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-..FROM THE EDITOR...

Hello again, and welcome back!

While preparing this st issuce of the
newsletter for the new academic year, |
pictured you 100 “revving up” (o launch
in again, [t's an odd time, a mixture ol
anticipation and eagemess 10 see how
our new plans for the yvear will work out
and an anxious race aganst the clock o
sel everything in motion again. Tutoring
schedules have 1o be worked out, bud-
gets figured. new stafl trained. publicity
printed and distributed. coffee pots
cleaned out and started. and so on (and
soon). Then, in the midst of it all, a stu-
dent wanders in. “Uh . . . ah, could
someone help me with this paper?” And
we're ofl agamn, . . .

But even with all this local action,
there are also colleagues (o talk with al
conferences this fall. Don’t forgei the
National Writing Centers Association, in
St. Louis: the National Peer Tutoring in
Writing Conference, in October; and the
regional writing center association con-
ferences listed on page 6. And do save
some time 1o [ill your coffee cup, sit
back. and enjoy this issue of the newslet-
ler with articles about community col-
leges, that sucky grammar question, tu-
(or training activities, computers, and so
on. And the conversation continucs. . .

« Muriel Harres, editor

Promoting the exchange of voices and ideas in one-to-one teaching of wnting
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A snapshot:
Community college
writing centers in
an age of transition

Our writing center stall read Sharon
Wright's Mapping Diversity: Writing
Center Survev Resulis i the June 1994
issue of the Writing Lab Newsleiter but
found that while some of her lindings
apphed 1o us and were helplul in strage-
gic planning, most of her respondents
were from unmversities—and one of our
most pressing problems was one univer
sites rarely tace: the absence of upper-
division English students and graduaie
students (o act as peer ulors

We therelore decided o survey other
community colleges around the country
lo sec how they solved this problem. We
also hoped 1o create a snapshot of a typi-
cal community college writing center.
We wanted to know what the cenlers
looked like. what other activilics they
werce involved in, and how they evalu-
aled their elfectiveness, in addition to the
standard questions regarding budgets.
salaries, and Tunding sources. We hoped
that this ilormmation would enable us 10
spot trends as well. As writing centers
become aligned with leaming centers.
for instance. do they gain or lose in the
process” And are wriling cenlers prepar-
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ing themselves 1o support emerging
technologies? The survey was sent o

all members of WCenter, an clec-

tronic discussion group. in the spring

ol 1995, WLN also announced the

survey so that off-lne centers could
participate. The thirteen community
colleges who responded represent a
cross section from every region of
the country.

General Background of the
Participating Centers

The survey was composed of 20
open-ended questions. Respondents
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did not always give full information or
chose nol 1o answer Some quesLons.
The percentages reported, theretore, do
not always total 100% and e not al-
ways based on the tal number of re-
spondents, OF the centers that re-
sponded. 46% tall under the junsdiction
ol an English department, 15% are under
developmental studics, another 15% are
under a larger learning center, 15% are
separate entities, and 8% fall under con-
tinuing education, The centers are open
an average of 42,8 hours a week, with
54% open more than 40 hours. OI the
46% who are open under 40 hours a
week. hall of them are open at least 36
hours a week. The numiber of centers
with evening hours 1s 69% . and 23%
have Saturday hours.

The centers serve from 9,000 students
a semester (with a total enrollment of
13.000) 10 240 studems a semester (with
1.350 total enrollment). The average
number of users is 2,424 with an average
enrollment of 6,490, However, at least
one center is on i guarter system. and
some centers do not count compuler us-
ers, so the actual number of users may
ditferThe centers are rarely engaged in
profit-making activities. One center ol -
fers one-credit hour refresher courses in
spelling, grammar. and paragraph writ-
ing. and another charges for their résumé
service. Only 5% of the centers report
developmental students as their primary
clientele. Composition students are the
heaviest users (54%) while a combina-
ton (liberal ants and applied sciences) ol
student wrilers comprise 3 1%,

A total ol 85% of the centers serve
multiple disciphnes. Directors™ salanes
range [rom $24.120 for a ten-month po-
sition to $46,700 for a full professor
whose salary is determined by academic
rank, The average salary reported was
$29.782. Academic rank and tenure,
when applicable, are reported 1o be inde-
pendent of the director’s position. origi-
nating ftrom the English department.

The magority of the ducctors” job de-

scriptons requue an MLA, degree (629 ).,
previous wriling cenier experience
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(46%). and 1eaching experience (549%).
Three center directors have B.A. de-
grees, but two of those directors are cur-
rently working on their MLA. One center
requires an Assoctate degree with a ma-
jor in English. speech. and psychology
{and an emphasis in reading and study
skill improvement). Two centers require
computer knowledge, and a third direc-
tor was hired because her predecessor
“did not want 1o leam anything about
computers.” while she was willing 1o
learn all she could. As Wright discov-
ered in her surveys, administrative expe-
ricnce did not appear o be a criterion for
employment (3),

One durector reports that i additon o
wriling center duties, she also tleaches
full nime. One reports eaching three
courses, four teach two courses, and one
teaches one course. Four directors each
only occasionally. and all of those 1each
as adjuncts; teaching is not part of their
regular duties as wriling center directors.
Two directors do not teach clusses.

Support stall s lean: 15% ol the cen-
ters have full-ume seeretarialfreception-
I5E services; 153% share a seeretary. and
T0% have no secretanal sttt an all,
However, 54% of the centers have 1-3
lab assistants, 31% have 6-10, and 15%
have 11 or more. Some of these assis-
tants are full-ime. while others are de-
scribed as pant-time instructors, work
study students. an ESL specialist, and
full-time instructors working regularly in
the center. Budgetary matters are so di-
verse they dety classilicanon. Almost
every center reported only a portion of
the budget. so 1t is nnpossible o give an
overall average. What is clear is that the
majority of the directors do not have full
knowledge of the budget and that fund-
ing originates from a variety ol sources.

Only one director reporied the center's
budget as being a (lat ~$ 125,000 annu-
ally.” This center is funded by the insti-
tution and the one-hour courses they
teach. Other fundimg sources mentioned
were student body. imstructional, or de-
partmental funds: leaming ceniers: wo-
rial service or financial aid offices; edu-
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cational and private foundations; grants:
student support services; and FTE hours.
Interestingly. this finding is dilferent
from Wright's. who reports that univer-
sity centers tend 1o depend on “single
source funding”™ (3). Community college
centers appear 1o be creative in finding
ways (o maintain funding, although like
univessities, the centers appear not 1o be
involved in fund-raising activities.

Two comments seem (0 sum up the
situation: One respondent remarks that
neither the director nor the dean knows
what the budget is or who develops it
“This is a taboo subject here and is very
much veiled in mystery.” Another re-
marks: “The budget is fought for. Itis
never secure.”

The centers sponsor a varicty of activi-
ties. Sevenly percent offer other support
services (o the college. and 30% do not.
The activities include a variety ol work-
shops, including subjects as diverse as
autobiography. mechanics. wnling for
nursing, bibliography. proofreading. re-
search, summanies, and compuler use.
Four centers support the literary maga-
zine, three support the campus newspa-
per. three support an essay or poetry coi-
test. and one holds poetry readings.

Tutoring Issues

Community colleges obtain their tutors
from a variety of sources. Seven ol the
schools surveyed use peer tors. They
are undergraduate students at the school.
Most of these students are required 10
have taken freshman composition and
are frequently recommended by the En-
glish faculty. They generally are ex-
pected to have a high grade-point aver-
age and often help with computers as
well. Two schools require an advanced
composition class in peer wtoring. Sala-
ries for these undergraduate twlors range
from $4.25 10 57 40 an hour with the ay
erage bemg $5.25 an hour,

Five ol the schools use imstruciors or
the equivalent (someone with a B.AL an
M.A_. or teaching experience but not
regular facully or center personnel) 0
handle their tutoring. In short, they have

0o peer wtoring. Most ol these instruc-
tors have MLAL degrees, although three
schools have several mstructors with
B.A.s. Instructors generally make more
than undergraduates. but are sull paid an
hourly rate ranging from a low of S6 at
one school 10 a more typical range of
$10 1o $13.50 an hour at the others.
Other instructors tutor in the centers as
part of their regular teaching load, and
the directors of the centers, in all but one
case. conduct some wnting consultia-
tions. One ol the schools has two volun-
teer commumty members mvolved in the
tutoring process, and yet another hired a
Peace Corps applicant looking for work
before she was shipped overseas. Vol-
unteers are rare. At only one school is
the director also the only writing tutor.
However. the Center is small, serving
400 users per year and open 24 hours a
week. One school uses the Intemet 10
provide peer tutoring between commu-
nity college and university graduale stu-
dents. The graduate students are not
pard—they are involved in on-line tutor-
g as part of their own coursework and
are partially graded on their consultation
performance. They use a combination of
e-mail and synchronous conferencing.

Tutors are trained using surprisingly
diverse methods. These methods include
on-the-job training: senior ttors training
Junior wtors: the use of workbooks and
videotapes: credn classes in wtormg:
weekly or monthly tramming sessions:
readings on wiiting center theory: mock
conferencing with the director or cach
other; writing center handbooks: sample
papers: on-line documents pertaining 10
writing; and a log book 1o provide con-
tinuous training, feedback, and commu-
mication. Several of the respondents be-
moaned the fact that their training seems
so informal. A typical comment was, “1
try 1o tain the tutors, but the problem s,
[ can’t pay lor thew tnme. The meetings
are voluntary, and given how busy these
tutors are with their jobs, Lamilies. and
classes, gathering them together is prob-
lematic.” Several center directors, how-
ever, indicate that their tutors are well-
trained and express confidence in their
abilities.

N

Atone school, which prumanly uses
ttors 1w help students use computers
while consultations are handled by regu-
lar center personnel. the respondent re-
mirks that many of the same training is-
sues apply 1o the computer tulors as
would if they were writing tutors: “To-
day. much of the compuier training over-
laps into the writing training. A user will
want 1o know how 10 set up a paper lor
class or how to create a Works Cited
page, Or a user will be tentative about
using a computer and allow that feeling
1o allect his or her wrniing process.”

Space Considerations

The available space in most of the
wriling centers is Laken up by computers,
but twelve of the thirteen centers also
have clear table space where students
can work individually, in groups, or with
a consultant. The square footage ranges
from 2,500 square feet o 120 square
feet. with the average space bemng 746
squaie feel. Four of the centers are purt
ol a larger learning center,

The two the writing centers which are
part of or adjacent 1o a larger learning
center appear 1o be the least like the oth-
ers in what might be called “wriling cen-
ter ambiance,” a relaxed, user-friendly,
nonauthoritanan place 10 work, One
center, whose space takes up 900 square
feet, has live mstructor desks within the
space. Beside cach desk s a char o
the student. The other center, with 530
square feet. does have two round tables
tor conlerences. but “a door [rom the hi-
brary creates a fairly heavy traffic flow,
and . . . evaluations indicate that the two
most serious complaints are distracting
noise and lack of space.”™ A third center
is off the main room of the leaming cen-
ter, but occupies a 10 x 12 fool space.
The fourth center with shared space is
desenbed as shanmg an arca in Academic
Resowrces, but i clearly has s owin
space. complete with a “small lounge
area with a desk and churrs and comlfort-
able seating tor our.”

The other centers are more likely 10
use the word “open™ 1o describe their
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spaces, even when space is at a mini-
mum. In several cases, partitions or
separate rooms are used 1o separaie the
compulters from the consulting arcis.
Large tables. round tables. and book-
shelves are menuoned. Several centers
mention large windows and storage
space. Another is a converted classroom
and a hall. The half-classroom holds a
number ol computers and printers, while
the adjoining larger room has more com-
puters along one wall with the rest of the
room housing tables, a couch, and a front
desk. “This layout.” the respondent re-
ports, “divides the talking-writing stu-
dents from the ones who are typing pa-
pers on computers.”

Computers

Eighty-five percent ol the centers have
computers in their writing area; only
15% do not. One center is networked;
one 1s on-line. and another has requested
both in next year’s budget. Of the four
centers who are aligned with a leaming
center, one has six computers, ong has
one computer, and two have none. The
majority ol the other centers reported
having from 1010 19 computers. and 1t 1s
evident from remarks that several ol
these centers plan (o use computers and
Wriling in a more infensive way in the
future. One of the centers which de-
scribes itsell as “not on-line™ neverthe-
less has access 1o Purdue’s OWL. An-
other is already actively engaged in
Intermct witoring and has recently up-
dated their computers to exploit these
new resources. Yet another center direc-
tor remarks that several ol the instructors
at her school are “chomping”™ (o teach
on-hne. but that they are wailting tor ad-
equale access. Most of the centers use
IBMs (54%): 27% use a combination ol
Macs and IBMs, and 18% use Mucs.

Conference on the

Teaching of Writing

Software choices are also varied,
Seven centers use WordPerfect and three
use Microsoft Word with a variety of
other programs reported. One school re-
cently mstalled Dacdalus, but it is not in-
stalled i the writing center. This is one
ol the centers adjacent 1o a leaming cen-
ter, with only one readily available com-
puter n the center itself.

Evaluating Effectiveness

Student evaluations are the most popu-
lar method of tracking effectiveness, and
469 of the centers use this method on a
regular basis: 23% distribute student
evaluations occasionally. and 31% have
no method of student evaluation, al-
though one center does have a sugges-
ton box. Only 23% of the centers sur-
vey faculty.

Of the centers who use student evalua-
tions, three distribute the surveys
annually, one distributes them at the
end ol every semester, one distributes
Iwo surveys (one wrilten. one tele-
phone) every four vears. and one
distributes them on an ongoing basis
(surveys are available i the center).
Ol the three centers who also survey
tuculty, one surveys every five years,
one surveys every four years, and one
surveys annually.

Trends

One trend appears to be that of writing
centers merging with feaming centers, 1t
is clear that all four of the writing centers
in this position have mamntaned a strony
voice of their own, but two other respon-
dents menuon that they tear a merger,
and all tour centers who have merged
have encountered problems that the oth-
ers have nol. such as the director having
numerous administrative responsibilities

October 27, 1995
Fall River, MA
“The End of Writing”

outside the center, lack of computers in
the writing arca itsell. or lack of space
Addinonally, while iwo ol these center
directors were at the upper end of the
salary scale, one was at the bottom. (The
tourth did not report salary.) However,
there are also clear benefits 1 being as-
sociated with a leaming center. Some-
one ¢lse maintains and upgrades what
compulers there are, and the arcas some-
times share support staff.

Another trend appears to be a fledgling
desire 10 support emerging computer
technology. although the majorty of the
centers do not appear 1o be actively ex-
ploring the use ol on-line resources at
present. Forty-six percent ol the centers
who participated in this survey. however
did so using c-mail. That fact, along
with the survey information reporting the
number of existing compuiers in the cen-
ters and future plans for their use, indi-
cates that wrting and computing are
making the transition from an uncasy al-
liance 1o an amiable one,

Jenniter Jordan-Henlev

Koane State Commniy College
Ouk Kidge, TN

Jordan_jj@al rsce.cen.uy

Note: A more detailed version of this
article is availtable on the World

Wide Web at Roane State Conmmunity
College’s On-line Writing Lab. The
address is.

hip fifurrsee.coan s/ OWLIOWL himl
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/RITING GENTER ETHICS

Grammar redeux, redeux, redeux

Welcome back 1o another school year
and another year’s worth of “Wriing
Center Ethics.”™ The first two columns |
have on tap this fall are a wrap-up of the
series I began last year, the “Top Ten
Reasons Why Writing Centers are Un-
ethical.” As you may recall, thus far ['ve
dealt with issues ranging from the theo-
retical (cognition and disciplinarity) 10
the practical (grading equity and equal
access). This month | want o conlront
an issue that bridges both theory and
practice, an issue that has been dogging
writing centers (and [irst-vear composi-
tion courses and WAC courses and ESL
courses and Basic Skills courses) lor
years. | am refeming, of course. to
grammar;

Reason #2: Writing centers are wn-
ethical because they don't pay
chough attention (o the aspect of
WrIing that most students have the
miost trouble with: gramniar

Poor grammar is the “Peck’s Bad
Boy" (or “Bad Girl,” it you prefer) of
writing instruction. Not only is it disrup-
tive in fexts, standing out and calling at-
tention Lo itsell whenever it appears, but
it seemingly resists most of our efforts at
“correction.” Virtually every teacher no-
tices bad grammar in student writing,
many delight i ponting it out (with the
ubiquitous red pen). and most have
strong opinions about its origins and 1m-
plications. Some say it’s a sign ol a
faulty education or a poor upbringing or
too much TV, Others see 1t as evidence
ol our society’s moral and intellectual
degencration, Whatever its ultimate
causes and consequences. however, poor
grammar skills persist as a problem that
everyone's concerned with but that no
one really knows how 1o solve.

No. | ke that back. Almost evervone
has some idea how 1o solve the problem
of poor grammar. Unfortunately, few
people agree on whal the best solution
might be. Some instructors advocate the
drill and skill approach, some still as-
cribe to the value of sentence diagram-
ming. some believe i a concerted pro-
gram of reading and writing, and some. |
suspect, probably think that we gave up
caning as i pedagogical wol a bit wo
guickly. Inany event, the sense of o
grammatical crisis appears 1o be growing
in this country and especially so among
members of our own profession. At the
Conference on College Composition and
Communication in Washington, DC, this
year, for example, I tned 1o attend a
panel entitled. “Where Have All the
Parsers Gone? Making Grammar Val-
ued and Valuable™ (Dennis Baron, [rene
Brosnahan. Max Morenberg. Jamice
Neuleib. and Junet Ziegler, presenters).
and was unable 1o get in the door ot the
conterence room five minuies after the
panel started. People were literally spill-
ing into the hallway, straimng 10 hear
over the heads of others crowded in the
door. T was told later by my colleague,
Dennis Baron, that it was a “lively” ses-
sion, Similar panels addressing similar
grammalical issues drew similar crowds.
1 also have the impression that i the last
few vears | have seen more lexis—ie-
search-oriented and mstructional-—that
[ocus on the grammar/writing connec-
tion than I have in comparable periods
over the last twenty years. This is just an
impression. of course. not the result of
any sort of investigative research. but
just a quick look through my office hi-
brary tums up books like Rei Noguchi's
Grammar and the Teaching of Writing.,
Ronald Wardhaugh's Understanding En-

glish Granmar, Susan Hunter and Ray
Wallace's edited collection The Place of
Grammar in Writing Instruction. and
Muriel Harris's Prentice Hall Reference
Guide to Grammar and Usage. a bnel
grammar handbook. The last two of
these volumes are particularly interest-
ing. since they were produced by writing
center specialists.

I'hese two books demonstrate, | think.
the fact that those of us who work in
writing centers feel an urgent need 1o ad-
dress “the grammar gquestion.” partly be-
cause everyone expects us to, and partly
because we have a vesied interest in do-
ing so. Grammar is an imporiani pari of
writing, and we recognize that as well as
anybody. Grammar problems can ob-
scure meaming and cause readers (0
stumble. ruining the power and effective-
ness ol otherwise srong arguments.
Even it we uscnbe o the principle that
the higher-order 1ssues of organizanon,
development. and tone should be our pri-
mary concern when working with siu-
deni papers, we are also aware that
grammar problems can atfect matlers of
content, understanding, audience, and
ethos. Besides. students are constantly
asking us 1o check the grammar in theu
texts and o help them avoid all the
grammatical pittalls they seem o be con-
stantly stumbling mto. We can hardly
1znore the concems ol these students on
the substance of their requests,

The sense among facully, expressed in
the “reason” cited above, that we do noi
pay sufficient atlention (o grammar
stems, I suspect, from three distinet
causes: (1) the fact that some grammati-
cal errors remain in student papers even
alter the writers have come o the wnling
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center for help. (2) the fact that some stu-
dent writers continue 10 make grammati-
cal mistakes in their writing even alter
coming 1o the writing center for assis-
tance, and (3) the fact that writing center
personnel expend a good deal of energy
in their interactions with faculty trying 1o
explain why grammar instruction and
correction 1s not, and should not be, all
that we spend time on in student confer-
CHCeS.

Al one time or another, we have all
had to respond to the first and second ol
these bases for attiacks on our services
and general competence, We typically
answer the first by citing how little ume
we have 1o work with students and how
a half-hour or hour-long conference is
rarely enough time to address all the
problems that a particular student paper
might have. Would the instructor rather
gel a paper with a few comima splices or
a paper with an incoherent thesis? Most
teachers are willing 1o concede. when
pressed, that they would rather a paper
made sense. but this concession is almost
always lollowed by the standard lament.
“But someone should really DO some-
thing about the atrocious punctuation
these students use!™ We typically an-
swer the second mode ol attack in a
similar fashion, citing the unlikelihood
that a few half-hour sessions in the wril-
ing center will miraculously make up (on
all the grammar instruction that didn’t
seem 10 “take™ in the first twelve-or-so
years of the student’s public school edu-
cation. And if that approach doesn’t
work, we can always spice it up with
more theoretical language about “unfa-
miliar discourse communities™ and stu-
dents trying 1o negotiate textual spaces”
for themselves with resultant “infelicities
in surface structure.”

The third occasion for doubt aboul the
seriousness with which we approach
grammar is a bit more difficult (o deal
with because it comes as the result of our
own rhetoric. As we have come 1o define
ourselves largely in terms of the process
paradigm for writing instruction, we
have also felt it necessary (o repudiate
the myth of our product-centered ori-

gins—the “wrting labs™ from which we
sprung and whose primary emphasis was
the correction of grammar and form.
While this rejection may have been nec-
essary and somewhat cathartic for wril-
ing centers in the broadest institutional
and psychological senses, it has no doubt
remained greatly misleading 10 instruc-
tors and administrators outside the wril-
ing studies community. Though we
have never given up Lramimar Insuucuon
i student conferences or cast it aside as
meaningless or ummportant, it is never-
theless easy 10 see how our process-
centered pedagogical focus could be
misinterpreted as an expression of that
very beliel.

The best we can do. I suppose, 1s 1o
continue in our role as apologists and 1o
correct these misconceptions whenever
they anse. T am sympathetic 1o teachers
who express trustration with their stu-
dents” grammanical dithiculies—hey. |
have 1o read a lot of their papers 100
but I also have 1o be firm in my convic-
tion that grammar errors arc generally
the least important of the writing prob-
lems that appear in most student texts. |
cannot and will not ignore grammatical
issues when [ judge them to be impor-
tant. but my mission in the writing cen-
1er. your mission in your writing center.
any INSIuCIon s mission i any class-
FOOM SHUALOI. 1S 10O Prionize iesponsi-
bihities: What can | do 10 achieve the
maximum benelit for 4 partucular student
or group ol students in the amount of
time | have available? Under some cir-
cumstances. that might ental close, ex-
tensive attention (o grammar, under
other (most) circumstances, that will en-
tail attention to other matiers. 1 believe
that this criterion is entirely consistent
with an ethical writing pedagogy.
and—I would hope—it would tind favor
even among the staunchest advocates ol
a product-tocused program ol writing
instruction,

Michael A Pemberion
University of lilinois
Urbana, IL

Calendar for
Writing Centers

Associations
(WCAs)

Sept. 28-30: National Writing Centers
Association, i St. Lows, MO
Comntact: Eric Hobson, St. Louis
College of Pharmacy, 4588
Parkview PL.. St. Lows, MO
63110 (314-367-8700. ext
244).

Oct. 19-21: Rocky Mountain Writing
Center Association, in Spokanc.
WA
Contact: Anne Mullin, Idaho
State University Wriling Lab.,
Box 8010, Pocatello, 1D (208-
236-3602)

October 21: Pacific Couast Writing
Centers Association, in Seattle,
WA
Contact: Larry Nichols. Seattle
University Writing Center,
English Department. Seattie
University, Broadway and
Madison, Scaitle, WA 98122-
4460 (206-296-5309)

Feb. [-3: Southeastern Wrinng Center
Association and South Carolina
Writing Center Association, in
Myrtle Beach, SC
Contact: Phillip Gardner,
Writing Center. Francis Marion
University, Florence, SC 29501

March ¥8: CUNY Writing Centers
Associanon. in Brooklyn. NY
Contact: Kim Jackson, Writing
Center, Hams Hall Room 015,
City College of New York,
138th & Convent Ave., New
York, NY 10031



September 1995

The personal literacy history:
A great jumping-off place

When considering the six years ['ve
worked in the Wnting Center as coordi-
nator and tutor, [ remember certain as-
signments in the mital witor training
class that made a big difference in my
approach to students. Writing a personal
literacy history was the most important
exercise, the best jumping-off place to
begin reading others™ work, because in
the writing, I began to see mysell in per-
spective and in a context that affected
who [ am as a writer and tutor today. |
also began 1o develop an appreciation for
all students who came in o the Wriling
Center for help because they oo had his-
tories that impacted their abilities and
potentials. [ olfer my own example here
as an illustration of how effective writing
a literacy history can be for tutors.

This 1s a condensed version of the as-
signment our Writing Center director
gave us: “Spend about forty-five min-
utes writing a draft reflecting on how
your lamily and cultural background
have helped shape your lieracy and your
sense of what 1t is 10 be luerate. How
was writien and spoken language used in
your home, the community (0 which
your family belongs and the culture with
which your family identifies? How did
your {amily share with you their attitudes
toward spoken and written language?
How specifically did those attitudes help
shape vou as a reader and writer and
shape your ideas about literacy?

I recerved this assignment with antici-
pation, a lreedom from the usual con-
straints that accompany writing a major
paper. Discovery was ahead. The other
students involved in the training were ca-
ger to read each others” lives and to put
copies of their writing into an office an-
thology. Up until that time I hadn’t
composed much on the compuler, prefer-

ring instead 1o copy trom what I'd writ-
ten longhand on a yellow. legal-sized
pad. But once [ began typing I soon for-
got what my hands were doing and what
was going on around me as cascading
words led me back up the carpeted stairs
into my 1950°s bedroom with the messy
bookshelves and the record player sur-
rounded by story records, such as Alice
in Wonderland, Pinnochio, Cinderella,
Steeping Beawy and Snow White. Once
again [ wandered into the living room by
my parents” bookshelves and reverently
touched the bindings belore removing
The Mustangs. a book i a solt leather
cover contamng lovely pen and ink
drawings ol wild horses galloping
through a dusty arroyo, The book’s
words promised a fascinating story. but
they were beyond my comprehension. |
knew that one day. however, [ would be
able 1o read the story for mysell.

My grandparents also had an mtrigu-
ing brary ol books with u rambow ol
colorlul jackets. but my great Aunt Ahce
had the best one with rare. first editions
in locked glass cabinets. [ could look at
them, but they were never broughi out.
She had iherited the collection from her
father who had gotten it from his father.
Other less valuable editions, however,
were within reach and accessible to
young hands. 1 especially liked looking
at the ones with illustrations sprinkled
throughout the pages. Every might was
story tme. no maltter i 1 was at home, at
Grandma's or at Aunt Alice’s. My famn-
ily ook the time 1o read aloud.

The other significant factor in my lit-
eracy history was the importance of
moving pictures. My father worked for
Fox Intermountain Theaters in Denver.
designing and building concession areas
and erecting drive-in movie screens. Ev-

7

ery weekend he brought the latest 16mm
lilms home for private showings. Asa
family we also went downtown 1o
Denver's big theaters 1o see musical ex-
travaganzas like South Pacific and The
King and I, comedies with Laurel and
Hardy and later. all the Rock Hudsony/
Donis Day films. On Saturdays (riends
and T spent the whole day in the local
theater watching westerns, clifthanger
sertals, and all the episodes of The Lintle
Rascaly. As we watched the kids in the
Kascals put on plays and mustcals, we
knew we could do the same thing in the
big bam in my backyard. So we umed
it into a Hollywood producton studio,
spending every day creating stories with
costumes, songs, even dances so that our
friends could also invile their parents "6
see the show.”

In writing literacy history. [ saw that
many sources—ihe written. spoken, and
acted-out word—had molded me from a
curious, umagimatve child o an adult
who still has a passion 1o set the slage.
create the scene and bring on the actors
tor a good show. As I rercad the paper
forty-five minutes later. I had a profound
sense of sausfacuon seeing my hife con-
densed there on the pages. and a deep
gratitude o my family for providing me
the immense quantity of rich material for
mspiration decades later. [ was eager 1o
share my story with colleagues and 1o
hear thews, The give and take between
us that tollowed sohdified us as a team
and kunched our tutoring carcers with a
new perspective, a tresh conlidence, and
a real empathy for our clients.

Looking back on it, I believe that com-
pleting this assignment helped in several
ways:

» The other tutors and I got ac-

gumnted and began our working
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relationship by reading our wriling retlects influences from pasts and find the many ways reading
picces aloud. several contexts and that, there- and writing have impacted them. Most

» The instructor got to know us tore, our chients™ work does also of us in the Weber State University Wril-
belter. Their papers arc not simply a mass  ing Center have lound that writing the

« We were introduced to sieps in of problems fit for red ink. They literacy history is a very ellective way
the wriling process, evolve from specific family and lor tutors 1o count their blessings as well

« We gained a fresh enthusiasm for social backgrounds. as 1o prepare for the following days
writing that we could pass on 1o working in the Center.
our clients. Each year the editor of our Writing

» And most importantly, we were Center joumal wordswork publishes one Diane Kulkarni
sensitized 1o the impact that or two ol the writing assistant’s histories Weber State University
literacy historics have on all prepared i the witor g course, 1o Ogden, Utah
wrilers. We realized that our inspire our readers 10 look into their own

HuCI(y Muumain Oct. 19-21, 1995
writing cemel’ Spokane, WA
Association

For more information, contact Anne Mullin. [daho State Umiversity Writing Lab. Box 8010, Pocatello. [daho. phone:
208-236- 3662; ¢c-mail: mullanne@ isu.cdu

[:“NY Wl'itillg Call for Proposals

March &, 1996

Centers Association Brooklyn, NY

Keynote Speaker: Ann Raimes

Proposals are due Nov. 10. Please nclude type ol presentation (workshop, panel, etc.) and ttle; name(s) ol presenter(s)
and position(s): institution, address, telephone (home or office); three copies of proposal (maximum 250 words): 2-3 line
abstract o be used in the program. Matl 1o Kim Jackson, Writing Center, Harris Hall Room 015, City College of New
York, 138th & Convent Ave.. New York, NY 10031 (¢c-mail: Kijec.cunyvm.cuny. edu). For information, call conference
co-chair: Lucille Nieporent (708) 369-5405.

Midwest College Sept. 27-29, 1995

Evanston, Illinois

leal'mllg cemer “Joining the Conversation: Sharing Perspec-
ASSI]BiatiOII tives Across Learning Communities™

Keynote Speakers: Mike Rose and Mary Jante

For more information and conference coslts, contact Anna Hammond, MCLCA President-Elect/Conference Chair,
National-Louis University, 18 South Michigan Avenue, Chicago, IL 60603 (312-621-9650 ext. 3307)

s
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Stepping out: From tutoring to business
(learning business skills in the writing center)

Two worlds co-exist among many on
this planet. One is the world you are in
now: the world of the academic. Some
ol you will continue to live in it after you
graduate, and you will remain blissfully
isolated from that other world lor the res
ol your life. You will go 10 work in vour
tweeds ina guiet, windowless ollice
crammed with books. and in the mom-
ings. carrying three of those books and
your third cup of coffee, you will walk
long, musty halls much like those you
are walking now, and you will enter a
classroom that reminds you of the one
where you ook freshman English. Bul
instead of looking for that seat at the
back of the room, you will stand at the
front of it. staring mnto twenty-tive ex-
pectant. freshly washed faces, and vou
will begin 1o 1each.

But many of you will step out into an-
other world on graduation day. never
again 1o hear your footsteps echoing
down the corridors of academia. The
world you will enter 1s a world apart,
completely different from the world of
colleges and universities: it is the world
of business. In the momings. you will
drink your third cup of coffee in your
BMW, on the way 1o an office crammed
with ringing phones and compuiters and
fax machines, or on the way to the air-
port. where you will board a plane for
Scattle, or Chicago. You will wear not
tweeds but silk, carrying not books but
briefcases down carpeted halls that lead
to plush offices with walls of windows,
Oriental rugs, and Levelor blinds. In that
other world, the business world, two sets
of skills will make vou successiul—
thosc vou learn in the classroom and
those vou only leam by practuicing then.

I have owned a business wriling ser-
vice since 1983, but | have moved in

various circles in business lor twenty
years. | have worked with lawyers,
CEOs, telecommunications executives,
compuler wizards, sales executives, ad-
vertising magnates, doctors—you name
it. And what I can honestly tell you is
this: the skulls you are learmng right now
as o peer witor will automatcally make
you better suited 1o enter the business
world than | was, or than those students
who do not have the benefit of your
[raining.

Let me illustrate with some real-life
examples. In my business 1 am, among
other things. a public relations writer.
The difference between this job and -
toring, of course, 1s that 1 do the writing.
rather than waching someone else w do
i, Nevertheless, the st part ol any
wriling process is the mlonmaton-gath-
ering parl. In my job. Iinterview, inler-
view, interview. As a tutor, you know
that some people have an casier time
talking than others. Some students will
talk without much prompting, while
some won'| say anything because they 're
alrand 1t maght be wrong.

Well, the skills vou're learning 1o help
you gela nontluent speaker o talk—or a
nontluent woter o express homsell on
paper—are the same ones 1 use when |
interview the people I write about. 1 iry
o make them feel comfortable, try o
find out something about them person-
ally. before I start asking the questions |
came 1o ask. I the first thing [ did when
[ walked into someone’s office was Lo sit
down, pull out my legal pad. and say,
“Now. Dr. Brown. tell me about your
trip to the Capitol yesterday. .7 n
would be about as ellective as elhing
student wrater, "Look, you ve goi eight
dangling moditiers and sixicen comma
sphices here—this paper 1s termble!™

e

The bottom Tine, then. is tact, diplo-
macy. sensitivity, warmth, trust—in es-
sence: communication skills. You can
leamn the theories from a book, but you
can’t leamn the skills except by practic-
ing. by making mistakes. by paying at-
lenuon o what works and what
doesn t—what makes people warm up 1o
you, and what makes them defensive.
Tutoring gives you the opportunity 1o
practice the art of communicating before
you have (o use the skill in a business
setting. where you can’t afford 10 make
mistakes because your salary depends on
YOur Success.

Another skill you practice as a lutor
that will take vou a long way n business
15 Hexable thinkmg. When | say “tlex-
ihle thinkmg.” Lmean the ability o
change duecuon i the middle ol a ses-
ston when you discover your usual tech-
nigues are not working. In my job,
changing direction might mean changing
my angle, afier I've worked with a piece
for two hours and still can’t get past
paragraph three. 11 you were i sales. it
might mean changing your sirategy.,
once you intuit that you are pushing vour
client away . rather thun drawing him to-
ward vou. I atoring. it can mean tak-
ing live different approaches 1o unroduc-
tory phrases before the student linally, ai
the end of the session, catches on, Flex-
ible thinking means always being atten-
tive 1o whether your technique is effec-
tive: it means being unafraid 1o try other
tactics until you find one that works,

Alongside tlexible thinking go prob-
lem-solving skills—one ol the most -
portant skills an employer looks tor on
resume. In the business world, problerm-
solving skills means. tist. seemg that a
problem exists; second, higunng out how
10 solve it and third, implementing a
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workable solution. In my business, it of-
ten means priority-setting: analyzing the
importance of the work. deciding what
has to be done today. what can wait until
tomorrow, then setting deadlines. then
following through. In manufacturing. it
may mean taking i poorly designed
product back to the drawing board—or.
at another level, locating a non-working
part. reconfiguring it. and replacing it In
advertising. it may mean determining
which market to target and writing an
effective ad.

In tutoring, problem-solving means di-
agnosing the writing problem, some-
times with the least possible amount ol
information, sometimes determining
which writing problem should be ad-
dressed lirst. Then it's linding a work-
able solution by determining the elfec-
tive pedagogical approach for that
student. then demonsirating results
through the student’s writing, Having 1o
accomplish so much in so little time. @
tutor learns quickly what works and
what doesn't—she doesn’t have time 10
experiment. She leamns (o assess prob-
lems instantly . choose working solutions,
demonstrate results.

Two more skills you learn as a tutor
will eam you respect in business. Both
have to do with wlerance. The first is
developing your tolerance level; the sec-
ond, learning to maintain your compo-
sure under pressure. In my job, I run
into people every day with ideas that
vary widely from my own. Even my
editor and I have different ways ol look-
ing at the world. Nevertheless. it | want
to keep my job, [ accept his view—nol
for myself, but simply as another way of
seeing. Tutors, also. have 10 put up with
uncomfortable ideas. You might be pro-
choice, for instance. but the student you
are tutoring, pro-life. But if you are an
effective tutor, you leamed quickly that
you cannot impose your moral judg-
ments over the students you teach. You
are there 10 help that person express his
own, not your, way ol looking at the
world. Tolerance for other perspectives
1s another one ol those skills vou can’t
leam from a book. You have 1o practice
it, you have 1o develop your sense of hu-

mor. Tutoring gives you that opporiu-
nity. 1o practice and develop vour skill of
tolerance.

Tutoring also provides a place for you
10 Pruclice Mamiuning your Composure.,
A client of mine—a law yer—once thiew
something at me. | threw it back. Our
business relationship did not last long. 1f
you are the boss, and you get mad and
start shouting, your employees may
mumble apologies but then they'll talk
about you later around the coffee pot.
Resentment will build. and efficiency
will decline. When you are utorng.
student may shout at vou because he's
upset over a grade. mad at a professor, o1
mad at his girltnend. [1's hard not 1o
take 1t personally, not to shout back.
People under pressure olten react emo-
tionally, rather than respond rationally.
But this is a skill an effective wtor
leams—not o react. but to respond: o
maintain her balance until emotions cool
and the situation can be discussed in rea-
son, not anger. She knows that an angry
tutor can do wreparable damage 10 a stu-
dent. to the reputation of his tutoring
program, 1o her own reputaton, and (o
student atlendance al the wriling cenier
She learns 1o set aside her pride. She
lL‘il.l'IlS 1O mamtan her L'(Iﬂ]p(]}il.ll'l.:.

A few other skills a wtor can leam are
how o work with a team of tutors. how
to construct work schedules. and how to
manage a daily concemn, like a writing
center. And [ cannot stress enough how
IMPOrtant 10 your success in business is
the development of your own wriling
and computer skills, which you hone as
vou teach them w others. All other com-
munication skills aside. your ability o
write quickly. cleanly. clearly. and effec-
tively is the single most important skill
you can bring with you into the busincss
world. [ could not even count the num-
ber of high-level businesspeople I have
worked with over the years who could
not write an effective business leter,
whose grammar and organizational skills
fell far below the English 101 level. 11 as
a tutor you can develop the skills 1o wie
not only well, but excellently—il you
can walk into the busimess world know-
Ing how 1o compose a persuasive letter, a

| 10

provocative article. a sound business
proposal, you will be hight years ahead of
your competitors who can’L

There is one basic philosophical ditfer-
ence between business and tutoring that
bears discussion: in practice, business is
not generally pedagogical. Tutoring is
all pedagogical. In some businesses, for
instance, like business wriling services,
advertising agencies, and public relations
firms. you do a thing for a person: in (-
iormg. you help that person leam 10 do
the thing for himsell. In other words, -
torng is more nondirective than direc-
tive. Tutors help students discover their
own creative genius and then teach them
to put that gentus 1o work, Tutors send
students away with pages of ideas and
the exciting prospect that they can now
function on their own. Business, on the
other hand. is directive. requiring a deci-
sive, direct. certain approach. Anything
less fosters doubt, and that’s the last
thing you want in the mind of a client.

The danger for a wtor stepping into a
business environment, then, is that she
may tend not (o be directive enough.
She may send a client away prematurely
with the new car brochures. expecting
him 1o come back the next day with a de-
cision he has made on his own. A utor
needs 1o be aware of this potential con-
tTict between tutoring and business and
be able 1o use his “flexible thinking™ o
change his nondirective approach o a
more authortative oneg, as he determines
the business SHURLION may require it

By the same token. the nondirective
approach of the ttor can be, at the right
tmes. an asset in business. Nothing is
more annoying 1o buyers than a wo-di-
reclive salesperson—ithink about your
experiences in clothing stores or at car
dealerships. The important thing is 1o
know which technique works in busi-
ness, at which times. So, here’s what -
toring can leach you about business:

(1) tact, for information-gathering
(how 1o get people 1o talk 10 you):

(2) tlexible thinking (how to break
your attachment o the idea that
there 1s only one way 10 do
something);
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(3) problem-solving skills (how 10
diagnose problems. uncover
workable solutions, and demon-
strate resulis);

(4) tolerance (developing your sense
of humor);

(5) composure (how to keep
yoursell together in an uncomfort-
able situation);

(6) tecamwork and management
skills;

(7) awareness of approach (non-
directive or directive): and

(8) better writing and compuler
skills.

Ultimately, if you will pay atiention 1o
the way vou teach, learn from the mis-
takes vou make, and watch the way youw
wrilers respond (0 you. your experience
as @ peer ttor can teach you all these

skills and many more. Then when you
step out on graduation day into the world
of BMWs and Oriental rugs. Levelor
blinds and silk suits, you will be taking
with you the keys 1o a sauslying career
and a bright, successlul luture.

Ariyv Bletckmiars

Valdosta State University
Ocilla, GA

CAI: Instruction and change
in the writing center

Five years ago, when computers were
first placed in the Community College of
Denver Writing Cenler and students be-
gan 10 get lost in them. T didn’t under-
stand what was going on. | was afraid
that we were losing our writing center
and becoming a typing lab. However the
absorption of these working writers
eventually convinced me that students
were learning as they wrote al stand-
alone computers and that it was very ex-
citing leaming.

One of the things | think students are
learming is that text is fluid. not lixed.
Student writers at compulters learn tha
text is protean and that writers construct
meaning rather than imitate forms. This
is a fundamental assumption for experi-
enced writers but is nof taught directly in
most writing classrooms. Instead. it re-
mains tacit knowledge, sometimes fur-
ther hidden by the emphasis on fixed
forms. conventions and rules. Many
other realizations about the work ol writ-
ing follow from or are linked 10 this un-
derstanding, including subtle realizations
about the writing self. the writing task.
the written product.

This 1s a concept which remains very
abstract and ditficult 1o put to work with-
oul word processing. But the Tuidity of
lext suddenly emerges as the central

truth ol writing when wrilers us¢ word
processing, [t becomes so much a part
of the writing process that students don 't
need Lo realize 1t consciously 1o leam its
implications. My central point is that
they are leaming this without the inter-
vention of teachers or tutors. They learn
it because it 1s possible. This is part of
the hidden curmiculum of the word pro-
cessing program. This s not an abstracl
concept i a textbook, but a real poten-
tal, otfering mexpenenced wrlers i
chance 1o work much more like experi-
enced writers who have tined them-
selves 1o take apart and put together text
using only mind and imagination.

The second thing I think student writ-
ers are learning is that the process writers
go through iy recursive, 1 think students
leamn a lot about this in conferences with
teachers und tutors, but they can actually
do it with word processing. Students can
be composing at the edge ol ther texi
one minute and rearranging or refining
inside the text the next. Both process
and product are emerging, and product
seems so much more immediate and
close. Writers who work at computers do
not know what 1o answer when they are
asked what dralt they are working on.,
They no longer think in terms of sepa-
rate, discrete drafts or ol stages like plan-
ning, writing., and revising. With word

| I

processing. inexperienced writers can
truly begmn to explore thewr own writing
process, and, chaotic as 1t may be, they
can begin to reflect on and manage 1.

The insights above seem obvious now
that I can articulate them. They are plain
as the nose on my tace, right in front of
my eves. Yel. it has taken time (o arrive
at these insights, Most of the realiza-
tons | have had about computers and
writng have been that subtle. 1t scems
to me that, among other things. we are
slow to see the obvious because the vo-
cabulary we use 1o talk about writing is
the vocabulary of paper-based. tradi-
tional instruction. It sounds plausible
and familiar, but 1t masks what is really
going on. For example, when we say
that students who wrile on compulers are
learning revision, we are masking the
tact that they are lcaming much more
tundamental truths about shaping 1exi
and about how the work of wniting 15
done, When we sit down 10 ttor i stu-
dent and ask whar draft they are working
on, we are masking the fact that students
who wrile al computers can and do wrile
with a fully recursive process.

What good is it to know what the com-
puter is teaching students—or 10 have
hypotheses about 1?7 Now that T think |
know what students are learning, am

feant. on page 16
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Rethinking writing center
conferencing strategies for
writers in the disciplines

Wrting centers claim collaborative
learning as a distinctive feature of their
environments. Typically, this collabora-
tion 1s described as an interchange be-
tween the writer and the writing center
stall member, a one-1o-one relationship
in which, as Muriel Harris says. “the
writer and the tutor remove themselves
from that other traditional world of
teacher and student, the one in which the
student is expected to remain passive and
receive what the instructor gives him™
(21). Richard Leahy’s defimtion ol writ-
ing center collaboration adds a signifi-
cant dimension 1o this descniption:
“When a tutoring session is under way.,
there are three characters involved in the
dialogue: the tutor, the client, and the
draft (not to mention the instructor, hov-
ering invisibly over them all)” (47).
Leahy’s parenthetical remark about the
invisible, hovering instructor highhights o
disturbing negativity in the typical un-
derstanding of the one-to-one confer-
ence. If we perceive the social world of
the writer—containing instructors, lel-
low students, and other members of the
discipline—as a dangerous place. the
writing center becomes a safe house. In
a muludisciplinary writing community.,
however, the writing center cannot real-
istically function as a sale housce, since
doing so discourages essential conversa-
lon among the members ol the comimu-
nity it proposes 1o serve

The most significant trend in the Uni-
versity of Wyoming Writing Center dur-
ing the past several years has been (o
move from perceiving ourselves as a sale
house for writers toward creating a com-
munity center tor all disciplines, As re-
cently as five years ago, we lollowed a
model conferencing approach derived

from the process theory and “wnting 10
leam™ strategies described in Stephen
North’s well-known definition of writing
centers. Gradually. we began to realize
that, although this approach successfully
assisted many writing center clients, 1l
provided inadequate assistance 10 an in-
creasingly large group of writers in the
disciplines.

We were most disturbed 1o discover
that our model approach encouraged
physical and psychological isolation
from the rest of the campus wriling com-
munity. We talked about our positions
as third members of a three-person col-
laboration that included the writers and
the content arca laculty: however, we
implicitly and metaphorically saw our-
selves as o haven. a place apart from the
storms of the academic writing commu-
ity We viewed the writing center as o
supportive place where writers could es-
cape from the demands of the classroom
and talk about writing usell. This dia-
logue involved a one-to-one discovery
process m which the writers who came
10 us would leam 10 draw on their own
resources o answer their questions and
thus become increasingly sell-sufficient.
Because this aspect of the writing center
can be so powerful lor both the writers
who need sanctuary and nurturing and
the frequently marginalized faculty who
work with them. it has & momentum ol
its own that is hard 1o overcome, In cm-
bracing the separateness of the writing
cenler conlerence, however, we uninten-
tionally conveyed two impressions aboul
wriling and writing center conferencing
that would prove increasingly trouble-
some: (1) that the mysterious, somenmes
therapeutic, process i winch we engage
can and showdd be private and (2) tha a
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generic, all-purpose rhetoric, of sorts, un-
derlies academic writing and awaits dis-
covery through our model conference
approach.

This all-purpose, discovery approach
1o conferencing can clearly help writers
with wriling anxiety or wrting process
kinds of questions. but it does not help.
and it may even dangerously mislead,
wrilers with discipline-specilic gues-
tions. Typically, these wrilers cannot
participate in a discovery process
through which they answer thewr own
questions, since the resources they bring
1o us are inadequate for that purpose.
Nor can we as writing center faculty
torego our usual Socraue methods and
answer thewr content area guestons di-
rectly. lor we are often ill-equipped 10 do
sO with confidence. In this sttuation, our
conceptions of the writing center as a
safe house and the writing center conler-
ence as solitary and private are danger-
ous, since, by closing out the rest of the
university community, we isolate our-
selves from the people who know the an-
swers 10 the students” questions: the fac-
ulty in the disciplines.

A new writing-across-the-curriculum
(WAC) program that began on our cam-
pus in the fall of 1991 increased conler-
ences with research wnlers i the disci-
phines and accelerated changes i writing
center conferencing patterns. The inad-
cquacy of our traditional approach w
handling many of the problems of these
writers was lurther underscored by the
lact that at least one gquarter ol this new
group of WAC clients were second-lan-
guage (ESL) writers. Conierencing
strategies based on standard rhetorical
assumptions were even less hikely 1o be
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{ruitful for these ESL wrilers than for na-
tive-speaking writers. In order o create
a writing center that would fully serve
the multiple discourse communities i a
WAC program, we needed to identify
and understand situations where our cus-
tomary one-to-one approach could not
lead writers 1o satisfactory solutions 1o
their problems.

One spring semester provides the lol-
lowing typical cases 1o illustrate needed
changes in our conierencing techniques:

A) A mechanical engineering
student working on a lab report
includes tables, but does not
discuss those tables in his text.
His gquestion: "How much
discussion 1s enough?™

B

A political science graduate
student has an oral assigniment o
wrile a [ve-page summary and
analysis of five chaplers of a
book. Her question: “Should my
paper contain equal amounts of
summary and analysis?”

C

—

A marketing student is confused
by a written assignment that
requires both in-fext citation and
endnoles in a case study using
MLA documentation, Her
question: "Does my instruclor
really miean a List of Works
Cited. not Endnotes?”

D) An ESL graduate student in
geology asks for assistance in
revising a dissertation on which
his advisor has written, “Prob-
lem of language. Sce the writing
center.” His question: “"What
does my director mean?”

E) A Korcan graduate student asks
for help in revising a thesis
prospectus. Al the 1op of the
dralt, the advisor has wrilten
“What 1s your rescarch ques-
tion?” The student does not
understand what revisions the
advisor expects. His question:
“How do I correct this?"

Each of the above situations placed the
wriling center laculty in a context where
traditional conferencing strategies would
prove ineffective. To provide meaning-
ful help 1o the writer, we needed either 1o
understand the instructor’s intentions or
1o understand the conventions of a spe-
cific discipline. Experience told us the
following: that writer A's engineering
professor might expect ¢ither a lotor a
little discussion of results presented in
tables. that writer B's political science
instructor probably had definite expecta-
tions about the proportion of summary (0
analysis in her assignment, and that
writer C's marketing instructor was as
likely to mean “endnotes™ as “list of
works cited.” Experience also told us
that the advisor of geology student D
might see the same “problem of Lan-
guage” we see—or might intend some-
thing quite ditferent by that phrase—
and that writer E, an intermational student
struggling with an unfamiliar culture,
language, and rhetoric, nught be unable
to describe accurately what his advisor
hoped our collaboration would
accomplish.

In each of the above situations, an ap-
propriate principle or direction did exist
for the writer 1o discover. However, the
relative ignorance ol both participants in
the writing center conference prevented
discovery through traditional writing
center methods. The discovery-based
approach o conferencing depends, first
of all. upon the writers” “knowing™ bul
not recognizing the answers 1o their own
guestions. [t also depends upon wriling
center faculty having a reasonably good
idea of what writers must discover so
that they can provide direction and rein-
force appropriate discoveries. Here, nei-
ther wrilers nor writing center laculty
have the 1ols necessary (o make the dis-
covery-based approach work: the wrii-
ers cannol generale answers and the wnit-
ing center faculty cannot frame leading
questions or recognize appropriate solu-
uons. Faced with this kind of uncer-
tainty, most writing center faculty hesi-
tate to reinforce student assumptions
about expectations mn format and content
or acceptable revisions. We cannot an-
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swer the questions “Is my language pre-
cise enough?” or "Does my lab repont
describe everything it should”™ because
we do not know the content arca; we
cannot answer the question “What does
my instructor mean by a summary analy-
sis™ or a “problem of language™ beciuse
instructors develop their own specilic ap-
proaches o achieving general objectives
and use the language of writing in their
own ways, As wriling center facully, we
fear leading writers astray by encourag-
g them 1o follow their instinets when
we cannol know if their instinets are
“good.”

From analyzing the above
conferencing experiences, we have
leamed that, when we call ourselves a
full-service writing center, we must
mean more than simply a wilhingness 1o
serve i full population and vanety of
wrilers. To say. as we do i our advertis-
g, that we work with ~all kinds of wrt-
ing lasks.” we must come Lo understand
that producing 4 piece of academic wnt-
ing involves more than using the writing
process in its broad, generic context.
The problems of brainstorming. drafting,
and revising exist in the conlext of disci-
plines with complex histories, assump-
tons, and forms: they also exist i the
context of the mdividual prolessors who
mterpret those disciplinary assumptions
and set the specific objectives for their
students. Disciplinarity., as reflected in
the varying demands of the multiple dis-
COUrse COMMuNIties our wriling cenler
serves, demands that we broaden our
role il we are 1o serve the university
community fully and effectively.

Creating more effective strategies for
working with writers across the disci-
plines has involved expanding our deti-
niton ol the collaborative process so that
the wnting center naturally shares the
conversation about writing with many
readers. Having realized that writers of -
len come 1o the writing center with disci-
plinary audiences whose expectations
both we and the writers grasp dimly, if al
all, we now understand the limitations of
our customary approach in solving their
problems: these writers need a wriling
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center that is not so much a nurtunng
place as a place where they can begin 10
understand the tensions and conflicts of
their disciplines. Often. they want us not
to outline a writing process for them but
to help them find a way back into the
worlds of their disciplines where they
can discover the answers to their
questions.

Our conferences with these writers
may scem, on the surface, quite ditierent
from those we conduct by more radi-
tional methods, but the coping strategics
we teach writers through this process
will actually lead them in the same direc-
tion. toward increased sclf-sufficiency.
Self-sufficient wrilers must be able to
discover what they already know, bul
they must also Iearn how and when 1o
rely on other writers and wrilten sources
for assistance. In contrast to Thomas
Hemmeter, who concludes that the cliss-
room exists 10 “get students back to the
wriling center, the traditional site ol lan-
guage instruction ™ (44). we have con-
cluded that, in a multiparadigm,
muludiscipline writing Communily. a
writing center can be only one place
where wriling instruction occurs, not the
place. We must teach student writers (o
2o back “oul there™ for information il
they are to be successful,

In practical terms. we have begun to
realize that we assist student writers in
the disciplines most effectively when we
hughlight and clanly the actual three-way
collaboration that exists when those writ-
ers come to the writing center, Although
always conscious of the content area
instructor’s role as “audience.” the writ-
ing center once underplayed it, probably
10 the point thai the other two collabora-
tors seldom saw any three-way partner-
ship at all. Our motives lor doing so
were justified, based on assumptions
aboul a genene writing process and wril-
ing Lo discover: we did not want to hani-
per nsecure or hesitant writers with the
notion that writing problems have an-
swers (1.e., rights and wrongs). This ap-
proach works well in situations that are
truly generic, where the audience does
not have specific expectations. We mis-

lead both wniters and laculty. however. 1l
we extend these assumptions into the
clearly nongeneric wriling contexts ol
the disciplines where audiences do have
specific expectations, formals, require-
ments.

To help all three parties to the collabo-
ration become more aware ol their roles.
responsibilities, and resources within it.
we have spent increasing amounts ol
time working with writers across the dis-
ciplines to delime questons which nei-
ther they nor we can answer so that they
can go back “out there™ and discover
their own answers. Oflen, this involves
sending them back to their instructors
with a clearer knowledge of which
poinis need clarification. The political
science graduate student i example B,
for instance, cannot discover. even with
wriling center assistance, the parmeters
of her summary/analysis assignment. By
helpimg her frame o question for her -
structor. the wnting center helps her ac-
quire the information most critical o
successlully atlempting the assignment.
Through this process. she may also expe-
rience. and therefore absorb, the impor-
tant point that writing is usually judged
successful when it meets the needs and
expectations ol its mtended audience.
Making the framer of the assignment
aware of the three-way relatonship may
also have a positive effect since she will
see that at least one student has had dith-
culty understanding the assignment as
presenied. As olien happens, that ex-
change may trigger self assessment and
strengthen the instructor’s presentation
of writing assignments in the future.
Thus, an expanded collaboration assists
both the writers trying 1o leam the expec-
tations of their disciplines and the faculty
across the curriculum trying 10 incorpa-
rale opportunities for that leaming m
their courses.

Such collaboration becomes even
more important in situations hike that of
the marketing student in example C,
where an instructor has provided the
writer with a confusing, even contradic-
iory, request. By directing the writer
back 1o his instructor, the writing center
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makes the mstructor aware that, through
whatever oversight in editing or confu-
sion i erminology. a substantial diffi-
culty exists in some aspect of his writien
assignment. He can then correct that
confusion for the benefit of the whole
class. The process of helping this mar-
keting student understand the reason-
ableness of his confusion and frame
clear and productive guestion for his in-
structor is especilly important. since he
1s i a ditficult siuation. Getting the in-
formation he needs requires pointng out
an error or oversight on the part of a per-
son he will not wish o offend. In help-
ing him understand and respond effec-
uvely to this situation, however, the
writing center undoubtedly leads the
writer toward greater self-sufficiency
than it would if it tried 1o bhelp him guess
what his instructor really “meant.”

We also broadened the collaboranive
process inanother, even more signifi-
cant, way by greatly increasing our direct
contact with faculty across the campus
whose students we see frequently, The
mechanical engineering student in ex-
ample A was actually one of over thirty
writers from that course who came for
conferences on lab reports. Discussions
with their professor clarified for us his
objectives and expectations for the stu-
dents and enabled us to direct their con-
lerences more assuredly and elfectively.
At the same time, our contaci with the
professor convinced him of our interesl
i and abthiy 10 assist him m eaching
writing and helped him see what addi-
tional help his students needed to learn
successfully. With the lab manual he
produced for his students in response 1o
these discoveries, we are now able 1o an-
swer wriler A's question about the
amount of discussion expected, simply
by openming 1o the examples and review-
g them with the student. Acquiring
manuals. writlen assignments., style
sheets, and sample papers fron instruc-
lors across campus helps us establish
fruttiul dialogue with that third leg of our
collaborative triangle.

During spring semesiter lust year. our
writing center conducted a pilot study
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with graduate thesis and dissertation
writers and their advisors to formalize
this tnangular collaboration even more.
Previous semesters had seen the number
of graduate research writers requesting
our assistance increase 1o the point that
they filled several hundred conferences a
year. Our difficulues in dealing with
these wnters were further complicated
by the fact that approximately half of
them were ESL writers who sometimes
had culture-based communication diffi-
culues beyond simple facility with the
language (Kaplan). Often in the past. we
worked with these writers on problems
of basic grammar and correctness by de-
fault. since, even when we sensed larger
problems, the content. conventions, and
expectations of their disciplines were 100
unfamiliar for us to tackle with assur-
ance. Unwilling 10 accept correctness as
the only kind of assistance we could pro-
vide to graduate rescarch writers, we cre-
ated an experimental program that for-
malized the triangular relationship of
writer. advisor, and writing center for all
writers requesting assistance with gradu-
ate theses and dissertations. Following a
writer's first visit, the writing center coi-
tacted the student’s content arca advisor
1o discuss where in the thesis writing
process the writer was, what the advisor
believed needed o be done. and how the
writing center might help both writer and
director 1o complete the writing project.
This three-way relationship then contin-
ued, as needed. throughout our work
with the writer.

Opening this line of communication
seldom tapped in the past provided im-
mense benelits o everyone mvolved in
the three-part collaboration since it en-
abled us to work more effectively and
meaningfully with graduate research
writing. Having discovered, for ex-
ample, that geology student D’s “prob-
lem of language™ in the earlier example
mainly involved transition and flow (not
voice, tense, sentence structure, diction.,
or correciness), we could confidently
provide the specilic assistance he
needed. Achieving this clear under-
standing of the specilic revisions writers
needed 10 accomplish was an obvious re-

sult of our dialogue with thesis advisors.
bul it was an extremely important one.
Whereas, under the past system, we Ire-
quently hesitated 1o reinforce student as-
sumptions aboul NECEssary revisions or
Lo offer substantive suggestions, we
could now help student rescarch writers
- unfamiliar content areas tackle and
solve their central writing problems.
Armed with the information, for ex-
ample, that a writer's introduction lacked
focus. we could use our collaborative ap-
proach 1o teach the wriler strategies for
defining focus. Told that a writer’s con-
tent was fine. but that it was poorly orga-
nized or presented m an mappropriate
voice, we could address those problems.
Bringing content area advisors directly

more comfortable tor both wriling center
faculty and students. The writing center
could direct conferences more conli-
dently. and graduate students could trust
wriling center assistance more fully be-
cause of the three-way collaboration.
Both efficiency and confidence are, of
course, key concerns in revising longer
rescarch documents like theses and dis-
sertations.

Formalizing the collaboratve tnangle
m graduate student conlerences also
greatly increased our ability 1o assist in-
ternational graduate students. Granted,
many of the ESL writers we see come 10
us for assistance with typical second lan-
guage problems—missing articles, con-
fused tenses, misused idioms. A sub-
stantial number ol these wrilers have
additional writing problems. however. in
focus, organization, coherence. or voiee,
Furthermore, having been educated
cultures with rhetorics guite different
trom ours, they may find it dilficult 1o
grasp these weaknesses, even if their ad-
visors explain them fully; and they may
find it even more dilTicult 1o explain
them 10 us. When we add the fact that
most content area advisors have under-
standably little expertise in assisting
strugeling writers and perhaps no aware-
ness of the implications of contrastive
rhetoric. we begin o understand the true
complexity ol the ESL writer's ditficul-
tes. This was, m tact. the situation of
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the Korcan graduate student in example
E. Wniter E. believing he understood
what his advisor wanted him 1o do, ini-
tially asked for the “wrong™ Kind ol as-
sistance from the wnting center. The
level of miscommunication that existed,
without either party’s knowledge. could
casily have led 1o wasted nime and efton
for all mvolved—and no solution 1o the
original writing problem—if the writing
center had not contacted the advisor, We
have discovered that graduate thesis and
dissertation wrilers in general, and espe-
cially those for whom English is a sec-
ond language, are not always able 10
convey what they really need o accom-
plish. Like other writers, they may ask
for one kind of assistance. but actually
want or need another. When freshman
composition students ask about punciua-
tion but really mean focus or structure,
we can usually spot their confusion and
lead them 1o [irst problems first. In unla-
miliar disciplines. however. we can sel-
dom locate those situations with confi-
dence: we must rely on the help of the
content expert.

Ity we saw broadening our con-
lerence strategies as a hmitation, a
shrinkung ol our disCretonary powers.,
Instead. expanding and lormalizing per-
ceptions of test audiences and resources
have freed us in certaun ways. Perhaps
the most significant s a new treedom
from the need to fall back. as our student
writers so often do. on the one thing we
know we can consider if all else fails:
sentence-level correciness. Collabori-
tion with content area faculty and their
students provides us with mlormation cs-
sential 1 adaptng the wrating process (0
needs across the disciplines. Our experi-
ence of the past year has convinced us
that writing center lacully are members
of a complex collaborative community,
the nature ol which is sometimes hidden
by the assumptions of the model one-1o-
onc conference, and that effective
conferencing in this conlext must in-
volve all members of that community,

Jwdin K- Powers and Jane V- Nelson
University of Wyominy

Laramie, WY
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fcont. from . 11)
happy 10 let them go into that concen-
trated absorption characteristic of writers
at the computer. Also. [ can iniervene
much more itelligently because my
theories give me a richer perspective
from which to tutor. When | thought
that students were learning nothing or
only learning word processing, | ex-
pected 10 be asked either a writing ques-
tion or i technical question when [ -
tored in the Writing Center. Now that |
understand how empowering word pro-
cessing software is as an environment for
learning to write. [ analyze every ques-
tion to better understand how individual
students are integrating their technical,
procedural and conceptual leaming.
Now that I am beginning to learm how (o
make these more complicated diagnoses.
I think carctully about how o mtervene
and how o nudge leammg along. The
possibilities are rich. and the more expe-
rienced the student is as a word proces-
sor or wriler, the more interesting the (-
toring session becomes.

In summary. now that I have a clearer
sense of what students are leaming as
they work at stand-alone computers, |
am a4 much more effective and respon-
sive teacher and titor, With compuiers.
our Writing Center is. more than ever be-
lore. an environment which supports stu-
dents as they build ther owin intellectual
structures and pursue their own hypoth-
eses uboul writing. In this seting, the
unigue contribution of the compulter 1$
that some kinds ol thinking. which are
foundations of writing, are made visible,
Beginners can and do leam by doing.
Once we begin to name what they are
doing and leaming, we can begin 1o -
tervene in the learning process much
more elfectively, and we can begin 1o
truin other witors and teachers o do the

Sdine.
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