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DEVELOPING A WRITING FELLOWS PROGRAM IN A TIME OF SHRINKING BUDGETS AND
EXPANDING CLASS SIZES

Actor Jane Lynch gave the commencementaddress at Smith College last month, and some of
the advice she gave the graduates rang true inthe world of WAC. She highlighted the life
transformation that occurred when she got hired at Second City and began workingforthe firsttimein
improvcomedy, where she learned that

"YES AND’ isthe vital and only rule of improvisation. Never deny your fellow actor. You should

be willingand able to accept whateveryourfellow improviser throws atyou. Use that as your

jumping off pointand expand it. ‘Heighten and explore,” as we call it. Forinstance, if | say to you

‘Stick’emup!’ and you say ‘That’s not a gun, that’s your finger!” We’ve got nowhere to go.

Take what life throws atyou, she told the graduates: “ If you embrace what is happening, instead of
denyingit, you can make ityour own. If life givesyoulemons, grab it by the hornsand drive.” She also
gave good advice on “whento engage the awesome power of “NO WAY.”

Our WID mentor program (our term for writing fellows) is our own attempt to say YES AND to
the familiar pressuresin American higher education: slashed budgets, rising class sizes, risinginterestin
improving students’ writing—as wellas ourattempt to say NOWAY when needed. Despite professors
reducingthe amount of writingin their courses inresponse to larger classes, we said YES AND to create
awriting fellows program. We said YES AND in orderto experiment with a more flexible, affordable, and
contextual model forafellows program. Ratherthan decide on only one way that writing mentors could
be used, we have worked with participating faculty to create several variations that allow mentors to
supportstudentwritingin classes of varyingsize.

Today, we want to focus on one particularexample: amentor placementin a 40-student
political science class taught by an experienced professor with along track record of WID involvement.
All of the “best practices” we encourage werein place. Professor M. had worked very closely with our

WID Program. She had clearly articulated goals forthe assignmentand assignment directions. The
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assignment was scaffolded, with two check-in points along the way. There were carefully developed
rubrics for each step. She had used a mentortwice before, and this particular mentor’srole was clearly
defined: toconductrequired small group peerreview workshops at 3 points-- overthe proposal,
annotated bibliography, and anintroduction to the final paper. Because Professor M. was teachingtwo
sections of the same class—one with a mentor, and one without—she suggested that we take the
opportunity to study the effectiveness of the program. With eventual IRBendorsementin hand, we set
out to explore how and why the mentor’s work seemed to affect student writing.

But whenwe compared the paper grades fromthe two classes, we found they were almost
identical. And Professor M. was disappointed with the papersinboth classes. She gave few A’sand B+’s,
and many B-s and C+'s. In a follow-up interviewseveral months later, she described her
disappointment—which you’ll seein the first quotation on p. 1 of yourhandout (and we’ve included all
the subsequent quotations from Professor M. on thatfirst page):

My bigdisappointment was that | thought so many studentsreally really failed to understand

what a researchpaper was, which | thought | had spentso much time and effort workingon,

that itwas justdeeply frustrating. Whichisto say, to my mind| had done everything | could, but
really hadn’t gotten through to them.
So we ended up with a different research question: Why hadn’t our planto provide effective supportin
a time of diminishingresources worked?

One clueis presentinthat first comment—that Professor M. wanted students to understand
whata research paperwas. When we asked her what she meant by “research paper,” she responded:

| actually told them very specifically at several points, that one goal of academicwriting, and |

talked about how there’s totally a place for persuasive writing—but one thing you’re tryingto

do whenyou’re ata university, isthat you’'re trying to find the answers tothingsthat youdon’t
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already know the answers to, and that’s by and large the kind of paper ! wanted them to write. |

wanted themto find the answers to somethingthey didn’talready know the answer to.

Here, we see Professor Mdescribing a type of academicthinking—trying to answera question the writer
doesn’tknow the answerto—and viewingthatas a kind of paper.

Laterinthe interview she again described the research paperasintroducing studentsto atype
of thinking, but this time she narrowed from general academicthinkingto thinkinginthe social sciences.
In discussing a paperthat received a B+ because of its poor introduction, she explained:

she has a lot of substance as | recall that’s really good here, butit’s not written in the kind of

way that | was tryingto push students— into thinking in a disciplinary specific fashion, or|

should say, notin a [strictly] disciplinary-specificfashion, because | would think that sociology
papers would look similar.
Once again, we see Professor M’s conflation of a particular way of thinking with what a paperwill look
like. Whenwe pressed Professor Mto say more about what the papers shouldlook like, she noted the
variety of possibilitiesin herfield:
Because | allow students to write so broadly, traditionally | end up havingto read up on a lot of
theirsources to make sure they getit right. And my general sense isthisfieldissobroadand
there are so many ways you can studyit—[myapproachis:] here, let me give yousome ideas,
and then go.
Similarly, when asked if it mattered whetherthe papers were organized inductively to lead readers to
the conclusions ordeductively, with mainideasintopicsentences highlighting the paper’s points, she
againemphasized variety:

The introduction hasto be bigin the social sciences. You’re notgoingto see a paperthat

doesn’thave abigintroduction, unlessithassubsections. ... But thenonce you’reinthere, you

can do it several different ways.
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Eventhe extenttowhich the paperis supposedto be persuasive is not clearly defined. Inseveral of
herwritten responsestostudents’ proposals, Professor M. cautioned against writing a persuasive essay,
distinguishingitasa different genre from aresearch paper:
At the moment, though, you’re not really proposing a research paper. You’re proposing a
persuasive essay. Thatis, you already know what you think; you’re going to try to convince me
that you’re right. Writinga persuasive essayisanimportantskill, butit’s notthe one I’'mtrying
to fosterinthisclass. Instead, I’'m pushing students to pose, research, and answer a question for
which they don’talready know the answer.
Attimesintheinterview, however, Professor Msuggested that she actually was looking fora
persuasive essay:
... lthinkthe bestresearch papers are persuasive essays. just persuasive essays that look
carefully at both sides of arguments or forthe weaknesses ... The trickiest partisto go where
the evidence leadsyou, and not justlook for the evidence that takes you where you want to go.
She mentioned several times that she was hoping the assigned class readings would model the type of
thinking she was looking forin the research papers, and what she emphasizesinthese readingsis
argumentation, along with the writer’s motivation for the piece:
we had tons of papers, articles, book chapters, that are largely well —written and accessible...so
workreally hard to put togethera set of materialsthat| think college students can get, so thisis
a patternthat they have seen overand overand overagain and we spenttime talking about,
“So what’s the argument,” and “why did the person write this paper?” and “the reason you
write a paperis not necessarily whatyourargumentis”... so the goal is notjust to do substance

inclass, although substance clearly matters.. . butto step back.
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To summarize Professor M’s approach, then: herscaffoldingisdirected toward the set-up of
the project: she gives students freedomto choose atopicthat is personally compelling, she provides
guidanceinframingthe research question and finding sources, and she carefully selects readings that
model social science thinking. With this scaffolding, she expects that students will be able think like
social scientists. This, inturn, will lead them to frame and construct their paperina way that is
appropriate fortheirtopicand findings. Inthis model, all the work that goes into crafting the research
question should create a waterfall effect that cascades throughout the project, shaping everything from
the organization of the piece to the sort of thinking the student applies to findingand working with
source materials orevidence.

So with all the emphasis on the creation of the question and method, it’s not surprising that
when we turnto look at the assignment on pp. 2-3 of the handout (note: the professor’s assignment and
rubric are not included forthe conference proceedings asitis not ourintellectual property), we find few
specifics related to genre —to the type of paperand whatit should look like — and that there isno
information related to rhetorical stance, to the position of the speakerinrelation to the audience, topic
and context. Onp. 4, you’ll find the rubricwhich students were given along with the assignment, and
which, like the assignment, is framed as alist of criteriato check the paperagainst, with no mention of
genre, purpose, audience, orvoice. We suggestthatit’s partly this absence of considerations of genre
and rhetorical stance —of any information that would help students imagine what the paperthey’re to
write should look like— thatresulted in the papers that disappointed Professor M.

In hindsight, we can see how it sabotaged the mentorworkshops. Foreach of the 3 group
workshops—overthe proposal, annotated bibliography, and introduction--a stage-specific rubric
focused the mentor’s and students’ attention on whetherthe draft was fulfil ling the criteria. Andthisin
turn resulted in students making revisions simply to address the criteria, without any sense of creating

parts that contribute toa whole. ConsiderLily’s Introductionto herpaper(p.5in the handout). She
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broughtthe exact same introduction to the WID Mentor Workshop, minusthe elementsin brackets. The
notesfromthe workshop are on the back. The workshop apparently focused Lily on how well the draft
introduction matched the criteriain the assignment:
= doesitinclude the significance of the topic,and how itrelatesto
central course themes;
= doesitintegrate existingliterature;
= doesitexplain whatthe paperis goingto do, here somewhat mis-
translatedinto, “go more into what you’ll specifically be talking
about”
When we go back and look at what has been added to the introductionin the brackets, we can see the
writeraddressingthese criteria, as se parate items. She begins, “In this paper, | seek to better
understand the portrayal of transgender people inthe mediain orderto evaluate whetherthey have
become more or less accepted as a social group inrecent history.” To address significance, she’s added
in[“thisis an importanttopicbecause the acceptance (orlack thereof) of asocial group is telling of the
largersociety itis situated within. The involvement of the mediais alsoimportant because its control
overthe acceptance of a group shows how much power American culture is willingto give to the
media.’] These two statements of significance are very broad, and don’tarticulate the particular
significance of the research question and of the paper.

Thisis what we saw again and again:the workshops seemed to encourage writers toadd surface
featuresto match the assignmentcriteria, ratherthan providing writers with input to assess the deeper
features of their planned papers or strategies to do more global revising. Nowonderthe studentswho
attended these workshops didn’tend up with better papers than students who didn’t attend.

In the same way that a lack of clarity about the purpose and genre of the paperas a whole

impededthe success of the workshops, the professor’'scomments also often ended up focusing
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students’ attention only onrevisingat the surface level. While Professor Mno doubt hopedthat her
comments would create a waterfall effect, with, forexample, asuggestion forachange to the research
qguestionresultingin subsequent changesin the sources used, the conclusions reached, and the framing
and organization of the paper, often students justadded in afew sentences to address the comment
without considering the implications for the rest of the paper.

Considerthe case of Sam (see p. 7 inyour packet) . Inhis proposal, Sam’s questionwas: “To
what extentshould the federalgovernment have control overa person’s right to access and/or produce
pornography?”—which his peerreviewerSean had apparently rephrased and found interesting. And at
the beginning of the second paragraph, we see his thesis, the argument he wants to make: “Although
pornography does contain imagery that may seem offensive to some groups, itis not within the power
of the governmentto restrict access to such material as it would negatively affect aperson’s First
Amendmentrights.” In her comments on this proposal (on the back), Professor Mfirst makes her point
that Sam needsto change his question entirely and write aresearch paper, nota persuasive essay.
Thenshe offers 4 alternative research questions. Note the fourthone: “If you’re interested in modern
political battles, you might try to figure out why tensions over pornography have waxed and wanedin
recentyears.”

If we look at Sam’s introduction to his final paperonthe next page we see at the top that he hasn’t
changed hisresearch question atall, though he has adopted the rewording suggested by his peer
reviewer. As he continues, he doesweavein (see the underlined portion furtherdown) avariation of
the research question suggested by the professor: “itis these volatilechanges from prohibiting the
distribution of pornto allowingit which willbe explored. How were these changes possible, who fought
for themand who didn’t.” Butin fact, he neverdoesaddress this question. Instead, he sticks with his
original topicbutframes his paperas a reportrather than a persuasive essay, givingachronological

account of the various government decisions which have protected the right to create and view
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pornography. Thisisalready known—there’s no argument, no synthesis, no new insights—just areport.
Notsurprisingly, Sam received a C+ on his paper.

Of course, this simplistic notion of revision —that it means addressingissues at the surface level
rather than considering deeperchangesinvolving meaning and structure — is something we’re all
familiar with as writingteachers. What we saw happeninghere isthatthe project scaffolding —the
workshops, rubrics, and teacher comments —all seemed to encourage this approach torevision by
focusing students and mentors onthe match with a list of criteria. Indeed, without clearguidance
about what sort of paperto develop, itappears that students may have defaulted to what they knew
aboutresearch papers from their past experiences. Several students, like Sam, ended up writing
reports, drawing on multiple sources to explain asubject, but not doing what Professor Mwanted —
answeringaresearch question thatrequired synthesizing information from multiple scholarly sources to
arrive at a new insight.

Anotherstudent, Anne, apparently thought of the research paperas an extended annotated
bibliography. If youturnto p. 12 of the handout, you’ll see Anne’s research question, again, not her
own original question but the one suggested by Professor M in her comments on Anne’s Annotated

Bibliography: “This paper will work to examine the reasons why public opinion of interracial
relationships is still a very touchy subject matter and why people are still hesitantin entering
interracial relationships.” But Anne’s paper doesn’t address this question. Instead, she uses a
series of sources reporting on studies of American’s attitudes toward interracial relationships,
arranging them in chronological order. She writes one paragraph on each source, first
reporting on the study and then offering her opinion on the findings, as in the underlined
section at the bottom of the sample paragraph from her paper.

In contrast, the few papers that did receive A’s all were written ina particular genre that did

happen to fulfill Professor M’s goals of posing a question that can be answered through



IWAC 2012: Sue Dinitz and Susanmarie Harrington, University of Vermont

consulting scholarly sources: that of a literature review. |copied Tracy’s introduction for you—
the final two pages in your handout. Note that she writes a two-page introduction, not the one
paragraph that other students seemed to think was appropriate.
e Paragraph 1 clearly outlines the problem being addressed
e Paragraph 2 sets the issue in a context
e Paragraph 3 begins with a carefully framed research question, followed by a discussion
of the difficulty of measuring efficacy of sex education programs
e And Paragraph 4 describes how efficacy will be defined and measured in the paper.
Consider her confident, assertive “expert” voice in the final paragraph of her introduction:
Because conservatives agree with the aims of a risk-reduction model, and for the
purposes of having a single definition of “efficacy” in order to review programs
objectively, effectiveness of sex education programs will be operationalized as
programs associated with delaying the age of first sexual intercourse, preventing the
spread of STlIs, and preventing teenage pregnancies.
There was nothing in the assignment or rubric that identified this genre or helped students
understand how it works, what purpose it serves, what the role of the writer is.
Tracy, a senior, was in the class that didn’t have a mentor attached, but it was clear that she
didn’t need much help. She received a 95 on her proposal, with no comments, and an A on her
Annotated Bibliography, with the sole comment “Terrific sources, well annotated.”
So what does this experiment in improvisational writing fellow work tell us? For
starters, saying YES AND is a good idea: because we moved forward with placing fellows in

medium-sized classes and agreed to the professor's suggestion to pursue some research, we
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ended up understanding some reasons why students weren’t able to be more successful, and
why the mentor workshops themselves had seemingly had so little effect. In some ways, this
isn’ta new story: problems instudent writing are often the result of students not
understanding assignment or genre expectations, or not having experience with deep revision.
Why didn’t we catch the lack of clarity in the assignment, the absence of guidance in relation to
genre and rhetorical context? How did this get by us?

In hindsight, we see that there was nothing in the process of developing mentor plans
that involved faculty in assessing how their assignments conveyed rhetorical and genre
expectations. When faculty members request a WID Mentor, they aren’t thinking of signing up
to revamp their assignments; time to do this hasn’t been built in to the workload of the faculty
member or Writing Center Director. Can we say YES AND to this looming workload problem?
One immediate step could be to include an assignment review sheet as part of the planning
process (such as the one on the last page of your handout). This would be a starting place for
conversation and assignment revision—and would allow us to say NO WAY to faculty who
aren’t interested in committing significant time to assignment redesign. And this could get the
WID director as well as the Writing Center director involved in the planning process, spreading

out the workload.

If we had gone through this process with Professor M, we might have come up with a very different
assignmentand mentor plan. Professor M. said inthe interview thatshe couldn’timagine whatelseshe
could do to help students write better papers. But now we can imagine what might have happened with
some intensive discussion with Professor Mabout where students might runinto problems with her
currentassignmentand how the assignment might be redesigned.

Imagine if
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e theassignmenthadincludedalengthy explanation of whataliterature reviewis, why someone
would write one, and the role of the writerin creating one, thus providing students with a
clearerideaof whattheirpapershouldlooklike and why

e Orifstudentshad consideredthe class readingsin connectionto more specificexpectations for
theirown papers, discussing their features more explicitly in connection with the criteria
outlinedinthe assignmentand rubricforthe introduction, body, and conclusion

Andinstead of a mentor plan that focused on helping students to match theirwork to the assignment
and rubriccriteria, imagine

e amentorworkshopthat began by asking students what they think a “research paper”is, and
then examined those notionsinlight of the assignment, and

e amentorworkshopthatexamined some sample literature reviews, looking attheirfeatures
fromthe point of view of the writer, imagining the process that led to the paper, and only then
turningto look at the students’ draft proposals and introductions

As we are a WID Program without much of a budget or any kind of curricular mandate, the insights

provided by this research project are actually a wonderful surprise. Theysuggestthat we could
enhance the effectiveness of our mentor placements simply by focusing more of our efforts on the front
end, on working with participating faculty more intenselyon assignment design before mentors begin
theirwork with students. The cost for this would be intime and energy ratherthan dollars, and it would
provide us with much clearer guidance than we’ve hadinthe past as to whento say YES AND and when
to say NO WAY to applications for WID Mentors. Looking atthe mentor program with a focus on how it
supports faculty developing assignments, and how it supports mentors who themselves work with

faculty onimplementing those assignments, we see much potentialfor progress here.



