-depth 
analysis, and description rather than generalizability. This study aimed to exam-
ine the professional development of graduate students as future faculty and how 
their sense of belonging may have been connected. The findings are limited to 
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graduate students in the humanities and social sciences by design, as many grad-
uate students in STEM, for example, receive training in grant writing through 
their co-curricular lab placements (Thiry et al., 2011). Second, not all identi-
ties, or aspects of identities, are represented in the sample. It is possible that, 
with different students, other salient themes and topics would have subsequently 
emerged. Lastly, this study only shows the view of students who would volun-
tarily give their time and perspective. Given the topic of the study, engagement 
in professional development and belonging, an analysis of the students who are 
inclined toward diligence may allow for loose deductions to the rest of the pop-
ulation. We may never know the experiences and belongingness of students who 
do not participate in research.

DISCUSSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Findings suggest that graduate students in the humanities and social sciences 
need more intentional institutional support for writing skills that they will need 
as faculty members—namely, on-job materials and grant writing. Considering 
the variety of contexts in which graduate students write, intentionality requires 
a direct and purposeful drive when providing writing development for graduate 
students. Supportive writing development requires sustained effort and mindful 
timing to fit the busy schedules of graduate students and their faculty mentors. 
The creation of supportive, intentional writing training is an accessible practice 
because it negates the need for graduate students to find their own training or 
supplement training provided by their faculty mentors.

Contrary to Ducheny et al. (1997), this study’s respondents spoke of PD as 
individual events. The respondents also implied that an ending point existed in 
PD as a graduate student, delineated by perceived self-confidence in complet-
ing academic and professional tasks. The contradiction may be due to some 
students’ desires to compensate for the alienation felt in their departments. For 
example, much of Kel’s training in professional writing was external to her de-
partment and occurred because of her job as a writing tutor, making her feel a 
sense of belonging with her workplace colleagues. Kel’s experiences corroborate 
the findings in Phillips (2012), which presented graduate writing groups and 
writing centers as a community of practice for future academics (see Lave & 
Wenger, 1991). Though Kel received training in professional writing through 
her job, her department in the humanities did not provide support that engen-
dered a sense of belonging in the department: “My experiences [in professional 
development] have negatively impacted my sense of belonging in the program 
and discipline.” Su Hyun, on the other hand, had a positive experience. When 
asked why she thinks so, she said, “I already learned so much culture and writing 
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coming here. [Learning administrative writing] is just the same.” Additionally, 
her sense of belonging was positive, like the findings in Le et al. (2016) of other 
international Asian women.

Respondents unanimously report that job materials, administrative/profes-
sional writing (e.g., assessment reports, teaching observations), and grant appli-
cations are the required and implicit genres that graduate students must learn, 
for which they were provided with mixed levels of writing training at the insti-
tutional level. Lack of confidence in these genres was often associated with a low 
professional self-concept or sense of belonging among the participants. They 
regularly spoke of these three writing contexts having enough variations in tones, 
audiences, and purpose as to cause uncertainty and confusion for the writer. To 
prepare future faculty, graduate student development must include professional 
writing training in the discipline-specific contexts that extend beyond research. 
For example, writing reports and teaching reviews were only important to Moira 
and Su Hyun, respectively. Moira, a doctoral student in counseling psycholo-
gy, taught herself to communicate as a future faculty member by decoding her 
supervisor’s reports—a common strategy in writing studies. If formal training 
in this genre was available, it is likely that Moira would not feel alone and dis-
couraged in the field. There is evidence that professional development in writing 
must distinguish between subgenres and offer discipline-specific content and 
guidance for positive influence on sense of belonging.

Lastly, graduate students gain external training by operationalizing institu-
tional knowledge or cultural capital about academia. Individuals whose depart-
ment prefers to do things “in house,” as Christine said, often do not receive 
advertisements and callouts to institutionally organized workshops from depart-
mental administrators. Instead, Christine had to be connected enough or be on 
the right email list to become aware of specific offerings for writing training. Fer-
nando, similarly, had to find his own examples of the types of writing his advisor 
wanted him to do. Others, like Su Hyun, benefitted from knowledge shared by 
their advisors, who functioned as a signpost to institutional offices. Still others, 
like Jackie and Christine, who “cold called” administrators and instructors for 
opportunities, used their cultural and social capital to effectively communicate 
for employment and informational interviews. The respondents all thought that 
the responsibility of making students aware of PD opportunities resided with 
their departments and advisors.

imPlications foR GRaduate students

A few study participants noted the lack of time to engage in PD and other activ-
ities as graduate students. Su Hyun would like to remind graduate students that 
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the same time challenges are true for their advisors; “Everyone is overworked 
and guards their time.” Participants in this study were most satisfied with help 
that was external to their department as a starting place for skill development 
in professional writing. Institutions vary, but most have a center of teaching, 
a career center, and/or an office of graduate study that may offer assistance in 
the form of workshops or webinars. These events are attended by fellow gradu-
ate students in similar situations and experts in writing job materials and grant 
writing. While socialization is not the same as feeling a sense of belonging (Soto, 
2002), it can be a start.

Writing training for graduate students that is external to their disciplines 
can help identify and edit the discipline-specific idiosyncrasies that may be a 
detriment when writing to audiences outside of their field. As Christine noted, 

Attending grant and instructor training at [the center for 
teaching] was instrumental to my development as a professor 
because it helps me see what sorts of things are specific to my 
field and what things cross my field. When on the job market, 
you’re going to be talking about things not necessarily in your 
field. 

With each new position, one must start relearning and building capital again. 
These types of training would benefit from the teaching practices from writing 
studies—decoding the genre in Moira’s case or, in Fernando’s case, gaining fa-
miliarity in types of writing by finding examples.

imPlications foR educatoRs

When asked for changes they could make to the education they received in 
their department, participants in this study gave conservative suggestions while 
keeping in mind the limitations of resources. Overall, their comments echoed 
those found by Rose: “The top recommendation is to prioritize professional 
skills training for graduate students in ways that will ensure the mobilization of 
their knowledge and skills … in a variety of workplace settings” (2012, p. 28).

For job materials, departments should collaborate with centers of teaching 
to deliver presentations that cover the basics, freeing time for advisors to give 
discipline-specific training. As Christine so bluntly stated, “Some faculty in my 
department, especially if they’ve been out of the market for a while, just aren’t 
equipped to teach people how to write these materials.” Outsourcing some of 
the job material writing development allows graduate students to benefit from 
center consultants’ ongoing research about the genre. Faculty advisors, especially 
those who were newly hired, can supply the disciplinary culture and expertise.
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A PD workshop could be housed within an office of graduate studies. Moira 
suggested a “formal class or workshop to learn grant writing or intro to article 
writing because faculty vary in expertise, and you can be sure you are picking 
up all the skills that are important.” To this, I am reminded of Fernando crit-
icizing his workshops for being too messy because they were student-led. In 
that instance, his cohort was a group of “clueless people desperate for a job 
leading other clueless people.” Future studies should examine whether training 
opportunities external to departments are useful for graduate students. And, giv-
en the discipline-specific needs and time demands of graduate students, it may 
be worth testing the utility in different formats of the course: as a standalone 
training course or training sprinkled throughout all courses within a graduate 
program. What is most important for the success of the workshop is attention 
to the three subgenres and providing structure for graduate students to continue 
to grow and improve.

CONCLUSION

Writing studies scholars have called for a re-examination of how graduate stu-
dents transition to academic roles (Yancey, 2013), a re-examination of race and 
labor in the discipline (Inoue, 2019; Osorio et al., 2021) and a diversification 
of the discipline (de Mueller & Ruiz, 2017; Ore et al., 2021). And writing is 
simultaneously interwoven with identity and a means for graduate students to 
enter academia. Writing training has been linked with graduate students’ sense 
of belonging, especially for students from historically underrepresented minority 
groups (Pascale, 2018; Strayhorn, 2019). A sense of belonging has a direct ef-
fect on students’ persistence; thus, professional development contributes toward 
student success (Strayhorn, 2019). Therefore, writing training in professional 
materials has direct implications for graduate students with minoritized identi-
ties to feel a sense of belonging in their disciplines and in academia. Professional 
writing has distinct subgenres that require their own focus in graduate student 
professional development, such as writing for job materials and developing grant 
proposals. By including opportunities for aspiring faculty and professionals to 
develop appropriate writing skills beyond research, institutions are promoting 
a sense of belonging while preparing them with the competencies they need to 
fulfill all aspects of their work.
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APPENDIX A. LIST OF INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

• What expectations did you have about how the institution would 
prepare you professionally when you first entered your program?
 ◦ How were those expectations met or not met?

• How important is/was receiving professional/job training in a doc 
program to sense of belonging?

• In your opinion or experience, what are the required, yet implicit, 
professional skills that graduate students must learn as future faculty?

• What training did you receive about applying for funding ops (grants/
fellowships) and future jobs?
 ◦ What training do/did you wish you had?

• Anything else you would like to add about institutional support for 
doctoral students’ professional development?

APPENDIX B. CODE CHART

Theme Codes Sub-codes

1. Graduate Perceptions
of Professional
Development and
Belonging

1.1 Professional
development

1.1.1 Faculty mentorship experiences

1.1.2 Impact of mentorship on career
development

1.1.3 Writing skill development

1.2 Sense of belonging 1.2.1 Departmental community

1.2.2 Peer belonging

1.2.3 Belonging in discipline
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Theme Codes Sub-codes

2. Trained and 
Untrained
Writing

2.1 Job materials 2.1.1 Sources of training
2.1.2 Formal training insufficient

2.2 Administrative,
professional writing

2.2.1 Sources of training

2.3 Grant applications 2.3.1 No training

3. Individually Bridging 
the Gap

3.1 Self- and 
peer-assessment

3.1.1 Seeking training in the moment
3.1.2 Peers’ writing feedback

3.2 Experiential advice 3.2.1 New hires, recent alumni,
informational interviews
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CHAPTER 9.  

MOVING BEYOND “A BASKET 
OF SKILLS AND A BUNCH OF 
PUBLICATIONS”: DEVELOPING 
A WRITERLY IDENTITY 
THROUGH FACILITATING 
FACULTY WRITING GROUPS

Kristin Messuri and Elizabeth Sharp
Texas Tech University

Abstract. We explore how facilitating writing groups impacts faculty 
identity, particularly for women faculty members. Drawing on data 
from a large women’s writing program, the chapter discusses how facil-
itators balance the dual role of participant and leader, and how these 
experiences help resist competitive pressures in academia.

Writing is central to the tenure and promotion processes of faculty from all dis-
ciplines, yet few faculty members self-identify as writers, instead understanding 
themselves as teachers, professors, or researchers (Banks & Flinchbaugh, 2013; El-
bow & Sorcinelli, 2006). Writing, for most faculty, is an activity in service of their 
professional identity—something they must do, and do well, but not an integral 
part of their identities. This limited understanding of writing is at odds with the 
field of writing studies, which understands writing as a means of developing and 
expressing professional identity. As Estrem (2015) has explained, “Writing—as a 
means of thinking, a form of inquiry and research, and a means for communica-
tion within a discipline—plays a critical role in … identity transformation and ex-
pansion” (p. 55). The subject of developing professional identities through writing 
is common in scholarship about graduate writers (Curry, 2016; Martinez, 2016; 
Pemberton, 2019). However, there is a tacit assumption that faculty have done this 
complex identity work and now have fairly static, fully formed professional identi-
ties, an assumption that belies the shifting, contingent, evolving nature of identity 
and the developmental processes faculty continue to experience.

https://doi.org/10.37514/PER-B.2025.2555.2.09
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The centrality of writing to the development of professional identity is just as 
important for faculty as it is for student writers, yet little research addresses fac-
ulty writerly identity. This gap in the research is unsurprising, given the dearth 
of research on faculty writers in general, which this collection seeks to bolster. 
Tarabochia (2020) and Werder (2013) have argued that the intrapersonal di-
mension, which Werder (2013) describes as “how one views one’s sense of iden-
tity” (p. 281), is central to faculty writers’ development, understanding identity 
as part of the more comprehensive construct of self-authorship. Tarabochia and 
Madden (2018) found professional identity to be a concern of early-career fac-
ulty across disciplines as they try to establish themselves as scholars in their cho-
sen fields. Writerly identity, or what Williams (2018) called “literate identity,” 
has implications for writers’ agency, “the perception, drawn from experiences 
and dispositions, that the individual can, in a given social context, act, make a 
decision, and make meaning” (p. 10). Although Williams studied student writ-
ers, the interconnectedness of writerly identity and agency can be extended to 
faculty writers. Moreover, there is evidence that writing programs geared toward 
enhancing faculty writing productivity are more effective when faculty under-
stand themselves as writers (Banks & Flinchbaugh, 2013). Wells and Söder-
lund (2018) and Tulley (2018) have performed important empirical inquiries 
into rhetoric and composition faculty’s experiences with writing for publication. 
However, more research is needed to explore the formation, expression, and 
development of professional and writerly identities for faculty across disciplines. 
In addition, further inquiry is needed to examine writing support structures that 
could enhance the development of faculty’s professional and writerly identities.

Lee and Boud (2003) found evidence suggesting institutionally embedded 
multidisciplinary faculty writing groups could support this growth. They de-
scribed writing groups as local sites of practice where academic identities were 
developed, as they “reposition participants as active scholarly writers within a 
peer-learning framework” (p. 198). Their investigation focused on faculty writ-
ing groups centered on peer feedback. Although this structure is the most com-
mon described in the literature, many models exist with varying membership, 
purposes, activities, and other dimensions (Haas, 2014). Further work is needed 
to investigate whether other writing group structures, such as “write-on-site” 
groups where participants meet to work independently, may serve faculty in 
similar capacities.

Most of the existing literature focusing on writing groups and professional 
identities is not based on empirical research; instead, it relies heavily upon the 
authors’ personal experiences in a group, primarily as participants but also as 
writing program administrators or faculty development specialists engaged in 
faculty support. Little research provides perspectives other than the authors’; a 
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notable exception is work by Tarabochia and Madden (2018). Research using 
qualitative methodologies has the potential to increase the perspectives involved 
in the research beyond the authors’ personal experiences and increase the diver-
sity of the writing group participants under study.

WRITING PROGRAM BACKGROUND

This study explored a large-scale writing program developed at an institution 
during its transition to Carnegie Tier 1 status. We describe the group as wom-
en-centered because it is designed to support faculty who identify as women, 
and conversations and materials often focus on this population. However, the 
program is open to faculty of all genders and academic appointment types. The 
women-centered nature of the group is significant because of gender disparities 
in tenure and promotion found throughout academia (Misra et al., 2011), in-
cluding among faculty in language fields as found in a survey of MLA members 
(Modern Language Association, 2009). The MLA report indicated that tenured 
women faculty dedicated two fewer hours per week to research compared to 
men; conversely, they dedicated more time to course preparation (1.8 hours per 
week) and grading or providing feedback on student work (1.6 hours per week). 
Although these disparities may seem small, “over the years the accumulation of 
these microdifferences may add up to the major inequity that is the substantial 
difference in time between men and women attaining the rank of professor” (p. 
2). Considering gendered differences in time spent on research, writing pro-
grams have the potential to help address the larger structural issues that affect 
women faculty.

The program in this study currently serves approximately 100 faculty mem-
bers from 11 colleges and more than 30 departments. The largest user group is 
assistant professors, but faculty of all ranks, including those who are not tenure 
eligible, are represented. The program’s primary activity is meeting weekly for 
write-on-site groups; therefore, for the purposes of this study, we refer to the 
“writing program” when considering the administrative or holistic qualities of 
the program and “writing groups” when referring specifically to activities that 
occur in the virtual and physical writing group spaces. Other program activi-
ties include writing retreats, professional development events, and networking 
events. The program is structured such that faculty members are divided into 
approximately 10 writing groups, each of which is led by a faculty facilitator. 
Each group meets for three hours each week: 15-30 minutes of discussion time, 
usually centered on a brief reading or discussion topic, followed by indepen-
dent writing time. Faculty commit to participate in one semester at a time, but 
the majority stay in the program for multiple semesters, and many continue to 
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participate for much longer; about half of current members have been in the 
group for more than two years. The authors offer a detailed description of the 
group’s structure and benefits, as well as its women-centered focus on feminist 
principles in other publications (Sharp & Messuri, 2023).

Over the course of the program’s history, 20 faculty have served as facilitators 
(typically 10 to 11 serve in a given semester). They are recruited by the program 
co-directors based on their past experiences as strong participants in the group. 
Only one facilitator was invited to lead a group without prior participation be-
cause her history of winning grants made her a logical fit for a grant writing 
group being developed at that time. Program co-directors intentionally recruit 
facilitators from diverse personal backgrounds and from various departments 
and ranks, though they are typically already tenured to protect junior faculty 
from dedicating time to an additional service commitment. Most facilitators 
serve for multiple semesters; several have chosen to continue in this role for 
several years.

Prior to the beginning of each fall or spring semester, faculty facilitators are 
assigned to one writing group with 6 to 15 faculty members; most groups have 
10 to 12 members. Each week, facilitators are responsible for leading 30-minute 
discussions at the beginning of the writing session as well as maintaining regular 
communication among group members and assisting in the administration of 
the group (e.g., building a “syllabus” of readings used during meetings, planning 
writing retreats, administering surveys to participants, and writing reports to 
program sponsors). To recognize their labor, facilitators receive a modest stipend 
of $500 per semester, compensation that was enabled by recently established 
permanent funding from the provost’s office and the research office.

METHODS

study desiGn

In the present study (IRB 2019-60), we examined faculty facilitators’ experi-
ences and identities linked to their role as leaders in a women faculty writing 
program. Because facilitators take leadership roles in these writing groups and 
dedicate their intellectual and emotional labor to sustaining the program, they 
are a particularly rich group to study when considering the effects of writing 
groups on faculty’s writerly identities. During the focus groups, participants 
were asked questions about their experiences facilitating a group as well as how 
those experiences influenced their professional identities as faculty members and 
writers. The focus groups, which were conducted virtually, were recorded and 
transcripts were created.
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PaRticiPants

Within a span of a month, we conducted four virtual focus groups with three 
participants in each group (total participants = 12). Participants were from a 
wide variety of disciplines, including English (n=2), education (n=2), STEM 
(n=1), law (n=2), history (n=2), anthropology (n=1), Russian (n=1), and com-
munication studies (n=1). Participants included five full professors, five associ-
ate professors, one assistant professor, and one retired associate professor. Three 
of the participants also served as administrators (i.e., department chair, associ-
ate department chair, associate vice president of research, interim vice provost) 
during a portion of the time they were facilitators. One-fourth of the sample 
identified as women of color. Most of the sample had facilitated four or more se-
mesters, two participants had facilitated during one semester, and two had facil-
itated three or fewer semesters. Seven of the participants had facilitated in both 
the face-to-face groups and virtual groups; four facilitated face-to-face groups 
only and one facilitated virtual groups only. At the time of participating in the 
research, half of the participants no longer served as facilitators. One facilitator 
took a position at another university, several became administrators, and one 
(the assistant professor) was asked by her department to stop facilitating because 
she had too much service outside of her department. Some facilitators led gen-
eral writing groups that were open to all writing program members, while others 
led groups dedicated to women faculty of color, faculty writing grant and fellow-
ship applications, and parents of young children. All but one had been involved 
in the writing groups as participants before becoming facilitators.

analysis

We watched the focus group video recordings and read the transcripts from 
the focus groups multiple times. As we engaged with the data, we kept run-
ning notes of the ideas and concepts emerging from the data. We drew on the 
constant comparative method (Glaser, 1965), whereby each relevant idea in the 
data was compared to previous ideas and either integrated within a previously 
noted idea or added as new idea/concept. Then, we threaded together the ideas 
to develop broader themes.

Positionality

Our analyses and interpretations were necessarily influenced by our identi-
ties and experiences. Both of us are white, cisgender women from the United 
States, identities which are especially important to consider in the context of a 
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women-centered group with members (including the study participants) who 
have diverse intersecting identities. As program co-directors, we hoped to cre-
ate space for facilitators with different racial, ethnic, linguistic, and national 
backgrounds. That diversity is reflected in our participants, who were from that 
pool of facilitators. As authors, we recognize the limitations of our personal per-
spectives, and, in response, we have intentionally highlighted the voices of our 
participants through our extensive use of direct quotations.

Our institutional appointments and disciplinary backgrounds are also re-
flected in this research project. Kristin is the Managing Director of the Writing 
Centers (a staff position at her institution) with a research background in writ-
ing studies. Elizabeth is Director of the Women and Gender Studies Program 
and Professor of Human Development and Family Studies. As co-founders, for-
mer facilitators, and current participants in the group, we came to this project 
with personal experiences of the writing program as well as existing relationships 
with study participants. We needed to consider how our own personal and pro-
fessional investment in the program might influence our interpretations of our 
findings. Therefore, in writing this chapter, we critically and recursively reflected 
on how our perspectives related to the focus group data with the intention of 
mitigating potential bias.

FINDINGS

Writing group facilitators indicated that participating in the writing group, 
whether in the role of member or facilitator, strongly affected their writing prac-
tices, resulting in significant changes in their understandings of themselves and 
others as writers. Facilitators described joining the writing group, and specifical-
ly forming a writing community and learning more about others’ writing prac-
tices, as “transformative” and a “paradigm shift.” Throughout the focus groups, 
there was a sense that the act of joining the group caused the most significant 
shifts in both writing practices and scholarly or writerly identities. However, 
facilitators noted that taking on the leadership role of facilitator enhanced their 
identities as scholars and writers. The significance placed on the role of facilitator 
versus member was most pronounced in those who had facilitated for several 
years versus those who only facilitated for a semester or two.

GRouP identity

Facilitators felt a very strong sense of identification with the writing program. In 
the context of a question about professional identity, a facilitator said that “be-
ing part of the program is part of your professional identity … whether you’re 
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a participant or facilitator.” Another called it “a big part of my identity as a 
faculty member” at our institution. For one person who has participated since 
the group’s inception and facilitated for one year, identification with the writing 
program superseded identification with her department, which is typically a fac-
ulty member’s strongest affiliation: 

I don’t have a very strong connection to my department at 
all, but I feel very connected to people across the university 
because we’ve been in writing group together, and I’ve always 
said the writing group … [is] my [home].

This affinity with the writing group led some facilitators to take on the leader-
ship role because they felt a desire to contribute to the group. One facilitator 
said, “I feel like it was kind of my duty to … give back to the program what I 
thought it had given me.” Another noted that this sense of identification with 
the group is common to many program participants and could motivate others 
to act in a leadership capacity as needed: “I have the sense that any of us would 
do it … if a group needs to be led by somebody, then we step in, and we do it.”

Several facilitators, especially those who served in that role for several years, 
said their sense of identification with the program grew stronger when they 
moved from program participant to facilitator, in terms of both how they under-
stood themselves and how they were viewed by others. Several noted that after 
they became facilitators, they were more likely to promote the writing group 
to others, especially faculty in their departments and faculty who were new to 
the university. One called herself “the champion for” the program to others 
in her department; another said she had become “an ambassador of the pro-
gram.” Facilitators also indicated that acting in this leadership role enriched their 
connections with other group members as they developed stronger one-on-one 
relationships beyond what members typically develop with one another. Sev-
eral spoke about their emotional investment in their group members’ writing, 
enthusiastically recounting members’ accomplishments that felt like personal 
victories. One facilitator’s enthusiasm was palpable as she talked about her group 
member’s recent book coming out: “I was so excited, and I … bought the book, 
and … it arrived, and I was just, like, so excited … because, you know, we had 
been in group together for years, and I had sort of been with her on that jour-
ney.” She went on to explain that, in general, 

I feel like I spend more of my professional time thinking 
about what other people are doing and just being more … 
emotionally wrapped up in that experience, and I think that’s 
been a really good thing, I think that there’s … kind of a soli-



226

Messuri and Sharp

darity that comes from that, and also just a lot of professional 
satisfaction in seeing other people succeed.

 Some facilitators commented that they were specifically motivated by pro-
moting the success of other women. As one explained,

I love this program, I’m committed to this program, I believe 
in what we’re doing, and I’m excited to be a part of … the 
people who are trying to push it forward even further … I 
find that work really rewarding … particularly in this [con-
text] because I felt like I was helping … women in particular, 
and it was making the university a better place.

Here, the women-centered focus of the group contributed to the facilitator’s 
identification with the group as well as her sense of satisfaction.

PRofessional identity: mentoRs, leadeRs, and administRatoRs

When asked about how leading the writing groups influenced their professional 
identities, facilitators offered a variety of answers, including seeing themselves 
and others seeing them as mentors, leaders, and administrators. They considered 
how the program helped them reflect on their identities as leaders and (possible) 
administrators in the future.

Mentors

One of the central features of the writing program is the bi-directional mento-
ring that occurs within the groups. Women faculty of different ranks and dif-
ferent disciplinary backgrounds are intentionally placed in each group to en-
courage mentoring. Among facilitators who discussed their identity as mentors 
within and beyond the writing groups, there was an overarching sense that they 
found value in both mentoring and learning from other women faculty in the 
writing groups. Almost all facilitators indicated they had acquired new writing 
techniques as well as time and energy management advice from women in their 
groups. For example, several facilitators discussed learning to set smaller writ-
ing goals and developing more effective goal setting strategies in general. One 
facilitator told us that she learned from other women the “aggressive use of the 
Outlook calendar to block out time when no one can schedule a meeting” as one 
way to get more of her writing completed.

In addition to learning from other women faculty, the facilitators enjoyed the 
opportunity to mentor and contribute to the success of women faculty mem-
bers. In the words of one facilitator, being a facilitator “augments the part of my 
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professional identity that speaks to mentoring and supporting other colleagues” 
and “supplements” other mentoring roles she has.

In the context of the mentoring aspect of their professional identities, several 
facilitators indicated that the multidisciplinary nature of the groups made their 
work especially rewarding. One facilitator explained that she liked “mentoring” 
and “helping … other faculty … not just in my department or discipline or 
college or anything like that.” Similarly, another facilitator felt that as writing 
group facilitators, we are “providing a real contribution to advance scholarship 
… all across departments. That feels pretty good.”

A few facilitators specified that they especially appreciated the opportuni-
ty to mentor junior colleagues. In particular, those who were further along in 
their careers saw it as an opportunity to share wisdom with junior faculty. One 
explained, “I had been experiencing ageism and sort of a dismissal within my 
home department” and was gratified to find that group members found her “sea-
soned advice actually useful.” Another said the mentoring role has “allowed me 
or given me the space to start embracing the fact that I’m an elder professor and 
being okay with that, and that does have some value.” She found this perspective 
especially rewarding in the context of working with more junior faculty, saying, 

I’m humbled. … They’re amazing. They’re doing such won-
derful work that it’s like, God, I wish I was that smart when 
I was in their place, you know? … We women are doing 
so much good and such amazing research that we really are 
contributing to the university, to the knowledge base, to the 
web of knowledge, and I just think everybody should know 
about it.

Leaders

Facilitators felt that this leadership role empowered them to shape the writing 
program. One commented, “I appreciate the fact that I was now at the deci-
sion-making table, at the big kids’ table” and helping to make decisions about 
the syllabus, reports to sponsors, and other matters that affected the entire pro-
gram. Others said they felt “empowered” to take care of issues they had noticed, 
ranging from “creature comforts,” such as snacks and room temperature, to 
managing the conversations at the beginning of each session. One facilitator felt 
empowered because she was able to enhance what the program had previously 
offered her as a member. For example, she was able to get her group members 
parking passes, and she provided snacks at every session.

With this leadership identity, many facilitators felt an increased sense of 
responsibility, which some found stressful or anxiety-provoking, but others 
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found rewarding. One facilitator said she possessed a “hostess” mentality in 
which she felt obligated to ensure everyone was okay and getting what they 
needed. Because of the hostess role, some of the facilitators indicated that they 
were able to get more research done when they were members than when they 
were facilitators. A related theme was the sense of obligation to model produc-
tive writing practices to the group, often based on the readings and discussions 
shared with group members. Common examples facilitators noted included 
planning their writing sessions, focusing on writing during group meetings, 
completing the assigned readings, and identifying additional writing times 
during the week. Many facilitators talked about the challenges of managing 
discussions at the beginning of each session, especially ensuring that partici-
pants did not steer the conversation in an unproductive, negative direction; 
interrupt others; or dominate the discussion. These dominators, or “super 
talkers,” were mentioned in every focus group and were considered disruptive 
because they “hijacked” conversations, silencing other voices and causing dis-
cussions to run long, impinging upon dedicated writing time. Some facilita-
tors found managing such situations challenging because, as one explained, “I 
am just a peer … it’s not like when you’re teaching a class.” They shared tech-
niques they found successful, such as setting a timer or inviting other members 
to contribute to the conversation.

Acting in the role of facilitator caused some to inhabit leadership roles, even 
when they were not otherwise inclined to do so. One noted, “I don’t necessarily 
see myself as an authority figure, but sometimes the facilitator situation requires, 
like, a little bit of ‘authoritating.’” Another said she does not typically see herself 
as a leader, but this group challenged her to take on a leadership role outside of 
her comfort zone: “I’m not a leader in any sense, in any way, and so it is pulling 
me out of … my natural introvert, reticent, ‘I’m going to sit in the back row’” 
means of interacting. Taken together, these themes suggest that performing the 
facilitator role in and of itself is a form of leadership development.

Administrators

As facilitators self-identified with the writing program, so, too, did their col-
leagues, department chairs, and other administrators identify them with this 
work, especially as it applies to faculty development and diversity, equity, and 
inclusion. One facilitator noted that this recognition has created “more service 
opportunities for better and for worse,” an experience shared by several in the 
focus group. One facilitator was asked to facilitate a similar writing group for 
faculty of all genders in her department. However, she declined the request to 
facilitate because she believed the group would replicate gendered dynamics that 
occur elsewhere (e.g., women being expected to contribute food, conversations 
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centering on competition instead of collaboration). Another said she became 
known as the “gender mentorship writing person” and was asked to chair a gen-
der equity task force. She later moved to a different institution and was nomi-
nated to be the Associate Dean for Faculty Development within her first three 
months. She commented that her involvement in the writing program “created a 
lot of opportunities quickly” in her new setting. This identification of facilitators 
with the writing group benefited the program as well, as when two facilitators 
leveraged their positions as administrators to assist the program in gaining per-
manent funding from the institution’s upper administration.

Several of the facilitators held administrative positions in their departments 
or in upper administration, either during or after their time as facilitators in the 
writing group. One facilitator identified “synergies” with her role in the research 
office, as it allowed her to encourage writing group members and especially ju-
nior faculty to apply for funding they may not have known about otherwise. 
However, several of these women who were no longer facilitators left due to 
time constraints related to these administrative responsibilities, an example of 
one downside of facilitators gaining the leadership skills needed to succeed as 
administrators. Women faculty (these facilitators included) already have dispro-
portionate service loads, and adopting new administrative roles may leave them 
with little time for writing.

In a few cases, facilitating the groups helped create an identity perceived by 
others that suggested the facilitators were capable administrators. As previously 
mentioned, one facilitator was nominated for an administrative role just a few 
months into her position at a new institution. Another facilitator started warm-
ing up to the idea of being an administrator—something she had avoided for 
most of her career.

tRanslatinG WRitinG PRactices to otheR contexts

Facilitators also translated their experiences with the writing group to other 
contexts. As one facilitator explained, “I found several levels of using my facil-
itating skills and applied them to my other duties.” The experience of facilitat-
ing enhanced facilitators’ domain knowledge related to writing, as well as their 
mentoring, leadership, and administrative skills, allowing them to translate that 
knowledge to other contexts.

Facilitators took their administrative knowledge of the writing groups and 
used them as the basis for similarly structured groups for other faculty in a facil-
itator’s department, for faculty at another institution (after a facilitator suggest-
ed it to a friend), and, most commonly, for the graduate students they advise. 
For example, one facilitator who described a writing group she started for her 
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doctoral students emphasized the way the group helps them to develop their 
scholarly identities.

Others reflected on how facilitating the writing group enhanced their work 
with graduate students regardless of whether they adopted the structure of a 
writing group. One noted that the leadership and mentoring aspects of the 
facilitator role had “transferred … into the way that I approach writing pro-
cesses and working with my graduate students. There are some things that I 
was doing, but others that … just through facilitating the group, that I incor-
porated into the writing processes with them, not just as they’re working for 
degree completion but also in collaborative projects.” She went on to describe 
how she shared insight from her own writing practices as well as those of other 
writing group members when a graduate student was having trouble with a 
collaborative writing project.

The writing group also translated into making facilitators more effective in 
other administrative roles. For example, one facilitator of a grant writing group 
who later became an interim department chair explained, “Being a facilitator 
has helped me figure out some of the things that I now, as a department chair, 
need to impart on my junior faculty that are in my department and just starting 
out with grant writing.” In this way, the writing groups functioned as informal 
training that facilitators carried into other professional contexts.

WRiteRly identity

Participants indicated that being a facilitator and a participant in the writing 
groups enhanced their scholarly identities. For example, one participant reflect-
ed on how her understanding of herself as a scholar and writer changed through 
her participation in the writing groups:

When I first got a tenure-track job … I viewed [publica-
tions] at first as that many disconnected hoops I had to jump 
through. So, I would jump through this hoop, and then I 
would jump through the next hoop, and this hoop, and this 
hoop, and they were unconnected to each other. But being 
part of the group has helped me coalesce all those hoops into 
an important part of my job and an important part of my 
identity, and had I not been in the group I wouldn’t think 
of myself in the same way that I do now that I have a body 
of work that is united and cohesive and I have developed an 
expertise on a specific subject. I think, without the support of 
other women doing the same thing and creating an identity, I 



231

Moving Beyond “A Basket of Skills and a Bunch of Publications”

… would just be a person with a basket of skills and a bunch 
of publications, but I wouldn’t understand them all as one 
important part of my job.

Within the groups, interacting with group members and engaging in regular 
conversations about research and writing enabled facilitators to develop and ex-
press scholarly and writerly identities.

Scholarly Identity vs. Writerly Identity

Although many facilitators identified ways the writing program enhanced their 
scholarly identities, several of their responses indicated tensions between their 
identities as scholars and their identities as writers. For example, one participant 
questioned, “Do I think of myself [as writer]? I think of myself as an academic, 
and part of that is writing.” Another said, “I don’t see myself as a writer, I see 
myself as a scholar, and I want to claim that as my identity as a scholar … I 
communicate through the writing.” One facilitator of a writing group focused 
on grant writing noted that facilitating “reaffirmed my … identity, I think, as 
a grant writer. I’ve never thought of myself that way but, you know … I have 
to live and die by it. If I don’t have it, I’m not successful according to the world 
that we live in.”

Disciplinary background played a strong role in determining whether facil-
itators felt that the writing program enhanced their writerly identity. Prior to 
joining the writing groups, facilitators who were not English faculty tended to 
identify as scholars with writing as one task that contributes to their scholarly 
identity rather than constituting a central part of their identity. After leading 
the groups and being part of them, several were more comfortable with viewing 
themselves as writers.

Both English faculty members who were part of the focus groups indicated 
that they had previously thought of themselves as writers and understood writ-
ing as a significant aspect of their identities. One shared:

English is about writing … [a writerly identity] was some-
thing that I already had. … This is part of … who you are as 
a professional in English … you think of yourself as someone 
who writes … but the thing that has changed a little bit for 
me … I look back at the things that I’ve accomplished, the 
work I’ve done in my career, and I think, “you know what—
I’m actually okay at this.”

This experience of gaining confidence in one’s scholarly work and writing 
abilities was a common theme among facilitators. However, many felt it was 
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difficult to tease out the identity shifts resulting from progressing in their careers 
from those caused by participating in and facilitating the writing groups. One 
said that around the time she became a facilitator, she was getting publications 
into stronger journals, “and that was really empowering, and so I felt like … 
dedicating more time into writing … and it wasn’t this thing I was trying to 
squeeze in between putting kids down for naps or grading or whatever else.” 
This theme of increasing the quantity and quality of publications emerged from 
several facilitators’ responses, though most could not attribute it specifically to 
the facilitator role. For example, another facilitator noted, “The positive support 
within the group has helped my confidence, but I think some of that would have 
happened anyways, it’s just to a greater degree. It’s like the group is a multiplier.”

undeRstandinG otheR WRiteRs’ exPeRiences

In the context of gaining confidence as a scholar/writer and enhancing writing 
skills and productivity, many facilitators identified hearing about others’ challeng-
es with research and writing as pivotal to their own professional growth. Many 
facilitators similarly reflected on how group conversations about writing challeng-
es normalized their own struggles with writing, resulting in changes in how they 
experienced writing and understood themselves as scholars and writers. As one 
explained, “Because I have watched so many other people struggling the same way 
that I am struggling [it] has turned my struggle into something that is perfectly 
normal and part of a process.” This understanding resulted in a shift in writerly 
identity for at least one facilitator. The facilitator who had self-identified as a writ-
er since graduate school went on to explain that gaining an understanding of the 
experiences of other writers, specifically their struggles, caused this shift in her 
writerly identity: “That’s been kind of empowering to realize … yeah, it is a strug-
gle, it’s not that it’s not hard, it’s not that it’s not frustrating and, you know, you 
want to pull your hair out, but I’ve actually done well.” Another believes that this 
experience is common among participants in the groups beyond facilitators. She 
described how, before the writing group formed, “we were all on our little islands, 
and … you kind of have this idea that there’s [sic] these people who are out there 
who are just, like, tearing through everything, and it’s easy for them, and to find 
out that … maybe those people exist, but most of us are just—it’s hard, it’s hard, 
writing is hard.” One facilitator reflected on how the writing group disrupted the 
academic culture of perfectionism, explaining,

Academia is kind of like social media in a way, where we see 
everybody’s successes and we don’t necessarily see the shadow 
CV with all the failures, but to meet with people on a week-
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ly basis, and they’re like, “I just had nothing in my tank this 
week, I got nothing done,” or “I got two rejections on the same 
day, and I’m just … really down,” that has kind of helped me 
distance myself emotionally from some of the things I put out, 
and I think I’m more willing to put out things now because, 
if it comes back to me, so what? It’s going to come back with 
suggestions, and I can make it better, and I can try again.

Group conversations functioned to demystify individuals’ writing processes 
and experiences, including the challenges members face, thereby altering facil-
itator understanding of their own writing processes and scholarly or writerly 
identities. It is important to note there that some of the facilitators mentioned 
that the women-centered aspect of the writing program offers a safer space to 
share vulnerabilities. Additionally, one facilitator said that the program “has 
really been super instrumental in professionalizing women across campus and 
empowering them … we were in silos before and now we can address the issues 
that everybody’s having … and have a united front” for issues affecting women. 
In other research projects from the writing program, we share in detail about the 
value of the women-centered space (Sharp & Messuri, 2023).

Others reflected on how they came to understand that different writers have dif-
ferent needs and processes, realizing that there is not a single way to be productive. 
One facilitator began to “see certain things that work for me don’t work for other 
people,” coming to a stronger understanding of the diversity of writing practices. 
Another explained, “It’s interesting to see everybody struggling with the same stuff 
and to see in what ways we are struggling all the same way and in what ways we’re 
struggling in unique ways.” She went on to discuss how she believes that, for her, 

the best practices have floated to the top, and they are the 
obvious ones that I know I need to follow to be successful: 
carving out the time, touching the project frequently and in 
smaller groups rather than waiting for some magical window 
in two weeks when I will have nothing else going on in my 
life and I’ll be wildly productive.

Facilitators found that developing practices that work for them as well as “forgiv-
ing” themselves when they did not meet writing goals were important shifts in 
how they experienced writing and understood themselves as writers. At the same 
time, they recognized and respected that other writers have different practices 
and needs.

Facilitators also reported stronger positive emotions associated with writ-
ing due to normalizing struggles, developing consistent and effective writing 
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practices, and writing as part of a community. One facilitator shared, 

There were moments before joining this group that when 
I would put my hands on the keyboard I’d literally almost 
be shaking, like there would be that much anxiety. And so, 
when I say it was transformative, [it] really shifted in a deeply 
psychological level. … It’s hard for me now not to be writing 
and enjoy writing.

Others expressed that they also enjoyed writing more than they had prior to 
joining the group, as they had reframed the way they understood writing.

DISCUSSION

Although most universities are concerned with faculty development and growth, 
there are few initiatives that are effective for women faculty (Cardel et al., 2020). 
The present study focused on leaders within a women faculty writing program. 
The findings indicated that the faculty writing groups had important implica-
tions for women faculty success and encouraged women faculty to think deeply 
about multiple types of identities: group identity, professional identity (espe-
cially as related to identities as mentors, leaders, and administrators), and writ-
erly identity. The study follows Aitchison and Lee (2006) in understanding the 
“notion of community” as an “intrinsic element” of research writing groups that 
allows “identification” among group members (pp. 271–272). The strong sense 
of group identity found in the writing groups in the present study is aligned with 
other accounts of faculty writing groups, such as that described by Fajt et al. 
(2013), who reflected on how “collaboration helps us resist becoming needlessly 
isolated in our specialized academic disciplines” and how the women-centered 
space created by that group provided “common ground,” much like the group 
discussed in this study (p. 173). Moreover, facilitators indicated that participat-
ing in the writing groups and taking on leadership roles enhanced their sense 
of themselves as mentors, leaders, current/future administrators, and scholars, 
thereby demonstrating growth in multiple, interrelated aspects of professional 
identity. The emphasis facilitators outside of the English department placed on 
professional or scholarly identities rather than writerly identities is in keeping 
with previous research indicating that faculty typically do not identify as writers 
(Banks & Flinchbaugh, 2013; Elbow & Sorcinelli, 2006). However, upon fur-
ther inquiry, the data indicated that facilitators did develop writerly identities, 
some self-identifying as writers for the first time, reflecting both new under-
standings of themselves and enhanced understandings of writing as an evolving, 
recursive, individualized, contextual, contingent process.
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Facilitators’ experiences with the writing program enabled them to support 
others in forming, re-thinking, and cultivating writerly identities. The data in-
dicates that facilitators transferred their knowledge and experiences to help their 
group members, students, junior faculty, and others find resources, experiment 
with new strategies, develop and join writing groups, and enhance their writerly 
identity development. It is worth noting that facilitators came to understand 
that different writers have different practices, though they also identified some 
common strategies that they and others have adapted to their own needs and 
circumstances. While their reflections on writing practices often noted the day-
to-day behavioral advice of the sort featured in writing advice manuals, they 
understood these practices as part of long-term, individualized, evolving pro-
cesses rather than discreet, one-size-fits-all tips and tricks devoid of context. This 
emphasis on adapting writing practices, as well as the specific practices facilita-
tors found effective, is in keeping with Tulley’s (2018) finding that prominent 
writing studies faculty “adapt similar practices in widely diverse ways to local 
employment contexts, career stages, family circumstances, and individual pref-
erences” (p. 146). That the current study included faculty from multiple disci-
plines suggests that, while writerly identity may be influenced by disciplinary 
background, sustained discussions about writing among a diverse community of 
writers may enhance faculty’s understanding of writing practices and processes.

The communal setting, which facilitators consistently associated with sup-
portive, candid discussions about writing, added an important dimension (and, 
often, challenge) to straightforward productive writing advice favored by writing 
advice manuals and articles. In this way, the writing groups under study may, 
to some degree, use the communal forum to circumvent focusing too heavily 
on behavioral strategies at the expense of understanding writing as a complex 
emotional, intellectual, rhetorical process, concerns about typical writing advice 
manuals articulated by scholars such as Johnson (2017), Tarabochia (2020), and 
Werder (2013). Future writing group discussions could engage more fully in 
discussions and events that “combine behavioral goals with a focus on inquiry 
and intellectual complexity,” as Johnson (2017, p. 67) suggests.

Pleasure in writing was also identified by Lee and Boud (2003) as central 
to the experiences of writing group participants, especially those who partici-
pated over the course of multiple years, as they gained facility with writing and 
publication: “Pleasure … has to be substantially located within the processes of 
‘doing’ the writing groups. The fact that the writing groups have been deeply 
satisfying to all participants is clearly a major factor in their success” (p. 198). 
Moreover, the pleasure in writing facilitators felt aligns with the experiences in 
the women-only writing group described by Bosanquet et al. (2014), who state, 
“Writing circles for women offer a pleasurable and productive social space that 
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can ameliorate” the structural academic and social challenges women face in the 
academy (p. 375). In the present study, the sense of joy surrounding writing 
as well as the satisfaction in contributing to a community of writers were rev-
elations to many facilitators and important factors in enhancing their writing 
productivity and professional activities and identities.

In summary, the communities created by the writing program encouraged 
intellectual engagement, candid interactions, and emotional connections that 
helped facilitators develop more robust professional practices and writerly iden-
tities as well as experience pleasure in writing. These outcomes allowed facilita-
tors to cultivate more complex, holistic mentoring practices that surpassed the 
simplistic behavioral advice common in many faculty writing advice books.

LIMITATIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
FOR FURTHER RESEARCH

Although our study offers several important insights, we could have improved the 
design of the study by composing more homogeneous focus groups on some im-
portant dimensions such as length of time as a facilitator and whether the groups 
were face-to-face or virtual. For example, one of the focus groups included a facil-
itator who had only been a facilitator one time and the other facilitators who had 
been leaders in the program for 10 times or more. Another focus group had two 
facilitators who had only conducted face-to-face groups, while the other member 
had conducted in both face-to-face and virtual modalities. In the future, we think 
it would be instructive to have a focus group limited to facilitators who are also 
administrators, because they contend with high service loads that place significant 
constraints on their time—conditions the groups are designed to mitigate. Future 
work could also analyze facilitators’ experiences in the context of other identities, 
particularly race, as the need for mentorship as well as the disproportionate service 
and mentoring loads experienced by faculty of color are well documented. Addi-
tionally, future research should consider conducting a study examining members’ 
reflections and experiences with facilitators. For example, which facilitator practic-
es and personalities tend to be especially helpful for members?

CONCLUSION

The present study adds to the small but growing scholarship on the importance 
of faculty writing programs, especially at large universities, and the crucial con-
tributions they can make to faculty success (Sharp & Messuri, 2023). These 
findings have implications for writing program administrators who are devel-
oping faculty writing support and others who are implementing faculty success 
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programs, especially as they consider the value of involving faculty in leadership 
roles within those programs. Our findings underscored the value of the writing 
program for the development of faculty facilitators’ identities, especially as the 
facilitators are encouraged to think of themselves as writers, mentors, and lead-
ers. Overall, there was a strong sense of generativity from most of the facilitators 
as they expressed their desires and joys of supporting other women’s writing and 
career growth. The writing program helped the facilitators engage more deep-
ly with their identities as writers and accomplish their own writing goals, and 
served as an outlet to “give back” to the program and to other women.
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CHAPTER 10.  

LEADING FACULTY WRITING 
ACADEMIES: A CASE STUDY 
OF WRITERLY IDENTITY

J. Michael Rifenburg and Rebecca Johnston
University of North Georgia

Abstract. This chapter examines faculty facilitators of writing acade-
mies, focusing on their role in fostering supportive environments that 
counter neoliberal imperatives in academia. Through interviews, the 
chapter highlights how collaborative writing groups foster community 
and resilience, offering a reprieve from academia’s often competitive 
climate.

In the Netflix show Song Exploder, rock band R.E.M. breaks down their 1991 
Grammy-winning single “Losing My Religion.” Song Exploder, based on the 
popular podcast of the same name, invites musicians to detail how they created 
their hit song. During this episode, the host interviews R.E.M.’s lead vocalist, 
Michael Stipe. The host asks for Stipe’s permission to play aloud Stipe’s isolated 
vocal performance from their hit song. Stipe cautiously agrees.

R.E.M., like most bands, records songs in pieces; each instrument and vocal 
performance is recorded separately and then mixed at the end. When the Song 
Exploder host plays Stipe’s isolated vocals, Stipe uncomfortably listens. He sticks 
his tongue out and moans ugh. He closes his eyes, wrinkles jutting across his 
temples, his brow furrowed. He shakes his head back and forth, and, with his 
eyes still closed, turns his head up to the left. He looks pained as he listens to 
himself.

“It’s still hard to hear,” he remarks. “It’s so naked, so raw; it’s so unsupported.”
Stipe cringes when he recognizes his “unsupported” singing because his sing-

ing was never intended to be unsupported. He recorded his vocals in anticipa-
tion of layering his vocals alongside the instruments his bandmates recorded. He 
recorded solo in anticipation and expectation of community.

Writing, like music, is communal. Scholarship on supporting faculty writ-
ers tells us again and again the importance of community for sustained and 
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productive scholarly careers. In this chapter, we highlight work we undertake to 
bring faculty writers into community. We specifically listen to the lead vocalists, 
to continue our musical metaphor, of these writing communities: faculty facili-
tators of scholarly writing groups.

We first locate ourselves, our work, and the Write Now Academy (WNA), an 
application-based faculty and staff semester-long academy designed to support 
faculty writers. We then present  our methodology and methods and position 
ourselves within this ongoing exploratory case study. Next, we take readers into 
our data—stories gathered from three faculty facilitators of the WNA. We con-
clude by engaging more fully with the idea of faculty writing groups, like the 
WNA, as a tool for dismantling neoliberal imperatives such as speed and com-
petition. To do this dismantling, we lean on Mulya’s (2019) argument focused 
on how faculty developers can push against neoliberalism. We extend Mulya’s 
argument to our context of working with faculty writers at a teaching-intensive 
university in the southeastern part of the U.S. Ultimately, we argue that lead-
ing faculty writing groups supports faculty amid pressures to push more, and 
counters speed and competition by creating a community of practice among all 
faculty participants.

OUR CONTEXT AND EXIGENCE

We work at the University of North Georgia (UNG), a multi-campus institution 
that arose through the consolidation of two campuses and the addition of three. 
For many faculty, consolidation brought increased scholarship expectations in 
revised promotion and tenure guidelines. But the common course load for fac-
ulty remained 4/4. An exigence for the Write Now Academy (WNA), then, was 
the challenge of supporting faculty scholarship at a teaching-intensive university 
where all faculty members were primarily undergraduate teaching faculty first.

Our positionality is central, in ways we recognize and ways we may never 
recognize, to how we developed, implemented, and reported this study. Mi-
chael, as a tenured, white, male associate professor whose disciplinary home is 
writing studies, seeks to design qualitative studies that provide research partic-
ipants space to speak and have their narratives and life experiences represent-
ed through the study. Rebecca is a tenured professor who was an instructor of 
music education for many years but turned to work in faculty development in 
2015. She currently serves as the Associate Director of the Center for Teaching, 
Learning and Leadership. In that role, she helps to design and provide faculty 
development opportunities to assist faculty in building and maintaining schol-
arly productivity. Both Rebecca and Michael have a vested interest in cultivating 
a community of scholar-teachers.
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The WNA is a semester-long, application-based academy open to full-time 
faculty and teaching staff. Led by faculty members who have previously com-
pleted the academy, participants work through Belcher’s (2009) Writing Your 
Journal Article in 12 Weeks, meeting together on Zoom four times during the 
Academy to share progress. Faculty facilitators make use of a shared Google doc 
where participants respond to prompts based on the Belcher book. Successful 
completion of the academy is contingent upon participants submitting an arti-
cle for publication by the end of the following semester. The WNA is housed in 
UNG’s Center for Teaching, Learning, and Leadership, a faculty development 
center designed to support teaching, research, and leadership through a variety 
of programming options.

Two bodies of research shaped this academy. First, the WNA draws on the 
community of practice model as articulated by Wenger, McDermott, and Sny-
der (2002). The co-authors described communities of practice wherein partic-
ipants “don’t necessarily work together every day,” but “share a concern, a set 
of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and 
expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (p. 2). In the Academy 
we share knowledge, set goals and deadlines, create a peer community, and foster 
a sense of self-efficacy.

Second, the WNA draws on research regarding how to support faculty writ-
ers; this research often arises from the foundational work of Boice (1985), an ear-
ly advocate of faculty writers and writing. He and subsequent researchers (e.g., 
Eodice & Cramer, 2001; Tulley, 2018) provide faculty developers concrete steps 
for coaching faculty writers as they build sustained scholarly productivity. Most 
applicable to our work is scholarship specifically on how teaching and learning 
centers have an important role in supporting faculty writers (Gray, Madson, & 
Jackson, 2018). We particularly draw from Cox and Brunjes’s (2013) research 
on building support for faculty writers at teaching-intensive schools.

OUR METHODOLOGY AND METHODS

As decolonial researchers and theorists like Smith (2012) and Tuck and Yang 
(2014) remind us, we undertake qualitative research through our privileged po-
sition as white tenured faculty members who share a vested interest in cultivat-
ing an active community of scholar-teachers; therefore, we proceed with caution 
and a stated commitment to building knowledge collaboratively with our par-
ticipants that benefits not just us, as researchers, but also the participants. Our 
methodology and methods grow out of our local context, grow out of our work 
with our research participants, and grow out of the kind of knowledge we and 
our participants want to build and circulate.
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We designed a single-bounded exploratory case study because of the nature 
of our in-progress research; this chapter is the result of a larger project that stud-
ied supporting faculty writers at our home institution. We bounded our study 
spatially (at UNG) and temporally (Spring, 2020). The question we investigated 
was: how does leading a faculty writing academy shape one’s writerly identity? In 
undertaking an exploratory case study on the effects on a faculty writing retreat 
on faculty well-being and productivity, Brantmeier, Molloy, and Byrne (2017) 
wrote that such research designs allow for researchers to “parse important themes 
and clarify the direction of related future projects” (n.p.). We continue an ongo-
ing investigation of the effectiveness of our academy for participants and faculty 
facilitators and peek into our early data in this chapter.

PaRticiPants

We invited all faculty facilitators to participate in this study through an IRB-ap-
proved email invitation. They did not receive compensation for participation. 
We used semi-structured interviews in which we pre-designed a list of questions 
that helped us investigate our research question: how does leading a faculty writ-
ing academy shape one’s writerly identity? After receiving consent, we audio-re-
corded the conversations. All three participants read over our draft to ensure we 
captured their words and experiences accurately. We use pseudonyms. 

We interviewed:

• Todd, a tenure-track assistant professor of communication
• Madison, a tenured professor of psychological sciences
• Phillips, a tenure-track assistant professor of English

stoRies as analysis

We offer stories of faculty describing how serving as faculty facilitators for the 
WNA shapes their writerly identity. Our analysis, then, is one of story. In do-
ing this work of story as analysis, we take guidance from Patel (2019) who, in 
“Turning Away from Logarithms to Return to Story,” explained: 

In my own work, which is never my own but linked to many 
people, it has never been enough to ask an interview question, 
record it, code it, and report what I perceive to be the mean-
ing underneath what is said. That sequence should smack of 
individualized hubris; it does to me. (p. 272)

Patel disagreed with the assumed value of objectivity and systematicity that 
stand as hallmarks of euro-centric academic research. Taking a story approach 
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to qualitative research, then, asks that we do more than detail the mechanics 
of research, what Patel terms “logarithms.” We offer these mechanics: who we 
interviewed, how, for how long. But we emphasize story as analysis by adopt-
ing what Stornaiuolo, Smith, and Philips (2017) called an “inquiry stance” 
in which researchers account for their own role in “unfolding activity” and 
“routinely question their own assumptions and positionalities while remaining 
sensitive and open to multiple interpretations” (p. 76). We draw particular 
attention to how Stornaiuolo, Smith, and Philips used question, sensitive, and 
open because these terms help us remain invested in story as analysis. Instead 
of chopping the words of our interview participants into pithy quotes that 
are then tucked tidily into charts and columns, we provide lengthy interview 
quotes, try to represent the ebb and flow of conversation as participants think 
through responding aloud to challenging questions about their writerly iden-
tity, and allow for contradictions to arise within individual stories, because ex-
ploratory case studies do not offer firm findings but in-the-moment reflections 
of people struggling with the challenging process of speaking aloud about 
writerly identity.

Through these three stories—one story for each research participant—we 
toggle between summarizing their experience and quoting them directly.

stoRies of faculty facilitatinG the WRite noW academy

Todd

Todd serves in a tenure-track role in the School of Communication, Film, & 
Theatre at UNG. His most recent publication, taken from his dissertation, 
found a home in the Journal of Transformative Learning. Even with a recent 
publication and smoothly progressing toward tenure and promotion, Todd said 
he emphasizes his writing struggles when leading the WNA:

I tried to be honest with my colleagues saying that “I’m 
trying to help you guys be better writers, but remember, this 
is where I’m coming from. I come to the table with my own 
hang-ups. I’m not like this someone who produces and writes, 
and I’m not a prolific writer, and, and so, you know, I’m a 
flawed writer.” But I like to work with my colleagues.

Todd first went through the WNA as a participant before he shifted to lead-
ing his colleagues through this Academy. Michael led the WNA when Todd 
completed it. Todd began his story by reflecting on what he learned as a faculty 
participant and then shifting to why he elected to serve as a faculty facilitator:
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I think my participation, as a faculty member, you know, 
working with [Michael], I remember that first semester that 
we got to know each other, that it was just so meaningful, for 
me, you know, to work with my colleagues, and to kind of 
realize my strengths in terms of writing. I benefited so much 
from that, it was just such a meaningful experience for me 
that, when I had the chance to lead the group, it just resonat-
ed so strongly that I thought, “I want to continue that, and 
maybe others can kind of feel what I felt.”

He described the community that is built through the WNA:

It’s a safe space, you know, where colleagues can kind of get 
together, where they can self-disclose some of their fears about 
some of their limitations, demands on their time, and how all 
those things kind of impact writing. And I think it provides 
that nice structure within the community that we can kind 
of work together to say, “Okay, well, yeah, we’ve got these 
challenges; we’ve got teaching, we’ve got advising, we’ve got 
all these other things, but, but we also have to kind of, you 
know, set aside some time for ourselves, and work towards 
enhancing our own scholarship.” And, so I think in that it 
just provides that nice sense of structure and a way to kind of 
connect with each other. That’s very supportive and encourag-
ing. And I think that’s building that sense of community kind 
of helps us. It’s empowering. And, you know, it makes us feel 
like, “Yeah, I can do this.”

When his story shifted to how leading an WNA shaped his writerly identity, 
he described dispositions formed through WNA that support sustained schol-
arly productivity:

[Leading the Academy] kept reminding me the very things 
that I learned initially when was taking the [WNA], not lead-
ing it, but just taking it in, and I fall sometimes into my own 
bad habits when I’m out of that community. Then I have to 
kind of remind myself like, “Okay, yeah, I have a writing goal. 
So, let’s go back to what we learned about the basics from 
the Write Now Academy that I have to set aside some time.” 
I tried to be honest with the colleagues that I was leading, I 
kind of reminded them that in many ways I’m leading this 
but I’m also learning as well. And I may give you some advice, 
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but I’m also looking to you for advice and, and motivation 
and structure to help me, because it’s easy for me to fall into 
bad habits.

He brought these lessons on structure and discipline to bear on a then-cur-
rent writing project:

I am in the process of doing some writing right now. I saw a 
call from one journal, and they want the submission of essays 
about lessons we learned teaching online during COVID. 
And it just really resonated with me, right? So, I have been 
very, trying to be very structured, even though I’m busy with 
my teaching responsibilities and so forth. I try to set some 
time, like each morning. It’s almost like depositing some 
money, like, before I pay all my other bills, I pay myself a 
little bit. So, I need to put some in my savings. And so, I need 
to work on me, and my goals first. I set aside maybe an hour 
every day, and I do a little bit of writing up, do some research 
thinking about my article that’s due on August 31st. Then 
I think, “Okay, now I got that taken care of. So no, I don’t 
have to feel, you know, stressed out or frustrated, because I’m 
not doing what I need to do.” And then I think, “Okay, I feel 
some accomplishment. I’ve got some writing. Now, let me, let 
me check my emails. Now, let me start working on class prep, 
grading, and so forth. I’ve got the rest of the afternoon now to 
work on that.” But I’ve already got my writing out of the way. 
I think that Write Now Academy helped me structure all that.

As he continued his story, Todd stressed the importance of helpful disposi-
tions as a key to his writerly identity and what he saw as integral to supporting 
his writing:

I think [serving as a faculty facilitator] definitely enhanced my 
own self efficacy as a writer. Prior to getting involved in the 
Write Now Academy, I didn’t really think about writing and 
making that a part of my scholarship. Prior to my working 
with the Write Now Academy, I felt like I wasted some time. 
When I joined the Write Now Academy, it kind of set up, 
that, yes, I can do this. I think it enhanced my writing be-
cause, out of that, I actually had an article that was published. 
… That was so tremendously satisfying. I think the Academy 
kind of contributed to my being able to do that. Having this 
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structure, having kind of being accountable to my colleagues 
that I needed to stay productive and, and generate things 
because I felt like I would lose face a little bit if I came to a 
meeting, and I said, “Well, you know, I didn’t do anything.” 
That wouldn’t look very good for me, and so it kind of gave 
me accountability and motivation.

He concluded his story by pointing to concrete changes in his writing prac-
tice resultant of serving as a faculty facilitator:

In terms of just my way of practicing writing, prior to my 
involvement in the Write Now Academy, either as a partici-
pant or as a facilitator, I used to always think that I needed 
huge blocks of time, and I think that kind of contributed 
to my lack of productivity. I learned that small steps kind 
of result in big outcomes. So, it’s sort of my involvement 
that taught me to set aside some time in the morning and, 
and even if I’m doing just a short amount of writing, if it’s 
15 minutes, if it’s a half hour, by the end of the week, that’s 
cumulative, I can look back and I can say, “Okay, well, 
look at what I’ve achieved.” And that kind of motivates me. 
These small, little steps that result in big rewards. I think 
that came across in facilitating the group. If we take these 
small steps, if we just write for 15 minutes or so, by the 
end of the week, we’ve got something sizable. If you write a 
paragraph or so, by the end of the week you see some tan-
gible results that motivates you. I don’t know if it improved 
the way I wrote, but I think, if anything, it just gave me a 
structure in which to write and be more disciplined and to 
motivate myself to sit down and begin. I think that was the 
greatest thing that I took away from my time in the Write 
Now Academy. So maybe it’s more of a process thing, like 
how to sit down and write.

Madison

Madison serves in a tenured position within the Department of Psychological 
Sciences where she researches the impact of prenatal exposure to known toxicants 
and how this impacts later development and processes of learning and memory. 
She most recently published in the journal Neurotoxicology and Teratology.

Like Todd, Madison told a similar story about why she elected to serve as a 
faculty facilitator of the WNA. She wanted to help her colleagues: 
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It’s this type of service for the university that I actually really 
liked. Most of the stuff that I do, some of it is just like, ‘Oh, 
you’re on this committee, you do this thing.’ But this seemed 
to be really impactful. And having gone to the Write Now 
Academy, I wanted to help those who are coming through it 
again, or going through it after me with the experiences that 
I had gained when I did it, and I just felt like I had a lot to 
contribute to it. And it was a way of fulfilling that goal, while 
also getting rewarded to the service aspect of it.

Madison, like Todd, articulated how leading a WNA has shaped her writing 
and how she thinks about herself as a writer:

Okay, so my writing has changed after being a part of the 
[WNA], especially regarding contacting the editors and 
knowing that process a little bit better. So, when I had to lead 
the [WNA], I felt a lot more that I had to lead by example, 
more so than when I did the [WNA]. To lead by example, I 
would actively do the skills that the book [Writing Your Jour-
nal Article in Twelve Weeks] was talking about … it made me 
more conscientious about my writing. [Leading the WNA] 
made me more understanding that the work I’m doing isn’t 
just for publication; it’s to help my fellow people with their 
struggle. My struggle with writing and my accomplishments 
in writing can help them. I felt more conscientious or more 
aware of my writing process because I had to lead them.

She continued by reflecting more on how she views herself as a writer:

I obviously struggle with writing; that’s why I [participated 
in] the Write Now Academy. Sometimes it feels like, since 
I struggle with writing, I shouldn’t be the one who’s telling 
others how to go about writing … I would say that when it 
comes to writing, it’s not always my favorite part. Writing 
itself can be a daunting task at times, right? And the fear of re-
jection from an editor is intimidating a lot of the times. But, 
when I’m in it, I dive into it. And one thing that I think really 
stuck with me, and I shared with the [WNA], is one of the 
tenets of research ethics is that when you have data to share 
that you should share. You need to publish because it’s just 
something you’re supposed to do. You need to be getting your 
knowledge out there for the world to know. When I feel less 
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than motivated, I realize it’s something I need to be doing. It’s 
an ethical thing.

Madison articulated benefits she has derived from leading the WNA and 
connects these benefit to a current writing project that finds her co-authoring 
with a colleague and writing in a genre in which she does not have experience:

Leading the [WNA] allows me to better understand and see 
examples of different kinds of writing. We get so embedded in 
our specific form of writing within our department. So, you 
know, I do empirical studies, I write empirical reports; you 
know, purpose, methods, results, conclusions, that kind of 
thing. And literature reviews or meta-analyses or things like that 
are outside of my ballpark in a way. And so leading [WNA] 
allows me to have a better chance to have a true discussion 
with people about that kind of style of writing. That’s benefited 
me now because I’m doing a collaborative research study with 
some colleagues in my department, and it’s a review paper, 
which is very different than what I’m used to. But having gone 
through this kind of thing I’ve seen concrete examples of what 
this should look like. And we also talked about the process of 
writing that paper. So that helps me. That part has really helped 
me a lot with this specific collaborative study.

Madison concluded her story by reflecting on a writerly identity supportive 
of sustained scholarly productivity:

Having to lead the [WNA], in a way, forces you to feel more 
confident with it. And you end up realizing how much you 
know that you didn’t know you knew. And a little bit of that 
whole fake it ‘til you make it kind of thing. Or it’s like, “I’m not 
very confident in my writing, but I’m going to exude the con-
fidence needed to run this academy.” And then you feel more 
confident because of it. I think that that was probably the big-
gest benefit of how it helps me in my approach to writing. It’s 
changing your whole dynamic of how you think about yourself 
as a researcher, and approach writing and feeling confident and 
your skills that you kind of underplay sometimes.

Phillips

Phillips, a tenure-track assistant professor in the Department of English, has 
published three single-authored books and is currently working on a fourth. In 
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his words, he researches “the interplay of science fiction, horror, and especially 
folk tales and folk beliefs.” Even though his CV suggests that he is an experienced 
writer, he expressed surprise when Michael invited him to lead an Academy:

Well, to be honest, it definitely took me by surprise. You 
know, my career trajectory has been really interesting. And 
I had a lot of publications before I was even on the tenure 
track. So, you know, I never thought about myself as being in 
a position to mentor other people on the publication process 
and taking their academic writing to publication. So, my 
initial reaction was surprise and it kind of made me reflect on 
some of the things that I had accomplished with all of their 
challenges, pitfalls, a lot of those especially early, and I guess 
I just thought, if I could help people just getting to navigate 
those, it would be a nice thing to do.

When our conversation turned to how leading the WNA shapes one’s writ-
erly identity, Phillips paused. He said,

Interesting. It’s gonna be hard to articulate. Let me think 
through that. This fourth book is the only one that I didn’t 
write … which, as I reflect on it, I don’t think writing a book 
from introduction to you know, chapter six, seven, conclusion, 
whatever, front to back is the best way to do it. But that’s what 
I essentially did with books one through three. I might have 
waited for the introduction on book three, just a little bit. But 
[book four], I have written completely out of order. And so 
that part’s easy to articulate. Why is more difficult. I think it 
has to do with, well, partly it had to do with the fact that I was 
really trying to find the core of the argument that I was trying 
to make. And I think it probably has to do with discussions [in 
the WNA] about really identifying the stakes of your argument. 
Maybe being, even though it was more difficult, but being bet-
ter at recognizing what those are. But if there was anything that 
sort of changed me in terms of my practice, it might be that.

THEMES IN THE STORIES

We approach these excerpted stories through our research question: How does 
facilitating the WNA shape one’s writerly identity? These stories emphasize how 
serving as faculty facilitators for the WNA helps Todd, Madison, and Phillips 
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with their own writing projects. In their stories, Phillips points to changes in his 
writing processes, while Madison and Todd reflect on dispositions that help with 
their current writing projects. Phillips is working on his fourth single-authored 
book. In his story, he describes how, for the first three books, he largely wrote lin-
early: introduction, chapters in order, and then the conclusion. With this book, 
however, he finds himself writing it “completely out of order.” He points to lead-
ing the WNA as a reason for taking on a new approach to writing an academic 
book after successfully writing three books. Phillips says the repeated attention to 
“really identifying the stakes of your argument” pushes him into a new writing 
process: writing a book completely out of order in a quest to find that central 
argument. Todd and Madison are currently working on writing projects, too. 
Madison is co-authoring what she calls a “review paper” with a colleague in her 
home department of psychological science. While she is an expert on the content, 
she is new to the review paper genre. She points to serving as faculty facilitator 
of the WNA as central to helping her “have true discussions with people” about 
different genres of writing. These conversations are informing her current work. 
She admits she has read review papers, but “reading isn’t the same as talking about 
the process of writing [which] has really helped me a lot with this specific collabo-
rative study.” Finally, Todd is writing in response to a call for papers. He finds that 
the WNA helped him with discipline, motivation, structure, and accountability. 
His story kept returning to these four terms. He describes how he wanted to lead 
by example and was concerned he would “lose face a little bit” if he came to a 
WNA meeting without working on his own writing. He tries to set time aside 
each morning to write a response for the call for papers and describes this time as 
“depositing some money … I pay myself a little bit” before moving onto teach-
ing responsibilities. All three faculty facilitators readily provide examples of how 
serving as faculty facilitators shapes their writing practices by pointing to their 
current writing projects and skills or dispositions honed through the WNA that 
they are leveraging to complete these projects.

Todd and Madison also focus their stories on self-confidence. Both admit to 
struggling with writing and feeling a bit hesitant to lead a writing group. Todd 
says that he is open with his colleagues about coming “to the table with my own 
hang-ups … I’m a flawed writer.” He says that prior to his involvement in the 
WNA, he “didn’t really think about writing and making that part of my schol-
arship.” Madison states she initially joined the WNA as a participant because “I 
obviously struggle with writing … writing itself can be a daunting task.” Both 
point to how leading the WNA increased their self-confidence as writers. Todd 
says doing so “definitely enhanced my own self-efficacy as a writer.” Madison of-
fers that “having to lead the [WNA], in a way, forces you to feel more confident 
with it. And you end up realizing how much you know that you didn’t know 



251

Leading Faculty Writing Academies

you knew … I think that was probably the biggest benefit of how it helps me in 
my approach to writing.” While Phillips’s story did not focus on struggles with 
writing, he did mention that, like Madison, he ended up realizing he knows 
more about academic writing and the publication process than he previously 
thought. When Michael asked Phillips to serve as a faculty facilitator, Phillips 
said he began to “reflect on some of the things that I had accomplished with all 
of their challenges and pitfalls … I thought that if I could help people navigate 
those, it would be a nice thing to do.” Here, we note that Phillips’s service with 
the WNA pushed him to reflect on his writing accomplishments and use these 
accomplishments as a springboard to help others.

Phillips, Madison, and Todd articulate how leading the WNA supported 
their perception of themselves as writers; Phillips points to specific writing 
techniques that changed; Madison and Todd point to behaviors and disposi-
tions that changed. All three highlight the importance of slowing down and 
coming together in community, of writing together, of gathering—in-person 
or virtual—to talk writing. As Todd states, “I fall sometimes into my own bad 
habits when I’m out of that community.” And Madison observed, “I felt more 
conscious and more aware of my writing process because I had to lead [partic-
ipants].” The act of slowing down to come into community is at the heart of 
changes to writerly identity our faculty facilitators could articulate. Both slowing 
down and building community, we argue in the final section, work against neo-
liberal imperatives that demand speed and competition.

MAKING MUSIC TOGETHER

Writing groups mean building community through slowing down, coordinating 
resources, and striving collectively for better prose. Even when the outputs may 
be single-authored publications and presentations, the nature of a writing group 
means that any publications that came from the writing group were communally 
generated and nourished. We see writing groups, particularly the act of leading a 
writing group, as a move toward community that is counter to neoliberal imper-
atives that are driving many decisions within U.S. higher education. We use the 
phrase neoliberal with a definition and attributes in mind. The definition comes 
from legal scholar Voyce (2007) who defined neoliberalism as “policies of compe-
tition, deregulation and privatization” (p. 2055). Sociologist Mulya offered three 
hallmarks of neoliberalism: “marketisation, competitiveness, and standardisation” 
(2019, p. 87). Both Voyce and Mulya highlighted the central role of competition. 
The additional traits characterizing neoliberalism, we argue, rotate around the idea 
of speeding up productivity. Deregulation as a method for speeding up productiv-
ity; outsourcing to private companies as a method for speeding up productivity; 
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standardizing as a method for speeding up productivity. U.S. higher education is 
witnessing a push toward increased worker productivity and seeing the use of com-
petition (e.g., faculty against faculty) as a vehicle for arriving at this productivity 
more quickly. In this chapter, we offered a counter to these impulses by hearing 
stories from faculty who support the publishing of other faculty, who support 
slowing down and working in community with others.

Here at the close, we extend Mulya’s (2019) work to our local context. Like 
us, Mulya situates himself in the work of faculty development. His article, pub-
lished in the International Journal for Academic Development, specifically consid-
ers how faculty might partner with undergraduate students for research projects 
to contest neoliberalism. Mulya addresses in turn each of the hallmarks of neolib-
eralism—marketisation, competitiveness, and standardization—and offers the 
practice of partnering with students on research projects as a method for coun-
tering each hallmark. For example, by focusing on “community and belonging” 
within a partnership, we combat drives toward competition that are inherent 
in neoliberal forces (p. 88). While we are not engaging with students-as-part-
ners praxis, an exciting approach gaining currency across higher education, we 
take up his broader arguments and extend them here to our work. Like Mulya 
we believe, and our qualitative data supports our belief, that “community and 
belonging” arise in meaningful ways for our faculty facilitators. They quell im-
pulses toward competition by setting aside time for 12 weeks to come togeth-
er and work and learn and write together. Community and belonging shaped 
the writerly identity of the three faculty facilitators. Moving forward with the 
WNA, we will intentionally design opportunities for continued community and 
belonging by seeking out faculty participants from across varied disciplines and 
ranks and including university staff who also engage in academic writing—like 
our colleagues in student affairs. Through encouraging a variety of faculty and 
staff, we can help faculty build a broad network of communal support.

Community and belonging were central themes we found. So, too, were 
themes of slowing down. While Mulya does not directly address speed as a hall-
mark of neoliberalism, we see speed as central to how the free market infringes 
on higher education. Thus, slowing down is a deliberate act designed to counter 
neoliberal impulses and an act that profoundly shapes writerly identity. We take 
seriously theories and practices of slowing down articulated in books like The 
Slow Professor (Seeber & Berg, 2016) and slowing down as a method for as-
suaging midcareer faculty burnout (Mulholland, 2020). What we learned about 
slowing down from our three faculty facilitators can help shape how we inten-
tionally embed slowness into future iterations of the WNA.

Ultimately, we will seek methods to emphasize community and slowing 
down as a method for supporting faculty writing development and countering 
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neoliberal impulses. We encourage readers, especially those working within fac-
ulty development, to specifically design and redesign programming to counter 
neoliberalism. These damaging imperatives play out differently across campuses 
and contexts and countries. To topple these imperatives, we need to adopt local-
ly specific faculty development programming. Through developing these kinds 
of programming opportunities, we can ensure that we all are making music 
together.
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CHAPTER 11.  

FACULTY WHO WRITE WITH 
THEIR GRADUATE STUDENTS: 
A STUDY OF NON-PEER 
WRITING COLLABORATIONS

Kristina Quynn and Carol Wilusz
Colorado State University

Abstract. We discuss non-peer writing collaborations between faculty 
and graduate students, exploring the pedagogical implications of co-au-
thorship. Drawing on data from mentorship programs, this chapter 
argues for a shift in academic perspectives to recognize the value of col-
laborative writing, underscoring how relational writing processes can 
better support faculty and student development.

Finally, we were led to think most seriously of the pedagogical impli-
cations of co-authorship. What do we know as a discipline about the 
advantages or disadvantages of having students participate in co- or 
group-writing? If advantages do exist, don’t they in some ways contradict 
our profession’s traditional insistence on students working alone? And 
perhaps most importantly, do we have ways to teach students to adjust 
readily to co- or group-writing tasks? 

– Lisa Ede and Andrea Lunsford, “Why Write … Together?” (p. 32)

WRITING TOGETHER: A NEW BEGINNING

Decades ago, Lisa Ede1 and Andrea Lunsford blazed trails for those in the hu-
manities to explore collaborative writing so that we might better understand 
the complex and often undervalued processes of co-authorship. As junior facul-
ty, Ede and Lunsford (or Lunsford and Ede as they alternated for publication) 
started where so many of us do when exploring; they kept journals, asked ques-
tions, gathered information, surveyed collaborators, analyzed data, and devised 

1  This article honors the memory and work of Lisa Ede, a writing studies role model who 
passed away in 2021.

https://doi.org/10.37514/PER-B.2025.2555.2.11
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pedagogies. They co-authored their adventures. They took on an activist mis-
sion, advocating for collaborative work so that co-authored texts would count 
in calculations of tenure and promotion in historically single-author fields (i.e., 
in writing studies). Lunsford and Ede identified key themes and questions that 
would guide future studies and provide a map for those who followed to pur-
sue collaborative writing research. They pointed the way to pedagogy—bringing 
co-writing projects into the classroom to better support collaborative skill-build-
ing—to our peer processes, to the impacts of technology on our methods, and to 
the ethics of professional responsibility and crediting of work. Long after “Why 
Write … Together?” (1983) and Singular Texts/Plural Authors (1990), we still 
have much to learn about how academics write together even as collaborative 
writing is the norm for science and social science disciplines.

Following in Ede and Lunsford’s footsteps, collaborative writing researchers are 
apt to imagine co-authoring and collaborative peer-to-peer writing relationships: 
students writing with students, professionals collaborating with professionals, or 
faculty co-authoring with faculty. The author in “co-author” elides differences; the 
co suggests equality, and we naturally imagine peers. Current trends in co-author-
ing across disciplines mean we must reimagine collaborative writing to include 
non-peer or asymmetric writing relationships if we are to serve faculty writing 
needs. Most full-time faculty at science, technology, engineering, mathematics, 
and medicine (STEMM) research universities publish collaboratively with their 
graduate students or postdoctoral fellows. Often the graduate student—not the 
faculty member—will take on the duties of the lead writer and the faculty mem-
ber will contribute variously as an editor, mentor, and supervisor (Kamler, 2008; 
Bozeman and Youtie, 2017). This widespread mode of writing collaboration 
among non-peers reveals new territory that we must better understand if we are 
to facilitate writing relationships, practices, and processes on our campuses. While 
non-peer writing relationships are often posited as beneficial for graduate student 
development, we also seek to understand the benefits for faculty writers.

This chapter describes the Collaborative Writing: Mentoring through Writing 
workshop and the corresponding study of asymmetric co-writing relationships 
at Colorado State University, Fort Collins (CSU) over three years from 2020 to 
2023. This endeavor is itself a collaborative project between two cross-campus 
program directors to understand how to support faculty and graduate student 
researchers as they co-write submissible quality (professional quality documents 
capable of being submitted for publication or funding): abstracts, poster pre-
sentations, journal articles, and grant proposals.2 The workshop’s faculty and 

2  The study is IRB approved and has been funded with monies from CSU’s Graduate Center 
for Inclusive Mentoring, NIH grant #T32GM132057, and CSU Writes.
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graduate students come from the interdisciplinary graduate program in Cell and 
Molecular Biology (CMB) or from other graduate programs in the Colleges of 
Natural Sciences and Natural Resources. 

As collaborating workshop facilitators, we hail from markedly different dis-
ciplines, but we share a common desire to support mentoring relationships and 
the production of high-quality research across the university. Carol Wilusz is the 
director of CMB, a program of over 100 affiliate faculty and approximately 45 
students from 17 departments and six colleges at the university. Kristina Quynn 
is the founding director of CSU Writes, a program designed to help researchers 
and scholars across their career-spans build sustainable writing practices.3

Our collaboration for the workshop reflects our shared dedication to the 
campus writing community and interest in facilitating faculty as they write with 
their graduate students. CMB aims to foster an inclusive learning and research 
culture among diverse participants in an interdisciplinary research environment. 
The Graduate Center for Inclusive Mentoring and NIH training grants that 
fund the workshop are both designed to support students from underrepresented 
groups. Carol has served as lead or co-lead investigator on training grants from 
NSF and NIH which support graduate students interested in computational 
biology and provide support in developing soft skills including writing. Kristina 
brings a background in transnational, postcolonial, and gendered literary studies 
to her work in writing studies. The principles of writing sociality that inform 
much of CSU Writes’ curriculum resonate with feminist writing collaboratives 
and align with models of shared equity leadership (Kezar et al., 2021).

The collaborative writing workshop and study also reflect CSU Writes’ 
career-span writing support approach, which is designed on models of writ-
ing containment (Jensen, 2017; Murray, 2014a), writing productivity (Boice, 
2000), and writing in social spaces (Murray, 2014b; Murray, 2014c). Carol and 
I devised a workshop to support collaborative writers and a corresponding study 
of asymmetric writing relationships and processes. While we designed the work-
shop for faculty and graduate students in STEMM fields, the facilitative model 
could easily be adapted to support faculty who co-author with graduate students 
in social science and humanities disciplines.

3  CSU Writes is not the CSU Writing Center, which is a well-respected resource housed in the 
English Department informed by writing across the curriculum (WAC) and tutorial writing cen-
ter models. The similarity in names and acronyms does cause some confusion on campus but the 
differences in approach assure we do not overlap much. Rather than an attunement to pedagogy 
and curriculum (i.e., WAC), CSU Writes focuses on facilitative approaches to work with writers 
across their career-span. Subtle but significant. It is housed in the Graduate School and funded, in 
part, by the Office of the Vice President for Research. CSU Writes works with hundreds of writers 
each year with over 3000 attendances (2021 CSU Writes Annual Report).



258

Quynn and Wilusz

NON-PEER COLLABORATIVE WRITING IN 
CONTEXT: RELEVANT LITERATURE

The Collaborative Writing: Mentoring through Writing workshop brings to-
gether conversations from the fields of writing studies, team science, graduate 
student mentoring, and higher education to contextualize faculty, postdoctoral 
fellow, and graduate student voices as they speak about crafting professional doc-
uments in asymmetric relationships. We seek to understand the current needs 
of co-authors in asymmetric, non-peer, academic research contexts so that we 
can design programming to support faculty and graduate students or postdocs 
simultaneously as writers. We have avoided the assumption that we know what 
“collaborative writing” is or how it operates for faculty mentors. One-hundered 
percent of the CMB faculty participating in this study plan to publish research 
papers or submit grant proposals as co-authors with their mentees.

The Collaborative Writing: Mentoring through Writing workshop draws on 
diverse studies of mentoring, team building, and writing pedagogy and advice 
texts that inform the presentations and workshop guidebook. Not finding a sin-
gle text that addressed the asymmetric co-writing needs of our participants, we 
crafted our own guide to help faculty (as well as their mentees). Many studies of 
and advice about collaborative writing, for instance, tend to focus on peer rela-
tionship, classroom instructional modes and industry needs (Ede & Lunsford, 
1990; Wolfe, 2010). Studies of research team effectiveness have largely bypassed 
a direct examination of collaborative writing practices, treating writing as the 
product or deliverable of a team (Bozeman & Youtie, 2017; Mirel & Spilka, 
2002). Similarly, studies and advice about graduate student faculty relationships 
have either elided writing processes (Allen & Eby, 2007; Shore, 2014) or ap-
proached the writing process as shaped by a supervisory or pedagogical relation-
ship (Casanave, 2014, 2020; Kamler & Thomson, 2014). Our programming 
draws in various ways on these approaches to support faculty and graduate stu-
dents as they engage in asymmetric co-writing relationships, but not it does not 
rely on approach or text, exclusively.

The faculty we work with will be listed as co-authors with their graduate stu-
dents; thus, their investment in the quality of graduate student writing extends 
beyond the navigation of committee, department, and graduate school criteria 
for degree completion. The pressures faculty face in helping their mentees write, 
to turn a phrase from Barbara Kamler and Pat Thompson (2014), intersect with 
the imperatives to publish or perish to career-build in academia. From the graduate 
student perspective, Kamler and Thomson detail the challenges students face in 
the growing trend of “PhDs by publication,” by which dissertations are compiled 
out of published articles (p. 138). As the case study by Shvidko and Atkinson 
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(2019) highlights, increased competition for academic jobs means “Doctoral stu-
dents are therefore frequently advised, and increasingly required, to publish before 
graduation” (p. 155). Kamler and Thomson emphasize the challenges dissertators 
face as they navigate “the journal game,” “publication brokering,” co-authoring 
agreements, and other writing for publication processes (p. 144, p. 154). We must 
recognize that faculty advisors are the principal guides for graduate students as 
they navigate these processes and that the imperatives of “PhDs by publication” 
are shared, albeit differently, by faculty whose experiences bring together multiple 
supervisory roles: field expert, content supervisor, writing instructor, and, in many 
cases, manuscript editor and contributing author.

To be sure, the writing terrains in which faculty researchers and scholars 
collaborate are rapidly changing. Research academics now produce articles and 
proposals at an extraordinary pace, due chiefly to advancements in information 
technologies that allow large numbers of researchers to collaborate quickly and 
efficiently across disciplinary, institutional, and international boundaries. New 
areas of study have emerged to understand the growth of “team science,” “collab-
oration cosmopolitanism,” and other features of what Barry Bozeman and Jan 
Youtie (2017) have coined the “Research Collaboration Revolution” (p. 3). This 
revolution is characterized by increases in collaborations; team size; diversity on 
teams; international, multidisciplinary, and/or interdisciplinary collaboration; 
fair crediting of work; and an interest in how teams operate (p. 3). They share 
the current outer limits of co-authoring, noting that “a paper (Aad et al., 2015) 
published in the prestigious journal Physical Review Letters included 5,154 au-
thors, such a large number that twenty-four pages of a thirty-three-page article 
were taken up with the listing of authors” (p. 4).

This transformation in knowledge production has created challenges regard-
ing appropriate crediting and reputation-building among researchers, particularly 
for team-heavy fields found in the sciences, engineering, and medicine. Research 
collaboration advice has tended to focus on support for researchers in STEMM 
fields and more on team building rather than writing, which is generally treated 
as a deliverable. However, writing program administrators would do well to re-
member that inter- and multi-disciplinary teams increasingly include scholars 
from the social sciences and humanities. And, with the advent of new digital 
publishing mediums alongside the development of specialized synchronous/asyn-
chronous writing technology (think Google Docs), co-authorship and coedited 
projects have become more widely adopted even in such traditionally single-au-
thor disciplines as communications, journalism, media, and writing studies.

Professional writing collaborations between faculty mentors and their mentees 
are crucial to the specialization and career-building success of both parties. While 
there is a burgeoning body of literature on the solitary academic writer’s experience 
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and advice manuals—from Robert Boice’s Professors as Writers (1990) to Jan Al-
len’s The Productive Graduate Student Writer (2019), there are few texts devoted to 
faculty writing collaboratively or co-authoring with their mentees. Even those that 
do address faculty, such as Helping Doctoral Students Write: Pedagogies for Supervi-
sion (2006) and Doctoral Writing: Practices, Processes and Pleasures (2020), tend to 
focus on the supervisory or advisory roles of faculty members—overlooking their 
concomitant experiences of increasing publication pressures and grant submission 
imperatives to support their research agendas and build their careers.

THE STUDY: MENTORING THROUGH 
WRITING WORKSHOP

[F]or small errors I can just fix them or state the problem (subject-verb 
agreement), and for problems with organization within a section or across 
the entire paper it is usually easy to identify what is wrong and explain 
what needs to be done in a few words. However, within a paragraph I 
either just rewrite it myself (which is faster, but still takes time, and isn’t 
good for having my students learn to write better themselves), or my 
explanation of what is wrong and what needs to be fixed is longer than 
the actual problem and takes a while to think about and write down.

– Faculty Participant, Needs Assessment Survey Response

The workshop calls for a collaborative writing assignment and participation in 
three distinct information and discussion segments: two workshop-style sessions 
and a 20-minute facilitated conversation with CSU Writes (Kristina). The work-
shop runs for three to five weeks and is offered twice per year—fall and spring/
summer. We planned to launch the workshops and study in-person spring se-
mester 2020; however, due to COVID-19 pandemic health protocols, 2020–
2021 workshops and conversations were held virtually (on Zoom or MS Teams). 
The Spring 2022 workshop transitioned to hybrid delivery, and by Spring 2023, 
the workshop shifted to in-person. We have plans for the workshop continuing 
semesterly as a part of our regular CSU Writes and CMB programming. The 
workshop study ran from 2020 to 2023.

Each segment of the workshop contains the following:

• Graduate-student-only introductory session covers modes of collabora-
tive writing, types of feedback, and what to expect from the workshop 
from a student perspective.

• Faculty-only introductory session covers modes of collaborative writ-
ing, types of feedback, and what to expect from the workshop from a 
faculty perspective.
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• Faculty and graduate student consultation is a guided conversation 
with Kristina (workshop facilitator) about their writing assignment 
and practice of techniques covered in the introductory sessions.

• Combined faculty and graduate student final session provides a review 
of workshop concepts and techniques as well as an opportunity for 
participants to share reflections on their collaborative writing and 
workshop experiences.

The workshop is intensive and requires a month-long participation commit-
ment from the faculty and graduate student dyads or triads. Faculty mentors 
sign up with one or two of their graduate students. The workshop caps faculty 
attendance each semester at 10. To accommodate participant writing and facil-
itator conversations, we build in three to four weeks between the introductory 
and final sessions. Over that time, faculty and students participate in a col-
laborative writing feedback assignment which asks them to experiment with 
strategies covered in the introductory workshop on one of their current writing 
projects. The assignment, thus, is not to be extra work, but should align with the 
collaborators’ existing writing projects.

The workshop’s intake survey allows us to hear what writers at different career 
stages identify as working well (or not as well) in their individual and partnered 
writing projects, processes, and practices. Faculty identify a constellation of con-
straints that impact their feedback decisions and instructional guidance for stu-
dent writers who also serve as writing partners on manuscripts and proposals: 
time limitations, project management, and relational dynamics pose some of the 
greatest concerns. Through the workshop, the oft-experiential knowledge faculty 
possess of writing in their discipline can be made explicit, shared in conversation 
and practice, and adjusted by each dyad considering collaborative methods we 
discuss in the introductory, facilitated, and final sessions.

Research faculty are experienced writers, and most will pass on to their stu-
dents the writing knowledge and strategies they gleaned from their advisors. We 
know that few faculty receive formal training in writing or writing pedagogy. 
Helen Sword’s survey of more than 1,300 academic writers found that only 
15 percent had received “formal” writing instruction to “learn to write in your 
field”; 47 percent had received only “informal” instruction, meaning variations 
of on-the-job or experiential training—as in learning by doing; and 38 per-
cent had some form of “semiformal” instruction such as workshops (2017, pp. 
63–64). The faculty in our workshop reflect a similarly varied background in 
their writing training and experiences, and their participation in the workshop 
alongside their graduate students reflects the ongoing writing development of 
faculty to be gained.
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As the faculty member’s confession above acknowledges, many faculty mem-
bers struggle with the dual task of providing training and producing submissi-
ble-quality writing on a timeline or to meet a deadline. One faculty member 
who participated in the workshop highlights what seems to be a routinely per-
formed internal calculation that involves work effort, time to task, and efficiency 
of communication to provide feedback on a student writing: “My explanation of 
what is wrong and what needs to be fixed is longer than the actual problem and 
takes a while to think about and write down.” Interestingly, the types of writing 
support this faculty member needs would seem to have little to do with formal 
or informal writing instruction. In this instance, the learning needs of the stu-
dent exceed the time and work capacities of the faculty mentor. These non-peer 
collaborative writing issues will take further study to parse best methods for pro-
gram and institutional support, for sure. The trend of graduate students taking 
the lead on writing production has a significant and yet-to-be-studied impact on 
faculty as writers and defacto instructors of writing. This modest study provides 
an opening for us to better understand the imbricated collaborative and co-au-
thoring challenges that non-peer research and scholarly writers face and what 
relational practices will address their needs.

METHODS: NEEDS ASSESSMENT

The methods focused on in this chapter relate to the pre-workshop needs assess-
ment, which we used to identify the collaborative writing interests and desired 
skill development in advance of our first workshop in 2020 and have been re-
issued yearly for the duration of our study (2020–2023). In consultation with 
the CSU STEM Center, we designed a survey to identify faculty and graduate 
student writing interests and skill development needs.4 We should note that the 
intake survey is one of multiple measures included in the broader, three-year 
mixed methods study. Additional measures outside the scope of this chapter in-
clude pre-workshop, post-workshop, and year-out surveys (quantitative/qualita-
tive); faculty and graduate student interviews; facilitator notes (qualitative). This 
chapter focuses exclusively on data from the pre-workshop surveys of faculty and 
graduate students in which both classifications of writers identify their current 
needs and learning expectations. We found the needs assessment data crucial for 
developing our workshop presentations, activities, and guide (see Appendix C 
for the workshop guide table of contents).

Needs assessments were emailed to both participating students and faculty 
mentors before the introductory workshop session. The identity of individual 

4  We acknowledge and are grateful for the survey design and reporting efforts of Julie Mae-
rtens from the CSU STEM Center.
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respondents remained anonymous. As workshop co-facilitators, Kristina and 
Carol reviewed the STEM Center’s survey reports in advance of the workshop 
to clarify participants’ collaborative writing interests, challenges, and concerns; 
we used our review to focus workshop presentations and discussion and to de-
velop a workshop guide.

The pre-workshop needs assessment survey was designed to help us identi-
fy both faculty and graduate student learning priorities. Faculty received one 
version of the assessment; graduate students another; however, the surveys 
were largely mirrored, with modest differences in phrasing. For instance, fac-
ulty were asked to identify their interest in learning about writing “confidence 
building,” whereas graduate students were asked about their interest in writing 
“confidence.” The needs assessment asked about participant backgrounds and 
interests. It included Likert-scale, open-ended, demographic, and dropdown 
questions on the following categories of query:

• Demographic data about gender and ethnicity
• Field of study
• Years in program and career interest (student only)
• Prior writing-focused training
• Interests in workshop format (lecture, group discussion, practice 

session)
• Level of interest in the topics of planning, support, field-specific 

writing, ELL, writing-focused communication, editing/commenting 
(faculty), responding to comments (students), confidence building 
(faculty), confidence (students), co-authoring, resources

• Any additional suggestions (See survey questions in the appendices.) 

The survey responses were compiled into a summary report by the CSU 
STEM Center for facilitator use in the development of workshop materials and 
discussion topics.

DATA: NEEDS ASSESSMENT

The data in this chapter was drawn from the pre-workshop survey reports, com-
piled by the CSU STEM Center. The Likert-scale interest and short-answer re-
sponses focusing on participants’ expressed interests in and described challenges 
with writing collaboratively. To date, 24 (of an estimated 30-35) faculty and 37 
(of an estimated 35-40) graduate students have participated in the workshop. The 
higher number of graduate students reflects that faculty members may mentor and 
publish—and thus participate in this workshop—with more than one graduate 
student. Both faculty and student participants come from such STEMM-focused 
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fields of study as biochemistry, biomedical sciences, chemistry, environmental and 
radiological health, geosciences, horticulture, immunology, mathematics, micro-
biology, pathology, psychology, soil and crop sciences, and wildlife biology.

We share the graduate student intake data alongside the faculty intake data 
because the faculty co-writing experience is in relationship with their graduate 
students. In general, graduate students expressed lower levels of interest in most 
workshop topics than faculty did (see Figure 11.1). Expressed interests ranged 
from 1.33 (English as a second language topics) to 2.83 (field-specific writing—
considerations and guidance) on a 1 to 4 scale. Response options ranged from 1) 
Not interested, 2) Slightly interested, 3) Interested, or 4) Very interested.

Other top areas of interest included information on managing and commu-
nicating writing support expectations and the aligned topic of mentor-mentee 
communications. The top three workshop topic interest categories for graduate 
students suggest a need for combined field-specific and general writing skill de-
velopment support among students.

Faculty participants expressed interest at much higher rates across all topics 
(2.17 to 3.33) than graduate students, and the most highly ranked faculty in-
terests focused on project planning and managing the basic writing needs and 
expectations of students. The significant difference between the students’ in-
terest in learning about “responding to reader comments” (2.17) and faculty’s 
more avid interest in learning about “providing feedback” and in “editing/com-
menting” (both rated at 3.17) marks a place where faculty and graduate student 
collaborative writing interests may be relationally misaligned in ways that could 
cause tensions for faculty as they engage in iterative, time-bound feedback and 
revision processes with their students.

Figure 11.1. Faculty and graduate student interest in workshop topics: 
From pre-workshop needs survey. Note: This graph represents preliminary 

data from graduate student responses at the mid-point of our three-
year study of collaborative practices for mentoring through writing.
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Overall, these findings suggest that faculty have a slightly greater interest in 
the process of writing and that graduate students have a slightly greater interest 
in building their confidence in crafting both general and field-specific writing. 
Excerpts from faculty responses of the open-ended questions have been used as 
section epigraphs in this chapter so that readers can hear the faculty voices that 
influenced the workshop focus and materials design.

PuttinG data to WoRk in WoRkshoP

Students have difficulty drafting manuscripts under time pressure, making 
it difficult to engage in constructive back and forth writing when we rarely 
have the luxury of spending months on a manuscript. How can we make 
the process more efficient such that students will get the most value from 
the learning experience? In my experience, students learn to write from care-
fully reading papers, and from studying the edits made by their advisor and 
others to their own manuscripts. But students don’t understand that writing 
is largely learned through independent-study rather than instruction.

– Faculty Participant, Needs Assessment Survey Response

We can identify key differences in the expressed developmental needs of grad-
uate students and faculty in the survey data. Graduate student interest, for in-
stance, localizes in field-specific writing skill- and confidence-building, which 
suggests a newness to the field overall. Comparatively, faculty interest focused 
on topics of project management and efficient editing, suggesting faculty seek 
strategies to help move writing projects through to submission. These broad 
observations make sense, given the asymmetric developmental and career-stages 
of faculty and students.

More specifically, we can identify key places to integrate advice for graduate 
students into our workshops about how they can build their reading skills and 
make best use of feedback. For faculty, we included information in the work-
shop about what types of feedback and through what medium (for example, as 
a conversation or as marginal comments) work best and at what stage of a stu-
dent’s project or manuscript. For students, we provided information about how 
to track the most common types of editorial feedback they receive, to look for 
patterns, to seek additional writing support resources, and to build confidence 
in their skills and professional development. Neither of these approaches that 
we used to address faculty and student developmental needs are innovative; they 
both are common techniques. Faculty are encouraged to share with other faculty 
and with their students what does or does not work in their writing processes 
during the discussion sessions and through guided reflections in the writing as-
signment with their students. What makes this workshop novel or “work,” if you 
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will, is the relational pairing of both faculty- and graduate-student-expressed 
interests, providing opportunities for writing as professional development and as 
an inherently collaborative endeavor to be the foci of conversation.

The faculty participant comment above describes writing as a practice “large-
ly learned through independent study rather than instruction,” which exposes 
a common desire for writing instruction to happen elsewhere. Our study notes 
that writing is a key site of relational tensions and expectations. Central to this 
faculty member’s concern are two relational values: (1) the guidance of an in-
dependent study and (2) an efficient iterative feedback-based training for the 
student. We interpreted this faculty member’s comment to mean that the act 
of drafting in this collaboration is often a solitary endeavor in which the grad-
uate student takes the lead on the manuscript and through an experiential and 
iterative “constructive feedback process” learns and becomes a better writer. It 
is not uncommon for faculty to expect the student to be the lead on drafting a 
manuscript and reaching out for feedback on a need-be basis or with a complete 
draft (whatever that may look like). A writer may be writing to learn field-spe-
cific content, new genres or styles, and improved quality of expression that serve 
the purpose of the assigned task or collaborative effort (submissible writing). 
For our purposes in developing workshop materials, we considered what might 
help faculty who experience increased pressure from graduate students who seek 
writing specific support within the discipline, support that a faculty member (an 
expert in a field of knowledge) may feel ill equipped to provide.

To speak directly to our workshop participants’ concerns, we developed 
a workshop guidebook (https://tinyurl.com/yt4n8wyd), which includes the 
following:

• The mentor/mentee workshop writing assignment
• Writer’s reflection and conversation guide
• Descriptions of collaborative writing 
• Recommended feedback practices—types and when
• Strategies for graduate students to track feedback
• Writing reflections and conversation guides for both faculty and grad-

uate students and information on collaborative writing (non-binding) 
and co-author (legally binding) agreements, including an APA model.

Our goal with this guidebook was to provide writing support related both to 
their career stage as well as to their skill in writing with others who come to the 
writing relationship with an aligned interest in the topic but often with a diver-
sity of professional positions, identity backgrounds, and writing experiences. We 
relied on the responses to the 2020 needs intake survey to develop much of the 
first workshop’s materials: guidebook, slides, and discussion questions.

https://csuwrites.colostate.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/10/2021/01/Collaborative-Writing-Mentor-Mentee-Guide-FALL-2020.pdf
https://tinyurl.com/yt4n8wyd
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The intake surveys have revealed that, unlike the collaborative writing re-
lationships among peers, the asymmetry of the faculty-student collaborations 
means that faculty must juggle the demands of pedagogy and professional writ-
ing productivity. In the words of a participant, faculty must “find a balance be-
tween maintaining the independence of students who might have limited writ-
ing experience and obtaining a high-quality final product (i.e., making sure they 
retain ownership and don’t just have text rewritten by a more senior co-author).” 
These concerns highlight the intertwined skill- and profession-building quality 
of the academic collaborative writing relationships of faculty. They also highlight 
that faculty co-authors often identify their primary duty as one of being an edi-
tor for a lead author. On the one hand, for most STEMM faculty who co-author 
with postdoctoral fellows and graduate students, this observation would seem 
to state the obvious. On the other hand, for those of us who wish to better un-
derstand and support faculty professional development as writers and teachers, 
it illuminates that faculty would benefit from program or institutional support 
that emphasizes feedback methods and mentoring techniques to support their 
own evolving writing practices across the career span.

WRitinG in faculty develoPment PRoGRams

The content and ideas may be present, but the foundational composition/
writing skills are very weak. I would like suggestions on how to improve 
my ability to mentor students in improving their writing in a “back to 
basics” fashion, and less so focused on “grantsmanship.” Grantsmanship is 
something I am comfortable with, foundational writing skills not so much.

– Faculty Participant, Needs Assessment Survey Response

We must think outside the curricular box and look to serve the professional devel-
opment needs of faculty mentors in relation to their writing. When faculty take 
on graduate students who need more writing support than the faculty member 
may have the time or skills to provide, both faculty and graduate students can 
experience stress, leading to challenges in their collaborative writing relationship. 
We know from both sides of the mentor-mentee co-writing relationship that time 
constraints and pressure to move students through can impact the feedback stu-
dents receive on their theses and dissertations (Kumar & Stracke, 2007; Carter & 
Kumar, 2017). We also know that the “writing a thesis by publication” model is 
likely to continue as a pedagogical and co-writing practice (Guerin, 2018; Sharmi-
ni, 2017). By supporting faculty as collaborative writers, we can maintain the dis-
ciplinary contexts for their graduate students as well.

This relational approach can support students who have been selected for 
graduate studies in competitive fields and who may still be developing basic 
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writing or English language skills. In his argument to situate graduate academic 
writing as a form of “professional” training, Shyam Sharma (2018) states that 
approaching writing as professional skill development may be especially help-
ful for “international students, whose exposure to the society and professions 
outside can be short and limited” (p. 142). Sharma continues by reminding 
us that “it is insufficient to teach writing within the narrow limits of ‘academic 
communication,’ just focusing on rhetorical and linguistic and genre skills out 
of context or even disciplinary contexts” (p. 142). For students who will be the 
lead authors on their theses or dissertations as well as on many co-authored pub-
lications, presentations, and other submissions produced during their graduate 
studies learning to take the lead, to develop their unique academic voice, to wield 
the field, as one of Kristina’s professors used to say, requires delicate guidance 
from writing mentors and collaborators.

We recognize that advisors often feel highly competent when guiding their 
students through the complex knowledge terrains and across the cutting edges 
of their fields of study. They can also feel correspondingly incompetent or ill 
equipped to guide students as writers in those fields. If we, as writing program 
administrators, seek to understand as we walk beside our faculty writing col-
leagues, we can provide ever higher-quality writing support for asymmetric and 
increasingly complex and pressured writing relationships. Such understanding 
and program building will invariably require new studies, new data, fine-tuned 
methods, and fresh practices. This is a new collaborative writing terrain.

TERRITORIES TO EXPLORE: WRITING 
ACROSS THE CAREER SPAN

As long as academic institutions, publishers, disciplines and students 
themselves require (certain kinds of ) writing to help them to develop as 
knowing scholars, to graduate and/or to disseminate their research, then 
those institutions who take in doctoral students have a moral and ethical 
obligation to ensure that students learn these literacies. A successful 
doctoral candidate needs to make a contribution to knowledge; and that 
means more than knowing something—it means being able to communi-
cate that knowledge in a way that meets the student’s own needs and the 
needs of the discipline/institution.

– Claire Aitchison and Anthony Paré (2021, p. 23)

We would add to the apt assertion of Claire Aitchison and Anthony Paré that 
institutions also have an equal responsibility to support faculty mentors and ad-
visors as writers. In instances where faculty co-write with their graduate students, 
we must help faculty develop their collaborative writing literacies. Literacies, we 
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propose, that most academic writing facilitators do not yet understand well and 
that will continue to evolve with the integration of AI and yet-to-be-developed 
writing tools into our research writing processes and production.

This piece, along with the others in this collection, speaks to our collec-
tive desire to understand faculty writers and their writing contexts through data 
gathered and analyzed. The support needs of many faculty writers require a bet-
ter understanding of collaborative writing in asymmetric co-authoring relation-
ships. Aitchison and Paré (2021) also noted in their work on “Writing as Craft 
and Practice in the Doctoral Curriculum,” that graduate students have distinc-
tive writing support needs rooted in disciplinary, institutional, and publishing 
industry standards that oversee knowledge production. We add that facilitators 
and writing program administrators must remember that the faculty mentors 
are the behind-the-scenes, powerful, co-writing supervisors, whose duties bring 
together those of instructor and co-author. We must also better understand fac-
ulty’s ever-evolving collaborative writing terrains so that we can identify what 
practices, techniques, and programs can best serve these writing dyads and, in 
some cases, writing teams.

To address the complex challenges faculty face as we move into ever-chang-
ing terrains of research, scholarship, and publishing, we (Kristina and Carol) 
expand Ede and Lunsford’s 1983 map, to provide additional relational-focused 
questions for studies of the practice and processes of collaborative writing:5

1. What distinct features and pressures shape relational writing among aca-
demic co-authors (diverse backgrounds and skill levels)?

2. What relational writing practices and collaborative techniques best sup-
port writers in partnerships and across teams (which may include hun-
dreds of writers)?

3. How does a co-author’s sense of writerly-self change in relationship with 
others?

4. What writing tools (digital and non-digital) and methods best support 
writers? At what stages of the writing collaboration are select tools best 
used?

5. To what extent does collaborative writing reflect or amplify the challeng-
es faced in knowledge production across degree-granting institutions 
(from support programming to credentialing) and publishing industry 
(crediting)?

6. What are the impacts or value of co-authorship on individual writ-
er’s careers over time, across disciplines, across genres? What counts? 

5  This conclusion recalls the close of Ede and Lunsford’s “Why Write … Together” in which 
they pose eight categories of questions for future study.
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What doesn’t? How might writing facilitators advise individual writers 
as co-authors?

7. What types of curricula and programming will best serve co-authors, 
writing teams, and partners across the collaborative writing spectrum 
as we continue to write across new terrains of professional research and 
scholarly writing?
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3. What is your primary field of study?
4. What is your current year in graduate school at CSU?
5. Rate your interest in the following career types: Research and Teaching; 

Research; Teaching; Private Sector; Non-profit Sector; Business (Likert 
scale range from “Not interested” to “Very interested”).

6. When writing collaboratively, what areas of your writing abilities are 
most difficult to manage or resolve that you would like to improve, in 
general? (Open response)

7. What made you pick the areas you listed above (in other words, what 
aspects of collaborative writing make these areas problematic)? (Open 
response)

8. With regard to writing, what specific skills would you benefit from learn-
ing or reviewing? (Open response)

9. Have you participated in previous writing courses, trainings, or work-
shops? (Yes/No) Those answered “Yes” to attending trainings in the past 
were then asked follow-up questions: (Open response)

10. The most effective course, training, or workshop for writing that you have 
participated in was: (Open response)

11. What made that course/training/workshop effective? (Open response)
12. What, if anything, did you feel was missing from that course/training/

workshop? (Open response)
13. Are there specific types of writing you would like the “Collaborative 

Writing: Mentoring through Writing” workshop to focus on? (Open 
response)

14. Based on your interest, rate the following topics for the “Collaborative 
Writing: Mentoring through Writing” workshop: Planning Expectations; 
Support Expectations Field Specific Writing; English 2nd Language 
(ELL); Mentor Communication; Responding to Comments; Specific 
Skills; Confidence Building; Co-Authoring; Resources (Likert scale range 
from “Not interested” to “Very interested”).

15. Which workshop format most interests you?: Lecture; Group Discus-
sions; Practice Sessions. (Likert scale range from “Not interested” to 
“Very interested”).

16. What additional suggestions do you have about “Collaborative Writ-
ing: Mentoring through Writing” workshop topics or the workshop in 
general?
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APPENDIX B. MENTORING THROUGH WRITING: 
FACULTY NEEDS ASSESSMENT SURVEY QUESTIONS

1. What gender category best describes your identity? 
2. What ethnicity category best describes your identity?
3. When writing collaboratively, what areas of your writing abilities are 

most difficult to manage or resolve that you would like to improve, in 
general? (Open response)

4. What made you list the areas above (in other words, what aspects of col-
laborative writing make these areas problematic)?

5. With regard to writing, what specific skills would you benefit from learn-
ing or reviewing? (Open response)

6. Have you participated in previous writing courses, trainings, or work-
shops? (Yes/No) Those answered “Yes” to attending trainings in the past 
were then asked follow-up questions 7, 8, and 9: (Open response)
a. The most effective course, training, or workshop for writing that 

you have participated in was: (Open response)
b. What made that course/training/workshop effective? (Open 

response)
c. What, if anything, did you feel was missing from that course/train-

ing/workshop? (Open response)
7. Are there specific types of writing you would like the “Collaborative 

Writing: Mentoring through Writing” workshop to focus on? (Open 
response)

8. Based on your interest, rate the following topics for the “Collaborative 
Writing: Mentoring through Writing” workshop: Planning Expectations; 
Support Expectations Field Specific Writing; English 2nd Language 
(ELL); Student Communication; Providing Feedback; Editing/Com-
menting; Specific Skills; Confidence; Co-Authoring; Resources (Likert 
scale range from “Not interested” to “Very interested”).

9. Which workshop format most interests you?: Lecture; Group Discus-
sions; Practice Sessions. (Likert scale range from “Not interested” to 
“Very interested”).

10. What additional suggestions do you have about “Collaborative Writ-
ing: Mentoring through Writing” workshop topics or the workshop in 
general?
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AFTERWORD.  

RESEARCHING AND 
RESTRUCTURING THE “SCENE(S)” 
OF FACULTY WRITING

Kristine Blair
Duquesne University

Twenty-five years later, I remember the moment so well. A late Friday afternoon 
English Department meeting. The manilla envelope I picked up from the mail-
room hidden from view under the meeting materials. The anxiety I felt, the re-
jection I thought was represented with the words “revise and resubmit” in the 
decision letter from a journal. Though there was a faculty development office on 
my campus focused on teaching, learning, and technology, there were no faculty 
writing groups to help me process the editorial commentary. It was an isolating 
moment for a new faculty member in a new department, not even three years out 
of graduate school. The panic about the tenure and promotion process clouded 
my logic to see the potential a revise and resubmit represented, a viewpoint I later 
encouraged among the doctoral students with whom I worked in a course on 
scholarly publication I would teach in the years to come. But in that moment, I 
was isolated and alone, an imposter who didn’t belong in the academic club.

The essays within Faculty Writing Support: Emerging Research from Rhetoric 
and Composition Studies document not only the anxieties of academic writing 
but also the social and material conditions that enable and shape them. Equally 
important are the contributors’ representation of the efforts among faculty de-
velopers, academic administrators, and faculty and graduate students to create 
supportive spaces to develop and sustain scholarly and writerly identities. In an 
earlier canonical essay, “Modernism and the Scene(s) of Writing” (1987), Linda 
Brodkey invoked a vision of the “writer” alone in a garret as part of the academic 
mythos of the solitary toil that contradicts the realities of our social and profes-
sional lives as writers and as teachers of writing. Although I was familiar with 
Brodkey’s essay when I sat in that meeting 25 years ago, I had already internal-
ized the institutional pressures to publish. Yet Brodkey wisely “exorcised” the 
image of the writer as individual genius, a lone literary studies archetype that in 
no ways aligns with the process-based pedagogical practices of peer response and 
revision that are the hallmark of the discipline.

https://doi.org/10.37514/PER-B.2025.2555.3.2


276

Blair

Such an exorcism also extends to how we conduct research about writing, for 
as Brodkey (1987) asserts:

Research on composing that isolates individual writers in labo-
ratories and asks them to interact with a text under the obser-
vation of a researcher effectively recreates the scene of writing as 
a thoroughly modern romance: a scientific narrative in which 
the garret is now a laboratory, the author a subject, the reader a 
researcher, and reading an analysis of data. (p. 397) 

For Brodkey, and for the contributors to this collection, whether we write in a 
kitchen, a coffeeshop, in a private office, or with a larger group, academic writing 
is a social process enabled and constrained by material and cultural conditions 
often ignored by the numerous popular books on the topic. And while literacy 
technologies have evolved and the writing process has been remediated through 
digital tools and genres, all too often the culture of the academy is as static and 
unchanged now as it felt for me then as an early career assistant professor of 
rhetoric and composition.

The irony within a profession so focused on the socially constituted nature 
of student writing processes has been the longstanding lack of focus on the pre-
sumed to be expert practices of the faculty teaching those students. Just as schol-
ars such as Thomas Kent (1999) advocated a turn from process to post-process, 
understanding that there is no one way to teach writing, no one set of rules 
for students’ success, and no one context for defining what constitutes good 
writing, these research-driven essays seek to refocus our attention to faculty pro-
cesses in situ, with methods and methodologies as varied as the spaces in which 
faculty compose, and with a contemporary understanding of the equally varied 
positionality and subjectivity of faculty identities. While the academy itself rep-
resents a common setting, what diversifies university spaces for these authors is 
the way in which faculty colleagues, program administrators, and other stake-
holders interrogate the working conditions that support faculty writers, under-
standing the cultural ecologies of academic labor are ones that impact overall 
research productivity, whether it be a teaching- or research-intensive university. 
An important model of that space is the writing group, one that dominates 
numerous chapters in this collection and further attests to the social nature of 
writing for both novice and expert writers, not to mention the faculty and staff 
who facilitate these important forums. This model is designed to help writers in 
impactful, longitudinal ways and counteracts the popular understanding that 
writing can be mastered and difficulties conquered, evidenced through resources 
such as Writing Your Journal Article in 12 Weeks: A Guide to Academic Publishing 
Success (Belcher, 2018).
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Indeed, for contributors J. Michael Rifenburg and Rebecca Johnston, writ-
ing is inherently “a communal art” that fosters reflection about one’s own pro-
cesses and the social influences on both process and product. In their chapter 
“Leading Faculty Writing Academies: A Case Study of Writerly Identity,” they 
strongly encourage a resistance against neoliberalist structures of marketabil-
ity and competitiveness to promote “methods to emphasize community and 
slowing down as a method for supporting faculty writing development but also 
countering neoliberal impulses that repeatedly shout more, more, more, faster, 
faster, faster—that seek to pit faculty against faculty.” Part of that emphasis on 
competition, productivity, and speed is tied to extrinsic motivations and anxi-
eties that typically include tenure and promotion for faculty and time to degree 
and the job search for graduate students. Similarly, research like that found in 
Jackie Grutsch McKinney’s “Faculty as Proximal Writers: Why Faculty Write 
Near Other Writers” demonstrates the benefits of writing in the presence of 
others, even when not as formal as a writing group or writing academy. Her find-
ings foreground the sense of motivation, accountability, inspiration, and overall 
companionship this proximity can foster among writers all too often isolated, an 
affective response I felt many times throughout my scholarly career. McKinney 
concludes that “respondents felt insecure about their struggles especially because 
the struggles of fellow faculty writers were typically invisible to them. Others 
talked about their mental health and how writing alone activated their anxiety.”

Despite these clear challenges, notably for early-career writers, contributors 
to this collection are careful not to pathologize their participants. Instead, they 
deploy surveys, interviews, focus groups, and other methods to describe how 
writerly identities are shaped by factors that impact labor, work-life balance 
(including child and elder care), privilege, or lack thereof, within academic 
and cultural structures that are all too often implicitly and explicitly biased 
on the bases of gender, ethnicity, academic rank, and professional status. Such 
factors can promote a lack of belonging to that traditional academic club and, 
as a result, many contributors stress an implicit ethic of care in attending to 
the needs and differences among writers. To that end, Beth Hewett’s “What 
Professional Writers Want from Writing Coaching” provides a detailed over-
view of the numerous concerns among the clientele of Defend & Publish, a 
consulting and coaching company. These go beyond the dissertation, as the 
company name implies, to include a range of genre transitions and the need 
for time and project management skills. Hewett concludes that the latter is the 
largest impediment given the ways work-life balance is a common barrier to 
maintaining progress. Through these and other chapters, the emphasis on de-
scription as opposed to prescription of practices for faculty, faculty developers, 
and graduate educators is a significant one. Mentors, advisors, peer coaches, 



278

Blair

and supervisors cannot and should not impose a uniform model of “what 
works for me will work for you.” 

Several chapters also focus on the needs of graduate students and the under-
standable anxiety they face in a far more competitive 21st-century academic job 
market than past cohorts experienced, tied to the elusive nature of the tenure-track 
job that those prior cohorts took for granted would be available to them. Citing 
data on graduate student attrition, Charmian Lam’s “Institutional Support for 
Future Faculty: A Focus on Grant and Professional Materials” connects gradu-
ate student success to that sense of belonging to their academic community and 
the need for mentoring, particularly for historically underrepresented groups. For 
Lam, knowledge of genre conventions, from grants to articles, doesn’t just happen. 
Instead, it requires a dedicated effort from individual advisors and more structural 
accountability on the part of institutions to ensure mentoring is consistent within 
and across programs. Lam’s research identifies an important issue related to the 
static nature of academic genres; while graduate students may develop awareness 
of article- and book-writing conventions, knowledge of other important genres 
such as grants or remediation of those genres for external online audiences is far 
less consistent. Yet securing funding for research through a fellowship proposal 
or sabbatical application is a standard way to counteract the time constraints that 
keep faculty at all levels from making progress on their research and resulting writ-
erly identities, which impacts the way they are perceived by disciplinary peers and 
the way they perceive themselves.

Compounding the genre problem is the reality that with newer technologies 
of literacy and communication, the modalities in which scholarship is produced, 
distributed, and consumed have changed (impacting the important role of col-
laboration), while the definitions of scholarship have remained static in many 
institutional contexts, reinscribing the privilege of single-authored print books 
and articles. Just as research processes, including field work and data analysis, 
often represent invisible labor that impacts the timetable to publication, digital 
composing contexts are equally invisible. Thus, faculty review committees do 
not recognize the challenges of creating born-digital texts or migrating existing 
print content to digital form in ways that move beyond the static save as .pdf, 
as Paul Muhlhauser’s and Jenna Sheffield’s “Complicating Techno-Afterglow: 
Pursing Compositional Equity and Making Labor Visible in Digital Scholarly 
Production” suggests. By documenting the labor of digital composing through 
interviews with authors, these contributors foreground not only the learning 
curve and time management challenges but also the difficulties in navigating a 
culture in which digital, multimodal scholarship is seen as inferior to its print, 
alphabetic counterpart, often leading to an authorial choice to “resort to print” 
publishing genres and venues.
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When I sat in that meeting with my “revise and resubmit,” I couldn’t have 
imagined I would approach the end of my career as a liberal arts dean charged 
with the ongoing assessment of faculty across the humanities and social sciences. 
In this role, I can attest to the constant theme of the collection that the acad-
emy must acknowledge the impact of workload and work-life balance on the 
scholarly productivity of its faculty. This is especially true in the aftermath of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, where course loads have been increased and sabbaticals 
and other forms of research support are harder to secure. Many chapters consis-
tently make visible the need to provide that support, to use research to assess the 
success and efficacy of that support, and to acknowledge the intersectionality of 
the faculty and graduate students with whom they work. As with the research 
methods we deploy in rhetoric and composition, these efforts must be triangu-
lated at multiple levels through varied types of professional development as we 
determine the equally varied writing needs of faculty across the disciplines. This 
process also includes expanding the mission of units such as centers for facul-
ty excellence, which are often more commonly focused on teaching; university 
writing centers, which can sponsor faculty and graduate student writing groups; 
and offices of research, which should promote a broader definition of research 
to move beyond external funding and to provide incentives and rewards for a 
diverse range of scholarly writing projects.

In addition, graduate schools and university libraries must advocate for mul-
timodal methods and multigenred dissertations that employ the use of audio, 
video, and other assets so that graduate students, as future faculty, do not “resort 
to print” as the sole mode of meaning- and knowledge-making in the academy. 
For faculty across the discipline, this can also include campus digital commons 
to house and showcase scholarly artifacts. And as academic leaders, our provosts, 
deans, and chairs must themselves reform incentive and reward structures that 
enable rather than constrain a more capacious conception of faculty produc-
tivity and associated literate practices. These efforts, along with the resources 
to support them, will undoubtedly benefit the many faculty whose work does 
not and should not fit into the model Brodkey herself found so limiting in its 
emphasis on a singular authorial subject known as a writer. For Valerie Lee and 
Cynthia Selfe (2008), this capaciousness aligns with the compositional equity 
for which Muhlhauser and Sheffield call. Both administrators and faculty play 
an important role in revising tenure and promotion guidelines to, as Lee and 
Selfe advocate, “insist on parity for scholars producing digital media work by 
removing language that privileged print-based forms over digital forms of schol-
arship and thus marked digital work unfairly” (p. 57).

Avoiding privilege also mandates recognition that we do not all experience 
the university in the same way and those concerns about isolation and lack of 
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belonging are heightened for faculty of color, especially as they are expected to 
mentor students of color in what can easily become an uneven balance of work-
load that negatively impacts their productivity and retention. Laura Micciche 
and Batsheva Guy affirm this in their chapter “Writing Support for Faculty of 
Color,” aligning the lack of support to concerns about attrition among diverse 
faculty, who often persist by going it alone to secure mentoring and other forms 
of professional support. One way to address these concerns is to involve faculty 
in this process by not just conducting formalized needs assessments and develop-
ing success plans but also viewing them as co-equal creators of the types of pro-
grams from which they will benefit, as peer facilitators, mentors, and evaluators 
of the success of those initiatives. For instance, in stressing the importance of 
Black women’s inclusion in antiracist initiatives, Temptaous Mckoy (2021) ar-
gues that “intersectional identity offers the lens to truly see and implement anti-
racist practices in the humanities and other fields alike.” In this way, faculty and 
administrators are collective agents of change as faculty have more power over 
the “scene(s) of writing,” a process that calls for administrators and faculty to 
hold themselves accountable for the success and retention of diverse colleagues 
and create an intersectional scholarly and educational community dedicated to 
that goal.

Finally, like the researchers in this collection, our larger discipline must de-
velop methods and methodologies for faculty and future faculty needs to be 
heard and addressed, so that they don’t feel as if they must go it alone in what 
for so many is still an academic club, empowering to some, alienating to others. 
Overall, the institutional contexts represented in Faculty Writing Support: Emerg-
ing Research from Rhetoric and Composition Studies powerfully honor Brodkey’s 
call to action for us “to shape and construct and critique their understanding of 
what it means to write, learn to write, teach writing, and do research on writing” 
(p. 415). These researchers emphasize, as all good researchers do, those external 
variables both material and cultural that impact writing processes and products, 
as well as the overall personal and professional well-being of writers themselves, 
in the 21st-century academy. 
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