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...FROM THE EDITOR...

It might be called a case of “deja vu all
over again™ if you think you saw the
January 1995 issue of the newsletter go
by twice. You did. While preparing the
January 1996 issue weeks before the new
year snuck up on us, I typed 1995 on the
first page of last month’s issue (but man-
aged 1o keep touch with reality for the
headers on inside pages where you’ll find
the correct date). My apologies for any
inconvenience this may cause. You may
want to pencil in the correct date on your
issue to prevent any future confusion.

Another repetition you’ll note (aiso un-
infentional bat more interesting) is the fo-
clusion of two articles in this issue, both
examining triangular relationships in their
topic.

But a new topic—-sex in the writing
center—is one we rarely focus on in
writing center literature and is introduced
by Michael A. Pemberton in this month’s
Wiriting Center Ethics column. Surely this
will provoke some inferesting discussion
at staff meetings and training sessions,
and if you want to carry on the conversa-
tion with others n our newsletter group,
send your comments and responses to the
newsletter. Use e-mudl if that™s more con-
vement for you.

« Muriel Harris, editor
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Collahoration as
triangulation: An
apprenticeship
system of tutor
training

In “What Is This Thing Called Teach-
ing Writing.” Maxine Hairston encour-
ages writing teachers {o step outside the
narrow confines of composition theory,
and see how their methodology would
hold up under the critical scrutiny of ath-
letic coaches, counselors, and manage-
ment consultants. Athletic coaches. for
instance, would wam us that when we
talk about writing we are taking up valu-
able practice time, which our students
should be using to scrimmage with their
own and each other’s ideas and words.
Counselors would caution us that criti-
cizing all aspects of a draft at once is as
foolish as issuing a nutshell diagnosis of
a client’s emotional problems and direct-
ing her to come back next week with ev-
erything fixed.

To extend Hairston’s sensible idea,
suggest that as writing center direCtors
we can learn a great deal from hairdress-
ers. We share the same challenge: how
to give trainecs hands-on experience
without running the risk of a botched job
R

|
|
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or a disgruntled customer. There 1s no
substitute for the real thing, but we can’t
make guinea pigs out of our clients while
initiates learn how to get it right.

Since peer consulting is such a com-
plex matter (involving issues of body
language, face-to-face interaction, rap-
port, alienation, power relations, and
academic ethics), there is no single
analogous activity the practice of which
can make one a proficient consultant.
Therefore, as coordinator of the Writing
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Center at Stonehill College, 1 have come
up with a series of activities, each of
which allows the trainee o experience
one or more aspects of a live session.
While triangulating among these activi-
ties, the consultant-in-training begins to
synthesize his or her own consulting
style. This system has the pedagogical
advantage of breaking a potentially
daunting fask into manageable parts,
without resorting to reductive or over-
simplified models, or wasting the stu-
dents’ time with sterile “dummy runs.”

Before [ describe the activities Uve de-
veloped, a brief word about vocabulary
is in order. As a group, the undergradu-
ates who staff our writing center decided
to substitute the term “writing consult-
ant” for “tutor.” As one of them ex-
plained, “Since a tutor knows more than
you do, you feel your job is to shut up
and listen; with a consultant. the final de-
cision is still up to you.” Thonor their
choice of terminology in this paper.

{ have the luxury of a three-credit, one-
semester practicum course with which o
frame the training activities, but most of
them could alse be incorporated into a
briefer tramming format. The course pro-
ceeds on the assumption that in order ©
be good consultants, students must first
be confident, self-aware, and practicing
writers, and their first training activity
makes use of their own writing. For
each class meeting, students produce a
piece of writing based on their reading
assignment, then critique each other’s
work in pairs, pretending they are par-
ticipating in & Writing Center sessior.
There are obvious limitations to the real-
ism of this activity: there s no opportu-
nity to revise based on the session, since
the draft will be tumned in immediately:
the two panicipants already know eachi
other and so there is no need for estab-
lishing rapport; the drafts are more com-
petent and polished than most of those
brought to the Writing Center. Nonethe-
less, this in-class critique includes the
physical and social give-and-take of a
consulting session, discussion with a
writer committed to the quality of his ot

I

her work, and—as an extra bonus—ob-
servation by someone familiar with the
criteria for effective consulting. Finally.
it reminds the student what it is like to be
on the recetving end of advice, an expe-
rience which neophyte consultants must
keep in mind so that they don’t lose
compassion as they acquire expertise.
After this reciprocal session, the papers
arc handed in and [ respond to them,
writing extensive end-notes as well as
marking surface errors. When the papers
are returned the following period, con-
sulting can occur again, for finding and
fixing mistikes.

Most of the practicum part of the
course, however, occurs in the Writing
Center, using an apprenticeship system
supervised by seasoned peer consultants
who have already completed the course.

Apprenticeship is a ime-honored way
of passing on knowledge and know-how.
As Roger Garrison observes, “It is better
for a student to be an apprentice at your
side for five minutes than a disciple at
your feet for five months™ (69). The ef-
ficacy of apprenticeship can be traced to
several sources. First, it creates a venue
for absorbing essential but tacit knowl-
edge, which eludes explicit presentation.
Second, it allows for gradual participa-
tion as competence grows. Third, it pro-
vides both challenge and support. and
the opportunity minutely (o adjust the
dosage of each as is warranted by the
apprentice’s progress. Fourth, it includes
quality control by virtue of the prescuice
of a more experienced practitioner. Fi-
nally, in the particular case of writing
centers, peer apprenticeship is a power-
ful way of reinforcing the principies of
social constructivism on which our prac-
tice rests.

The apprenticeship system I have de-
veloped consists of observation and role-
playing. As soon as the course is under-
way and students are comfortable with
the reading/writing sequence described
above, I designate a two-hour block of
time for each student to go to the center
svery week., Ideally, the time-slot
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straddles the shifts of two consultants:
that way the trainee can observe two dif-
ferent consulting styles. For the past few
semesters, | have compiled students” fi-
nal essays, analytic narrations of their
most significant Writing Center experi-
ence, into an anthology which incoming
students read and respond to. Whena
response suggests strong rapport or iden-
tification with a particular consultant, 1
try to arrange an apprenticeship between
that student and that consultant.

The nature of the first component of
apprenticeship—observation—is self-ex-
planatory. When a stadent wrifer comes
for a session, the consultant introduces
the practicum student and the writer, ex-
plains that the student is a consuliant-in-
training, and asks if the writer minds
having the student observe the session.
Only once in four semesters has a writer
expressed discomfort, Frequently, the
presence of a third party dissipaies the
anxiety that a writer may feel upon com-
ing to the center for the first tme: three
people around a table feels and looks
more like a conversation and less like ¢
CrOSS-eXamination.

During the early weeks, the practicum
student reads along in the draft, listens
quietly as the session proceeds, then dis-
cusses the session with the consultant
and reads the consultant’s report. Even
if the session is MTawed (aren’t they all?),
there is much for the student to learn
from it: as Walker Percy reminds us, the
best way (o learn how something works
is to study breakdowns.

As students become more confident,
they begin to volunteer comments during
the consultation, in effect working their
way info a co-consulting role, and then
essaying solo sessions when they and
their peer supervisors decide they are
ready. This evolutionary model of com-
petence is more realistic and less trau-
matic than an all-or-nothing approach
tied to a specific deadline by which time
all students are expected to be ready 1o
consult.

Just as teachers learn valuable lessons
from their students, consultant-supervi-
sors are quick o point out that they ben-
efit from the observation sessions. If a
session has gone badly, it’s a relief t0
talk about it at once, and try to identify
the source of the problem. Practicum
stadents often offer incisive suggestions
early in the semester, and consultants
have developed generous and creative
ways of involving them in the workings
of the center: frequently a session report
will bear the name of both consultant
and trainee, and will include a detailed
explanation of how the trainee contrib-
uied to the session, Qur most experi-
enced consultant was particularly grate-
ful for one trainee’s participation during
a lengthy session with an ESL writer
whose draft required many sarface level
corrections. As Colleen, the consultant,
pointed out, she had trouble finding al-
fernative ways of explaining an error if
the writer didn’t understand Colleen’s
initial statement, but the trainee quickly
came up with an alternative, merely by
using his own words.

We spend time each week in class dis-
cussing these observations, because they
are our most accurate source of informa-
tion about the kinds of problems which
our clientele bring to the Writing Center.
O text (Meyers and Smith's The Prac-
tical Tutor), although excellent in many
ways, tends to idealize tutor-student dia-
fogues, to assume a graduate-school tutor
involved in a continuous refationship
with a particular tutee, and to present
drafts which are more remedial than
most of the writing we encounter at
Stonehill. The observation sessions ate
an important reality check. In addition,
they remind us of the folly of talking
about writers and students—as if they
were all the same.

The second aspect of Writing Center
apprenticeship is role-plaving. For better
or worse, this involves much advance
preparation on my part, but virtually no
participation in the act itsclf, 1 feel rather
like a choreographer, coordinating all the
movements, working the dancers hard

during the dress rehearsal, then sitting in
the wings and wondering how the opep-
ing night performance is going.

First | select a texi-—usuvally an early
draft from my freshman composition
course-—which relates to the part of the
writing process we are discussing in
class. 1use my own students” work be-
cause it 1s available in its early stages,
and because it can be matched against a
well-developed prompt. For the consult-
ants, T write a cover sheet describing the
topic of class discussion, a capsule
analysis of some of the problems in the
draft, and what it’s reasonable to expect
the practicum student to be able to do at
this point in the course. Sometimes |
suggest challenges which the consultant
might include in his or her role-playing
persona, such as trving to manipulate the
consultant to do all the work, kibitzing
instead of working, or demanding edit-
ing assistance when the draft still needs
global revisions. For the most part, how-
ever, each consultant decides how to use
the role-playing materials, since her
value lies in her understanding of what a
particular trainee can already do, and
whiat still needs to be practiced.

Some students feel uncomfortable with
the make-believe aspect of full-fledged
role-playing: in this case, the early ses-
sions can consist of a discussion of how
such a paper might be handled. Even
with a timid and tentative apprentice to-
tally devoid of thespian skills, an alert
consultant can slip quickly and discreetly
from hypothetical discussion into role-
playing, by enacting and posing ques-
tions such as “What would you do if
handed you the pen and asked you to fix
this sentence for me?” 1 also enconrage
consultants to bring in their own drafts
for role-playing, because in this case one
source of artificiality is removed: the
role-playing writer actually has gener-
ated the text and stands to profit from
thoughtful feedback,

Before they end their shift, consultants
fill out reports for role-playing sessions,
and in class we discuss the role-playing,
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comparing the ways in which different
students dealt with the challenges of the
draft and the situation, By the end of the
semester I have a detailed week-by-week
account of each student’s progress in de-
veloping his or her consulting skills.

The final step in the training is a role-
playing session with me. [ like the po-
etic justice of closing out a course rooted
in apprenticeship, a system which hark-
ens back to the medieval guilds, with the
conteraporary equivalent of a medieval
oral examination.

In some ways, of course, this is a par-
ticularly difficult role-playing task, since
not only am [ not the author of the text,
but I am not a peer either. I try to miti-
gate this problem in two ways. First, I
select for this role-playing a draft which
is fairly accomplished. Second, I make
opportanities to discuss my writing ear-
lier in the course, so that students will
have had the experience of commenting
on my work,

This session replaces 4 final examing-
tion for the course, I schedule an hour
per student, and when the role-playing is
done we critique the session. go over the
semester’s work including the role-play-
ing reports, and clear up any remaming
questions. Although it requires a large
amount of my time at a pressure point in
the semester, I have never regrefted this
choice. The sessions give me valuable
information about cach student’s con-
sulting style, and help me identify stu-
dents who need further work before they
are ready to consult,

The participatory nature of the course
results in levels of enthusiasm that some-
times leave me dizzy, but there is always
some grousing about the phoniness of
role-playing. I lef these gripe sessions
play themselves out, agreeing that there
are imitations and hollow aspecis to ev-
erything one does in preparation for that
first real consulting session. Invariably
the gripes include at least one student’s
plaint, “1'm sick of all this pretending;

I'm dying to have a real session.” Al-
though the comment is meant as 4 ges-
ture of revolt, it makes me smile, be-
cause it means that apprenticeship has
again worked its magic: triangulation
complete, tacit knowledge absorbed, the
apprentice chafes under the limifations of
an outgrown role, and is ready for pro-
motion to full-fledged practitioner of her
craft, and a guide to a new wave of con-
sultants-in-training.

The consultants are much more elo-
quent than T am in explaining to what ex-
tent apprenticeship empowers them,
Here is how one of them, Lynette
Gajtka, describes the results of a pivotal
role-playing session. The final word, 1
think, should come, not from the chore-
ographer, but from a dancer:

“When I began the previously
described role playing, I was
overwhelmed with doubts about
my ability to succeed as a peer
tutor. At the end [ overcame my
anxieties .. .. Iknow lhave
potential as a peer tuior; nOW my
challenge 18 10 CONVINCE Y peers
to work to their greatest potential,
and to appreciate the Writing
Center as much as I have learned
to. 1am eager to begin. . .." (10}

Toni-Lee Capossela
Stonehilt College
North Easton, MA
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Michael Pemberton, the new treasurer
for the National Writing Centers Asso-
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The tutor-student-teacher triangle (or)
the three-way writing conference

The use of confercnces in teaching
writing is nothing new. Roger Garrison,
Thomas Camicelli, and Donald Murray
have all recommended ways of confer-
ring from holding mini-conferences in a
workshop-classroom to dropping formal
classes altogether and teaching through
writing conferences alone. All the while,
writing centers are staffed with tutors
who also hold conferences with students.
Aside from some standardized forms
passing between tutor and teacher, usu-
ally the main link between the two is the
student. With the student as conduit,
both teacher and tufor often get a rather
puzzling picture of what happens in the
“other’s” conference.

In our basic writing classes at the Uni-
versity of Cincinnati we have two pro-
fessional tutors who are present during
class and who also work in the Drop-In
Writing Lab. An intriguing triangular
interaction exists here between the
writer, the tutor, and the teacher, a pro-
cess which allows for negotiation, yet
encourages students to take responsibil-
ity for their own writing.

Initially, students experienced some in-
teresting problems as a result of what I
have come (o think of as three-way writ-
ing conferences. First, students were
confused about whom to believe. 1
might give them some advice on a draft,
and then a tutor might give them some
different advice. Whom should they
“helieve™? Usually, because I was the
teacher, the one with the power {0 give &
grade, they would discount the tutor’s
advice, sometimes mentioning it to me
as an example of the tutor giving
“wrong” advice. However, I saw this as
an opportunity to explain that writing
wasn't always a matter of wrong way/

right way and that actually there were
any number of different effective strate-
gics they could use o create papers that
“worked.” With two different “experts,”
both bringing their experiences to the
students, they conld accept this concept
more easily than my telling them about
all the strategies myseif.

The varying approaches to writing that
my tutors and I have not only give stu-
dents more strategies they can use to im-
prove their writing, but also these differ-
ing—sometimes conflicting—methods
help students move out of what psy-
chologist W. (3. Perry calls “dualistic
thinking.” Biologist and educator Craig
F. Nelson explains this concept: “Stu-
dents assume that valid questions have
certain answers, that teachers should
teach those answers or unambiguous
rules for finding them. . .. Having two
alternative routes for solving an equation
is too much ambiguity (173" Soin hav-
ing tutors who are familiar with the
teacher’s ares but who corue up with dif-
ferent approaches, students make an im-
portant move toward independent critical
thinking---they learn to aceept uncer-
tainty and multiplicity in truths. This
secming drawback of different advice we
tuened info an advantage as I was able to
signal the tutor (who was conveniently
on the spot} over to the place where I
was conferring with the student. To-
gether we were able to share the so-
catled “conflicting opinions” and show
the student how cither way might work.

In her article, Belinda Wood Droll de-
scribes teacher expectations as a power-
ful third force in ttoring sessions. She
comments, “Quite often, we see tutoring
as the collaboration betweern two people,
the tutor and the futee . . .. By so doing,

we may be overlooking a powertul third
force—the tufee’s classroom teacher”
(1). Droll brings up the concern of
teachers’ expectations, students” percep-
tions of teacher expectations, and tutors’
concerns in a writing conference. She
goes on to explain that tutors need
help students with the areas they think
their teachers want them to get help with
and that ftors should use questioning
techniques, assignment sheets, and
“model assignments” to find out what
teachers really want stressed i their sto-
dents’ writing. Droll warns that students
and teachers will have considerably Tess
faith in writing center tutors if those tu-
tors follow their own rhetorical empha-
ses, ignoring the desires of the teacher
and student.

With the three-way writing confer-
ences we conduct in our U. C. basic writ-
ing clagses, many of the commumeation
problems that Droll mentions are r¢-
solved. The wtors know what the teach-
ers emphastze rhetorically because they
are in the classroom when the teacher
emphasizes, for instance, use of concrete
details o support a thesis, The wtors
have copies of all writing assignments,
as well as “model” assignments, These
“model” assignments are ones I select
from previous student papers to illustrate
what 1 a8 # feacher view as important for
that particular assignment. Of course,
the tutors have copies of the syllabus,
and informal discussion of what I stress
occurs continuously between me and the
tutors before class, in class, and after
class. Meyer and Smith suggest that tu-
tors request a special three-way confer-
ence with the student and teacher, al-
ready a regular occurrence In my
classroom, They write that in such a
conference “commentis and grading cri-
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teria can be clarified and personal misun-
derstandings may be straightened out,
clearing the way for more positive com-
munication.” They also suggest that in a
three-way conference “you can converse
as equal partners™ and that such confer-
ences “minimize authority struggles be-
tween novice writer and an expert” be-
caase the direction of the writer is
negotiated, not The One Right Way
(144). A strength of using tutors in both
the classroom and lab is found in the
regular proximity of tutors and teachers.
Students see every day that communica-
tion, whether written or oral, has the po-
tential of being collaborative and negoti-
ated and that writers aren’t sitting alone
in their garrets, pulling pages magically
out of their own minds in isolation.

The acceptance of different writing ad-
vice, which scems fo be addressed in this
three-way exchange, is important as is
the need for the tutor to know what rhe-
torical strafegies the teacher values most.
The informal discussion that I mentioned
earlier where the tutor asks for verbal
clarification from the teacher concerning
which writing strategies to emphasize
has brought me to an important point
concerning this three-way conference—
negotiation. Negotiation is the primary
advantage of the tutor-student-teacher
conference. Robert Child sees “agendas
in the wiiting center as infinitely more
sensible because they are arbitrated
among three partics—the writer, the lu-
tor. and the absent instructor”™ (1773, In
my hasic writing class, these negotia-
tions can be handled more knowledge-
ably because the tutor has been on the
scene in the class. Meyer and Smith dis-
cuss the wtor acting as a mediator be-
tween student and teacher, Jetting the
student know what the teacher might
like, which is a lot easier when the tutor
has heard for herself what the teacher
likes, In fact, their idea of the occasional
three-way conference names the kind of
exchange [ am interested in: “communi-
cation as a negotiated way rather than the
right way” (144).

1 can recall times when my tutors ap-
proached me and asked how important,
for instance, the use of approprate ex-

ample was for the students in writing a
paper classifying advertisements. The
students being helped by the tutors had
been using examples that didn’t quite
“fit” the categories suggested in the as-
signment. So in this instance of a three-

way conference. the students were uncer-

tain what to do, the tutors needed
clarification, and negotiations ensued be-
tween the tutor and me concerning how
important and appropriate we thought
certain examples were. The students
brought up the problem, and the tutors
and I negotiated a way of setthing it.

Tutors are also encouraged, as part of
the negotiating procedure, to question
my direction. In one writing class, I
asked students 1o do some “last minute”
in-class revision of essays they fully ex-
pected to turn in that day. However, one
of the tators suggested we confer with
students on surface editing instead of
major changes because students needed
to submit final drafts at the end of class.
T agreed, and we didn’t attempt to work
with students on strategies which they
couldn’t then implement. The tutor
clarified for me the goals of the students,
goals that might not have been articu-
lated had it not been for the tutors.

However, with this negotiation going
on between three people, problems are
bound to arise, especially with studenis
trying to align themselves with tutors
against teachers. Tutors and teachers
more easily avoid this siluation when tu-
tors are in the classroom as well as in the
lab. Butalso, I don't think it's entirely
bad for the student to have the tutor as 3
sounding board to make complaints
about teacher demands. Many times the
tutor can clarify the teacher’s expecta-
tions and assignments, and certainly the
same negotiation strategies mentioned
earlier apply here, where the tutor can
act as a go-between for the student and
teacher concerning problems in writing
which a student is reluctant {o discuss
with the teacher.

I particularly remember a student who
was struggling both to write and to con-
tend with me as an authority figure. She
didn’t want to follow my advice for re-

{, 6

vising directly, but she was willing to go
to the tutor, complain about how unfair I
was, and then accept the same advice
from a person she perceived as o helper
rather than a “boss.” Her writing im-
proved considerably during the course
because she had the tutor to act as a me-
diator between her and me, and if cer-
tainly wasn’t a drawback that the tator
knew what went on in the classroom as
well as in the lab.

I earlier mentioned Belinda Droll, who
discusses the gap which sometimes oc-
curs between what the teacher wanis to
accomplish and what the tutor wants {0
accomplish, She brings up the “practical
position that teachers” expectations are a
reality smdent writers confront daily”
and that the “difficulty arises because
rhetoricat elements teachers say they
value often differ significantly from
those elements these teachers actually
emphasize when teaching and/or reward
when grading their students’ papers”™ (2).
With the kind of negotiating which can
2o on in a classroom with tutors, the tu-
tor and teacher focus on mutually agree-
able elements to emphasize, and the tator
doesn’f need to feel that her suggestions
are eclipsed by rhetorical emphases and
values she may not subscribe to. Also,
this mediation causes teachers to rethink
their emphases and justify them. Inter-
estingly, the mere presence of the tutor
and teacher in the same classroom seems
to have the effect of more closely align-
ing their rhetorical emphases.

Although the tutors and teachers work
together to deal with invention strategies
and production of rough drafts with stu-
dents, revision is the site where tutors
and teachers do most negotiation or in-
teracting with each other and the student.
Students resist revision because it is
hard. 11 they revise at all, it usually in-
volves editing concerns-—spelling, typos,
an occasional subject-verb agreement er-
ror or sentence boundary problem---but
these only if specifically marked by me.
With tutors both in the class and in the
Tab, we run additional risks along with
the additional help. The students want
the tutors to help them “fix” these sur-
face-level ervors: occasionally students
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want the tutors to basically take over
their papers.

A tutor who has close classroom con-
nections with the teacher is much less
likely to appropriate a student’s paper
and “fix” it, particularly a tutor who has
experience working in a writing class-
room. The tutors who work in niy class-
room and the lab know the recursive na-
ture of the writing assignments we are
doing and realize that students need to
take responsibility for their own writing.
One of the biggest concerns about our
basic writers entering {reshman English
is that they know how to write indepen-
dently and recognize the kinds of revi-
sion moves they need to make. So our
dilernma as two tutors, one teacher, and
sixteen adult basic writers is how to help
without taking over student papers.

1 don’t claim here to have the best so-
fution {0 tutoring students. We still have
students who resist revising, totors who
do occasionally take a student’s paper
and “fix” it, and-maybe more unset-
tling-—a feeling among students that they
have professionals there at ail imes to
help them with their writing, These are
issues we are still working on. T would,
however, like to offer a scheme we use
in our classroony/lab seiting which helps
students to take responsibility for their
own writing while encouraging greater
communication within the writing tri-
angle we’ve established.

A student who wishes to revise a paper
for a higher grade must submit a Revi-
sion Communication Sheet which facili-
tates both tutorial assistance and ulti-
mately student responsibility. The steps
on the sheet encourage global revision
on the student’s part, emphasize what I
value in writing, encourage students to
note communication problems with me
as the evaluator and plan the conference
with the tutor, rather than allow the stu-
dent to go into the lab passively to “get
the paper fixed.” Students need &0 ar-
ticulate the problems they perceive
themselves as having before they can be-
gin to revise for them. They are asked o
write down the difficulty they might

have with the teacher’s evaluative re-
marks. For instance, one student asked,
“Why do you want more information
about my sisier and me when we weren’t
communicating?” This question on pa-
per can provide some thoughtful dia-
logue between the tutor and student
writer about why a huge gap in a narra-
tive about personal refationships might
cause a reader to be confused.

I want to know what the nitor dis-
cussed with the student as well, so that 1
know what issues were called to the
student’s attention. The section to be ad-
dressed by the tutor is relatively brief be-
cause I realize that the futor has enough
to do and that the sheet is ultimately the
student’s responsibility to complete. Fi-
nally, the student needs to enumerate the
changes she’s made to let us both know
that something happencd as a result of
her lab visit, When the student submits
all her drafts and the completed Revision
Communication Sheet, I can then fairly
easily compare drafts to see what im-
provements the siudent has made. This
form differs from others I've seen—ones
which the tutor fills out and the student
rarely ever sees, This 1s the written
document of our three-way communica-
tion triangle.

For some final insights on how the
three-way conference works, 1 offer my
tutor’s commentary:

Certainly there are advantages (o
working together with a student
both in the classroom and the lab.
Most imnediately, it cuts down on
the orientation time if I'm already
familiar with the instructor and a
certain assignment and it T know
the kinds of prewriting or brain-
storming the class has done, the
specific focus of that particular
essay. 1t's nice to continue
workirg without a lag for orienta-
tion. It also gives me the advan-
tage of greater familiarity with a
student’s writing if I can work with
them over an entire quarter and 1
can target the areas that I know are
the most challenging for that
particular student,

[

And from a teacher in the prograny,
One thing you can do as a tutor
that vou can’t do as a teacher is try
to figure out the dynamics more
between the student and the
teacher. Tknow as teacher, L have
suggested “good cop-bad cop” so
the tutor could be “"good cop™ o
the teacher’s “bad cop.” Asa
tutor, I would try to be coach or
cheerleader. As a teacher, you
want to be those things, but
primarily you want to be more the
heavy. As the futor, you want 0
be more the student advocate,
interpreter,

I asked the tutor about conflicting ad-
vice to the student, and she had this to
say:

Often 1 find that what the student
reports the instructor is saying
doesn’t always match what the
instructor is actually saying, so if
there’s a contlict. it’s usually a
matter of decoding for the student
what the teacher is saying and thus
showing that there is far less
conflict in the advice they're
given,

The teacher responds:
1 tell the students, “Of course you
get different advice. Different
readers are going to react in
different wavs. It’s not math class
where 2+2=4, You have to
balance out and take in advice
from many audiences. I hope you
get other students {0 read your
work and think what’s best for
you, which method of organization
would work best. That’s what
writing is, a very flexible, dynamic
thing, not a static thing.”

Both tutor and teacher agree that they
talk about student concems. They gener-
ate a lot of talk and, with that talk, the
multiple perspectives on how to deal
with the students” work, In the three-
way triangle, the teacher becomes decen-
tralized in the classroom and students in-
teract and respond to each other more, as
they see the tutors giving different feed-
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Tonight, I went to see Man Without a
Face with my roommates, theee fellow
education majors. As they sobbed
through the touching scenes of the film,
focused on one particular line, “though I
make my living otherwise, I am a
teacher.” Since then, | have had a knot
in the pit of my stomach, or soul (I am
unsure which), keeping me simulta-
neously on the verge of anxious tears
and explosive inspiration.

Do the students T tutor know how
much they give me just by needing or
wanting my help? The students T tutor,
weekly or daily. add fuel to the fire of
my desire {o teach. I never dreamed that
my job as a peer tutor in the Writing
Center at Ball State University would be
so rewarding and fulfilling. Working
with my regular student, whom I will
call Patty, has confirmed something 1
have felt for a few vears now—-1, like the
main character in the movie, am a
teacher.

Patty is a non-traditional student re-
ferred to me by her freshman composi-
tion instructor, She has many obstacles
standing firmly between her and her well
defined goals. She is an African-Ameri-
can mother of three with a nearly com-
plete Toss of vision in her leff eye and

llTllﬂS COLUMN

i am a teacher

several financial worries, She simply
“slipped through the cracks™ of basic
English education.

In our first meeting, we talked about,
defined, and applied the terms “noun”
and “verb.” L had expected 10 look more
at her first essay for her English class, a
diagnostic essay, than at parts of speech.
But after reading through her first few
paragraphs, I realized Patty did not have
the slightest grasp of the basic needs of a
sentence. I resigned myself to the fact
that we would have to stat at the begin-
ning. This was a lesson I expected to en-
counter in neither peer tutoring nor high
school level English instruction. | just
assumed that any college English studeni
would naturally know enough of the ba-
sics of grammar to write complete sei-
tences. I have since changed such ex-
pectations and cannot begin {0 express
the immense scope of the insight I car-
ried away from the first session.

Each time Patty and I meet, some new
futoring dilemma seems o surface: how-
ever, we both seem to walk away with
some sense of accomplishment, be it
mine or hers. 1 have leamed, through tu-
toring Patty, to change speed and direc-
tion at amazing rates, tackling her before
she strays too far from the task at hand,

Also, 1 have learned how beneficial hu-
mor can be in helping her recognize the
“obvious.” and in making writing and
grammar enjoyable for her.

Patty now uses a nick-name, Titt,
when addressing me, bounces new opic
ideas off me weeks before she needs one,
and tells me how much better she feels
about her work. These seemingly insig-
nificant facets of our relationship are
what get me through feelings of nocer-
tainty for my future. Patty gives me
strength and encouragement. She has
transformed me from a bashful and inse-
cure tutor trainee to a confident and, 1
feel, competent educator.

I thank Patty for creating a “new me.”
Likewise, she thanks me after every
meeting for giving her the strength and
encouragement she needs to become &
better student. She makes me feel posi-
tive about my work and abilities as both
a writer and a tutor. The trust she has in-
stilled in me to help her over the rough
spots helped me over my own, remind-
ing me that though currently “I make my
living otherwise, T am a teacher.”

tiffany Jo Ice-Bitbrey
Peer Tutor

Ball State University
Muncie, IN

' Tutoring through your curriculum

1 greeted the stadent at the door and
asked him how his week had been. He
responded in the typical fashion. He was
not happy with his work and wanted me
to help him iron out some of his major
problems. 1 went over his work as he
presented it to me and discovered some

major {laws that needed to be addressed.
Throughout the course of the session, we
focused on these few problems. When
our time had run out, we agreed that he
had accomplished some of his goals and
had leamned something. He then packed
up his trumpet and went home.

Yes, T said trumpet. What T have d
scribed here is not a tutoring session in

the writing center. | have described a

typical private lesson for a music stu-

dent. Why is this important? Very

simple, Allow me to explain.
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When 1 first started out as a tutor, Ire-
ally had no idea how to help other stu-
dents with writing. I did, however, have
a great deal of experience in giving and
receiving private fessons in music. After
all, Tam a music major. [ decided, after
a few bad tutoring experiences, 1o apply
some of what I knew about music les-
sons (o my tutoring.

As 1 did so, I began to gain confidence
in my ability as a tutor. Ino longer
hoped that my students would call and
cancel, and when they did show up. I felt
that I taught them something in & manner
that was conducive to leaming. I could,
for the first time call myself a “tutor.”
The analogy is pretty elementary. Ina
private music lesson, students strive to-
wards a primary goal: proficiency in
playing an instrument. However, as any-
one who has ever played a musical in-
strument knows, they must first master
smaller goals that contribute to the main
goal. For instance. musicians must work
on fone or technique before they can
play a concerto. The small things add up
to make them a better player. In ales-
son, they typically work on one thing. In
the next lesson, they might work on
some other element. Sound familiar?

What [ had done was simple; T took
what was foreign {0 me, futonng writing,
and related if to what is very familiar and
comfortable to me, music. So what does
this have to do with anyone else? 1be-
lieve it has everything to do with all
other tutors (especially new tutors who
are not English majors). But in all of the
meetings, conferences, electronic bulle-
tin boards, and conversations § have at-
tended since becoming a tutor, [ really
haven't heard much on applying our own
expertise to our tutoring experiences—I

call this “Tutoring Through Your Cur-
riculum.”

I think we are so determined to have
people learn in the “correct way” that we
forget that we can interrelate the disci-
plines and create new ways of looking at
tutoring. T constantly look for analogies
in areas of personal expertise when tutor-
ing {and occasionally ask for analogies
from students in their areas of expertise).
For example, a very restrictive assign-
ment might be compared o a jazz picce.
Although there are obvious restrictions
(the chords and melody), the soloists can
be creative in what they play, In the
same way, writers can be creative even
though an assignment might be restric-
tive in its topic, length, purpose, or audi-
ence. Both have taken something that
seemingly leaves them with little free-
dom to be creative and produced some-
thing truly original. In other words, the
writer must develop a voice or style in
writing much like the musician develops
a sound in music,

I wish [ could share examples of how
to relate other disciplines o tutoring (of
course, if T had that kind of expertise in
all disciplines, T doubt I would be a
starving music major), but I cannot. 1
can only relate my personal experiences
in incorporating music to my work in the
writing center. Through music, I believe
{ have become a much beiter tutor, and 1
believe others can benefit 1 a similar
way. After all, how can we become the
best tutors possible if we ignove our
strongest talents?

Paul Lemen

Peer Tutor

Ball State Universiry
Muncie, IN

i

A reader asks. . . .

We staff a writing center satellite con-
nected with a WAC program in the Elec-
trical and Computer Engineering Depart-
ment of the University of South
Carolina, Are there other writing center
satellites that coordinate writing pro-
grams in engineering departments or col-
leges? We would like to know the names
of such programs if they exist. Please
CORACt me:

Elisabeth M. Alford, Senior
Writing Consultant
ECE Writing Center Satellite
Department of Electrical and
Computer Engineering
Swearingen Center
University of South Carolina,
Columbia, SC 29208.
phone: 803-777-5446
e-mail: writing@ece.sc.edu.

Special ACE issue
on writing centers

Volume IX, number 4, of the Assem-
bly on Computers in English (ACE)
newsletier will focus on computers used
in writing centers. It contains articles
about On-Line Writing Labs (OWLs},
e-mail, and computer-assisted
conferencing. The articles cover middle
school through college. The newsletter is
expected to be available by the end of
February. Issues will be mailed to all
members of ACE (an NCTE assembly).
Membership in ACE is $10/ycar. For in-
formation about the availability of addi-
tional copies ($3.00) contact the mem-
bership co-chair Rae Schipke {(after
February 1996) at Department of En-
glish, Central Connecticut State U., New
Britain, CT 06030-4010, ¢-maik
SCHIPKER@CCSUA.CTSTATEUEDU
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Beyond record-keeping: Session
reports and tutor education

Many of our procedures have evolved
over the past three years since T became
the assistant director of the City College
of New York (CCNY) Writing Center. 1
emphasize “evolved” because many of
our practices are still “in-progress”™—we
expect to revise them as we continue o
reflect on our Center’s goals and phi-
losophies. One area where the evolution
of our thinking 15 evident is in oor ses-
sion follow-up practices and how we
have addressed this issue with our tutors.
While I want to underscore that I don’t
believe there is an “ideal” format or
practice, I do believe that the follow-up
approaches used by a writing center
must be in line with the aims and goals
of that particular writing centet. In other
words, writing centers need to respond to
their focal commaunities and constrainis
while maintaining their integrity and, to
some extent, their autonomy.

Two years ago, when the new director
and I began mapping out the types of
forms we would use in the CONY Writ-
ing Center, we knew we wanted to keep
the record-keeping procedures faitly
simple. Yet we also wanted our forms o
reflect our philosophy and the image we
were attempting o create for the writing
center we were now in charge of. First
established by Mina Shaughnessy in the
early 1970s, the CCNY Writing Center
has always served a population of stu-
dents that reflects the astounding cul-
tural, social, and linguistic diversity of
New York City. However, much of the
focus of the mioving had been on mod-
ules, error analysis, and grammar in-
struction, with some emphasis given o
completing worksheets in regular weekly
sessions. Students were diagnosed and
referred by instructors and required to
sign up for a series of appointments for
the semester. We decided to shift the fo-
cus to an approach emphasizing collabo-
ration and discussions about the writing
in progress that a stadent might bring in.

We also decided to promote the CCNY
Writing Center as a place where studenis
could bring writing from their composi-
tion courses as well as other courses.
Primarily, we wanted the writing center
t0 be seen as a place where writers meet
1o discuss writing, a collaborative space
where students learn to be belter writers
and readers of their own writing—prob-
ably what many of you try to do in your
own writing centers.

Af the CCNY Writing Center, we e
ploy undergraduate and graduate stu-
dents as tutors, In Fall 1992, we
switched o a drop-in/appointment cen-
fer; a typical session lasts about 50 min-
utes. Currently, we conduct 40-50 ses-
sions a day (20- 25 on Fridays), around
200 sessions a week, By the end of a se-
mester we will have seen almost 600 sto-
dents and conducted over 1800 sessions.
(Many students come more than once for
different classes, and some students visit
us only once.) Like most writing cen-
fers, we have fo collect this type of data
for reporting purposes, especially since
some of our money comes from a feder-
ally-funded equal opportunily program.
But more imporantly, we wanted our
forms to be useful for the wiiter and the
tutor. Very little recording of what hap-
pened in sessions between students and
tutors had been done in the past.

The front side of our form combines
the information needed for reports with
our belief that students must take respon-
sthility for what happens during a tutor-
ing session. We wanted students to take
an active part in their learning and we
wanted their answers to provide the tufor
with some initial guidelines for the ses-
sion. These guestions were also de-
signed to emphasize to the tutor the need
1o assess the rhetorical situation of the
writing and the writer before proceeding.
The back side of the form is used by the
tator at the end of the session, Tutors

! I

write a short narrative or summary of
what happened, an overview that indi-
cates what the student writer and totor
focused on during their time together.
The tutor records the main things he or
she helped the student writer with, and
includes any other information about the
student writer that the tutor thinks should
be recorded. These reports are then filed
for each student. We also recently added
a place on cur session reports for the tu-
tor to indicate what the writer brought o
the session and what the genre of the
writing assignment was.

Tutors are encouraged 10 summarize
the session so that another tutor would
have an idea of what happened during
the previous meeting. The next twtor, or
the same one, can then use the session
report to see what has been discussed
with the student writer, perhaps review-
ing certain areas, and also to see what
progress has been made, By looking at
previous reports, tutors can urge writers
to explain what they have done since the
last session and why. helping thent 1o see
the process of revision in action. In this
way, we are irying 1w encourage stadents
io take responsibility for their writing
and their learning,

Since we view the written report as a
way of offering continuily between ses-
sions, we think of ourselves as the pri-
mary audience for these session reports.
One of the wtors told me she sees the
session report as a way of “continuing
the conversation”™ about writing that she
has had with a student writer. Ideally,
the session reports can help us begin to
build a profile of developing writers and
their progress over time. In addition, the
information can also offer us a way 1o
help stadent writers become more aware
of their particular writing processes. So,
the writer, then, becomes the secondary
audience for the session report—we can
use it to help student writers see their
developmient as writers.



1
3

The Writing Lab Newsletter

We do not send these reports to profes-
sors; but we do keep a file on each stu-
dent writer who visits us. In the years
that I've been here, only three wistructors
have ever visited us to look over our re-
ports—and all three were outside the
Dept. of English. 1 have had a few infor-
mal conversations with instructors, usu-
ally adjuncts, with whom I have a per-
sonal relationship as well. Mainly,
they’ve told me that they noticed im-
provement in those students who took
advantage of our services. Interestingly
enough, as a colieague pointed out 1o
me, 1o one has ever asked us o provide
a written report on a student’s visit ei-
ther, [Ihaven’t made up my mind
whether that is good or bad.] It may be
the issue of time. Like many universities
these days, almost two-thirds of our
composition classes and close to half of
the other required first year courses are
taught by adjuncis who also teach at
other schools in the area—many are only
on canmpus a few hours each week,

However, a situation that occurred dur-
ing a past semester prompted us (o re-
flect more seriously on the purposes of
our follow-up practices. This cvent in-
volved a well-intentioned history instruc-
tor who was so taken with our services
when he heard about them that he
wanted to encourage all of his students
to come and see us—s0 he offered them
extra credit if they visited us. Trying to
be an efficient administrator, 1 told the
tutors to merely copy the sess@on report
and hand it to students who wanted proof
that they had visited us. The tutors com-
plied. This practice seemed to work for
a little while. But, what many of you
probably see coming, happened. L na-
ively, was not reading over the reports
before they were going out. Shortly
thereafter another instructor called, not
irate, but concerned. He had received a
report on an ESL student in his class
who bad come to the writing center with
his paper. Unfortunately, the report he
received from the tutor had a grammati-
cal error in it, and he wanted o know
how this tutor could work with a student
who was having language problems if
the tutor was also having some difficul-

ties with the language. While 1ex-
plamed that the tutor had to write the re-
port in haste, it forced us to re-examine
and to clarity the role of session reparts.

In the initial workshops for the first
group of tutors two years ago, discussion
about these reports was quite limited as
1o how 10 do them and why. We did not
give explicit directions as to what should
or should not be noted, but we tried, by
educating the tutors about the purpose of
the session report, to help them see what
formation would be useful (o record.
As a general guideline, we told the tutors
to consider what they would want to
know about what happened in the previ-
ous session that would help them in the
present session with the student writer.
In short, we gave the tufors a great deal
of freedom as to what to write on the
session reports; we decided that the tu-
iors would learn how fo write these ses-
sion reports by writing and reading therr.

In the tutor preparation course that I
taught for the first time fast fall, my in-
tentions were to be somewhat more di-
rective as to what to write and why, es-
pecially since T had more time to devote
{o this issue. More particularly, Ihad
intended to use the incident a3 a way {0
focus our discussion about the purposes
of the session report and what informa-
tion we should include. To my surprise,
however, the tutors quickly turned the
discussion inio a debate about the audi-
ence tssue. Many were concerned with
the very practical matter of how they
would manage to write up what had hap-
pened in a tutoring session in the scant,
and at most, fen minutes between ap-
pointments or beading off to ¢lass. (A
few do write the reports later, but I've
aiso found that many don’t get written
with this practice.) One of the veteran
tutors, who had worked with some stu-
dents from the history class, specificatly
noted how much more difficult it was to
write everything up when the student
was anxiously waiting for the report,
which must then be copied, to take to
their professor. Not to mention how
anxious the tutor felt knowing something
she dashed off would be used as proof of

i
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her ability, especially given what had re-
cently happened.

So, while T hadn’t vet approached this
part of a tutor’s responsibilities, the new
tutors, and the few experienced ones
who were also taking the class, had al-
ready begun to seriously think about
who might read these reports and why.
They had already become aware that
these session reports not only revealed
what they were doing {or not doing) in a
session, but at the same time, could only
reflect & small part of what happened in a
session. And the veteran tutors had also
come to understand how the session re-
ports could be used to evaluate their
abilities as tutors. Together, we began to
explore, or I guess more precisely, de-
bate, issues connected to the purposes of
the report. Who should be the audience
for these reports? Why? Whatis orisa’t
wrilten on the session report? What is
the value of sending the report to fac-
ulty? Why should we? Why not? Is-
sues of trust entered the discussion, the
idea of gaining it from the student and
not betraying it, Some tutors wondered
if students would reveal as much if they
felt what they were doing would be re-
ported back to the instructor, especially
if they expressed frusiration with their
instructors, One tutor commented on
how timid some students are to reveal
what they don’t know, and how they
would or might be embarrassed if their
instrucior were to know they don't know
“some of the basics.” Other tutors won-
dered about how to write up the other 1s-
sues that often get discussed in a tutorial
session—issues that affect how a writer
responds to not just the assignment, but
o school and education in general.

Our consensus, after much discussion,
was (o continue to keep the session re-
ports in the writing center, with our-
selves as the andience, and not send
them to faculty. Our compromise was 0
create an official-looking piece of paper
that confirmed the date and time of a
student’s visit to the center. Many of the
tutors were quite candid in expressing
their discomfort with the idea of the in-
structor as the main audience. One tutor
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felt very strongly that writing the session
report specifically for an instructor dam-
aged the tutor-student relationship. For
her, it would mean changing the role of
the peer tutor to that of an informant
since she is very protective of her role of
being there to help the student. While
some thought it might help 1o create 4
dialogue with instructoss, others worried
that the tutor’s role might be seen as too
aligned with the instructor’s position.
But here’s the argument that eventually
persuaded me: Many of the tutors said
that they wanted the session report as a
place where they could write about their
work with a student writer and guestion
it (even address questions to me or the
director) in safety. They wanted to
maintain that “communication space”
where they could record and reflect on
what they were doing.

Using the session reports as a commu-
nication space appeals 10 me, especially
since I want the tutors to see the session
reports as a vehicle for helping them w©
develop their tutoring abilities. To ac-
complish this goal, during the tutor train-
ing class T now require the new wions to
copy three to five of these reports and
write a paper about their tutoring ses-
sions. 1ask them to consider two major
questions when they look over their ses-
sion reports: What worked well in this
session with this student? Or in several
sessions with different students? and
What will you do differently next time?
My objectives for this assignment are
both to push the tutor 1o see the Hnpor-
tance of summarizing what happened o
a session with a student writer, and to
help the tutor begin to reflect on his or
her own development and effectiveness
as a tutor. More importantly, I view the
assignment as a way 10 push wtors into
thinking about what might be important
to record about a session. In other
words, | want them to see how writing
the session report can help them to be-
come a better tutor,

Consequently, when we have reviewed
these reports, we see a wide range of re-
porting styles—almost mirroring the va-
rety of ttoring styles of the various in-
dividuals working af our wrifing cenier.

Some tutors write very informative nar-
ratives about a session while others write
very cryptic notes; others reflect on
things they did that either did or did not
work, sometimes even directly question-
ing their methods on the report; and sl
others will record what the student writer
plans to do next. Something else I've
also noted in looking over the session re-
ports of the past semester: Those tutors
who participated in the course tended to
write more substantive comments than
the wtors who had been with the writing
center for over a year and did not attend
the fall class.

Here’s what Claudia, a futor who par-
ticipated in the class, wrote when [ asked
for her views on the session reports:

1 really use them! [ write them for
myself and for other tutors, so that
we can use them (o help students
better. For example, if one subject
comes up more than twice in the
reports of the same student, maybe
weare notreally communicating with
the student or we ought to be more
creative or to get help from you.
Also, it is helptul to read the reports
of the students and see their progress.

Sometimes 1 think that I am also
writing the report for you becanse 1
know that vou read them. I like that
because 1 know that in case some-
thing is not working well, you will
help me. However, if 1 knew that
other professors would read them, it
would add some anxiety © my @
ports because I will be very aware of
my writing. But from the profes-
sional point of view, [ think it would
be wonderful if the professors knew
what happened in the process of writ-
ing of their students. It would belike
coordinated work.

1 think Claudia really captures some of
the mixed feelings that T and many of the
tutors have about how we view our ses-
sion follow-up practices. While Claudia
knows that they are useful in her work
with students and that faculty also might
find them useful, she also realizes the
pressure it would place on her when she
writes these reports.
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Which brings me back to looking
again at the issues concermning session
follow-up practices and educating tutors
about how to write these reports. Our
methods are both a reflection of our phi-
losophy and a response o our situation.
1 know we will continue to discuss the
session report, especially in the prepara-
tion course we now require all new tu-
tors to take. 1 also know I like the idea
of allowing the tutors to discover what
needs to be in a session report by doing
them and reading them—and talking
about them in class. Providing tutors
with the opportunity to reflect on what
they are doing and why is in my view,
the best way to educate tutors—and it is
a method that works for ns.

However, our follow-up practices may
not be right for another writing center. §
don’t see a “right” answer in terms of
who the audience for these reports
should be. Your answer will depend on
examining your writing center, its mis-
sion and goals, and its location in the
university setting. It will also probably
depend on the type of administrator you
are, and how much time you have to pre-
pare tutors for tutoring. In other words,
tike most of our practices, we have o
give much careful consideration to how
what we do reflects on who we are, and
what consiraints our practices must oper-
ate within. Here, we view the CCNY
Writing Center as another educational
site within the university—for both the
students who work here and the students
who come here w0 talk about writing. 1
view the tutor preparation course as a
way of educating students to educate
others, and I view the session reporis as
part of the educational process for afl of
the sindents who use the writing center,
While I do recognize some of the posi-
tive aspects of writing reports for others
outside the writing center, particalarly
faculty—and perhaps we may do so in
the future—we are comfortable, for now,
with our decision to keep the reports in
the center, for our own educational pur-
poses, which includes educating our-
selves about what we do and why.

Kim Jackson
City College of New York
New York, NY
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¢/RITING CENTER ETHIGS

Don’t tell me that title didn’t grab your
attention.

Are you tantalized? Ready to read on?
Well. then, let’s go. T'm game if you are.

If people talk about the subject of eth-
ics long enough, sooner or latex
someone’s going to use the term “moral-
ity,” and then it’s only a matter of time
before someone starts talking about sex.
Good sex, bad sex; safe sex, unsafe sex;
morat sex and immoral sex; ethical sex
and unethical sex. Human beings can’t
help talking about sex or at least thinking
about it fairly often (I read once that the
average male has a sexual thought on the
order of once every fifteen seconds}, so
it should come as no surprise that sex—
or sexual tension anyway—has the po-
tential to be a big influence on wriling
center conferences.

Let’s face it. Writing conferences are
really quite intimate. Two people—often
of different genders but just as often
similar in age and experience—spend a

half hour or an hour sitting close together

and collaborating intensely on a wniten
text. They ask questions of one another.
They come to know one another better.
They share experiences and leam how
each other’s mind works. They laugh.
They cry (sometimes). The tutor is com-
passionate, helpful, and nurturing. The
student is inquisitive, somewhat vulner-
able, and appreciative. In some writing
centers, relationships between student
and tator can be developed in regular
meetings that take place over a period of
a semester, a school year, or longer. But
even with shorter or less frequent meet-
ings, feelings of sexual attraction and/or
emotional interest may arise m one or
hoth of the parties involved.

. Safe Sexin the Wrmng Center

If you think about it in i kind of
twisted way—one of my strengths, I
must admit-writing center conferences
are a little like a cross between College
Bowl and The Dating Game, or, 10 use
slightly more contemporary references,
Jeopardy and Love Connection. Tutors
and students are randomly matched, de-
pending upon which tutors are available
when the studenis make their appoint-
ments. They are brought together by in-
stitutional circumstances—the need to
write a paper for a particular academic
class-—and those circumstances also pro-
vide an exigency for conversation. Stu-
dent-tutor talk is framed by the rhetorical
needs of an academic paper and the re-
quirements of the assignment that
prompted it, and though rhis conversa-
tion is certainly bound to be rather dry
and less than romantic, the tetor and the
student nevertheless have the benefit of a
shared point of reference and a clearly
defined subject o talk about. Right
away, that makes writing center confer-
ences a lot better than most blind dates,
where both parties spend a lot of their
time groping around for something in
common so the evening doesn’t lapse
into a prolonged period of uncomfortable
silences. And while the stadent and the
tutor may talk about the benefits of aspi-
rin for preventing heart attacks or the
dangers of growth hormones i commer-
cially-raised caitle, they have the oppor-
tunity to touch subtly on other, more per-
sonal topics that involve their own
hearts and hormones as well.

Now, | must admit I'm ¢ngaging in a
bit of lighthearted hyperbole here. I don’t
think of writing centers as sieamy, lust-
filled hotbeds of unrestrained libido
where tutors bang around waiting o see
who their next potential conguest might

[

be. Not often, anyway. Most conferences
remain gloriously platonic, and any
spark of sexual attraction that gets lit is
quickly snuffed out by the realization
that brief, focused encounters in the writ-
ing center are unlikely to lead to any-
thing more, and a similar pressing
awareness that real work needs to be ac-
complished in the short time the confer-
ence allows. But conferences are ice-
breakers. introduction services if you
will, They set the groundwork for future
encounters and provide a context—and
excuse——for later contacts.

1t’s funny that we don’t talk much
about this aspect of writing center work,
except when we ratse the specter of a
student or a tutor who is so forthright
and aggressive about his or her sexual
impulses that the behavior becomes dis-
ruptive or abusive. Writing center lore is
filled with stories and training scenarios
about students who ask inappropriately
personal questions of the tutor and tutors
who do the same with the stadents they
see. Tutors are taught strategies for deal-
ing with sexual harassment—either in
their awi tutoring sessions or as revealed
by students in their writing—and they
are sensitized to many of the subtle mis-
understandings that can arise as a result
of gender differences in communication.
But there s not a lot of discussion about
appropriate policy when and if the attrac-
tion between student and tutor 18 natural,
pormal, and as can sometimes happen,
mutual.

For the most part, I think writing cen-
ter directors (myself included) manage to
convince hemselves i doesn’t happen
all that often, and then we find a way to
discreetly ignore it when it does (onless
it becomes a “problem,” that 1s). We es-
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tablish a rather vague policy of conduct
to the effect that writing centers are pro-
fessional workplaces and that the people
who work there should conduct them-
setves ini a professional manner, That
means tetors shouldn't proposition their
clients, and they shouldn’t let their cli-
ents proposition them, But when you
think about it, that’s hardly a realistic
policy. How many long-term relation-
ships in this world have begun because
two people, employed by the same busi-
ness or institution, were brought fogether
to work on the same project? Millions. 1
imagine. It happens all the time. Why
should writing centers be any different?
Is there anything wrong with two people
meeung in the writing center and one
asking the other to meet for coffee some-
time later? Should writing center tutors
hold themselves to higher moral stan-
dards? (Tsk, there’s that word “moral”

again.}

The problem is exacerbated, in fact, by
our very philosophy of teaching. We try
to establish ourselves as “peers” or “col-
laborators”™ with the students we see
rather than “teachers”™ or “authority Hg-
ures.” (In many cases, such as when un-
dergraduate tutors meet with under-
graduate students, this peer-peer
relationship may be especially close.) By
doing so, we remove one of the tradi-
tional strictures against teacher-student
involvement: the unequal power relation-
ship. What makes it unethical for teach-
ers to become involved with their stu-
dents—-in part, anyway-—is the fact that
teachers wield the power of the grade.
Teachers can coerce. Students can feel
pressured (o accept unwanted advances
out of fear, But writing center tutors
don’t hold that kind of power, and they
generally resist any characterizations of
their stance as “authoritative,” at least in
the traditional sensc of the word. (1 know
tutors have some degree of textual and
rhetorical authority, but that’s a very dif-
ferent heast from the kind of institution-
ally-granted authority that allows in-
structors to pass official judgiment on
students” abilities and achicvements.) In

short, writing centers are designed to be
friendly, comfortable, relaxed environ-
ments, and tutors are supposed to be col-
leagues, peers, collaborators, and sympa-
thetic ears to their stadents.

So why not potential mates?

Perhaps the ethics of writing center ro-
mance are tied 1o matters of degree.
While 1t would be unethical, not to men-
tion disruptive. for a tutor to make ad-
vances toward every student that struck
his or her fancy in a conference, it might
not be unethical for that same tator to
ask one particular student out after hav-
ing met with her (or him) five or six
times during the school year. Yet, even
as I say this, [ realize I'm simplifying
and essentializing, Is it sincerity that
makes the difference? Considered reflec-
tion? Dogged persistence? What if the
student doesn’t have the option of meet-
ing with a different tutor or vice versa?
Will an expressed romantic interest by
tator or student do irreparable damage ©
the conference relationship? Will it dam-
age the repatation or status of the writing
center? Is it best just to forbid tators
make any kind of romantic overture to
the students they see? Or is it best just to
set general guidelines like, “You're here
to do a job, not to get involved with your
stadents,” and then just sit back, not
worry too much about it, and handle any
problems as they arise?

Years ago, when I was working as a
tutor in the learning center at Long
Beach City College, I met regularly with
a female student who was trying to im-
prove her English, She was a single
mother from Cambodia who had re-
cently inimigrated to the U.S., and she
was also a wonderful, friendly, attractive
woman with a fine sense of humor. We
developed the beginnings of a friendship
as we worked together, and toward the
end of my employment at the college,
the two of us went out for lunch and
talked about things that had nothing to
do with tesearch paper formats or how o
determine which preposition o put

where in a sentence. In the course of this
lunch time conversation. it eventually
became clear to me (I'm kind of a slug-
gard about these things) that she wanted
our friendship to become “something
more”—even though she knew I was al-
ready married. I was quite flattered and
not a little embarrassed by the offer, but 1
politely declined, and neither one of
knew exactly what to say after that.

Our next official meeting—the last of
the school vear—was aoncomfortable for
the both of us, and not particularly pro-
ductive, We both tried to keep ap a fa-
cade of outward friendliness, but the
whole conference was colored by what
had happened in our previous mecting.
even though neither of us ever referred o
it explicitly. I think we were both re-
Jieved in some ways that we would never
see each other again after the final con-
ference was over.

Could anything have prevented this?
T doubi it. No formal policy could have
kept me from making friends with any-
one I chose, and no externally-imposed
set of ethival guidelines could bave pre-
vented my student from feeling what her
heart tokd her to fecl.

But it turned out badly, and i mucked
up a perfectly good working relationship,

And that saddens me.
Michael A. Pemberton

University of fHinois, Urbana-
Champaign
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Washington State University mvites
applications and nominations for the se-
nior position of Director of the Writing
Program, available Aug. 16, 1996. The
Director will have responsibility for the
campus and system-wide writing pro-
gram with teaching responsibilities of
one course per semester in the English
Department. This is a new position in an
innovative undergraduate program. The
Director reports to and assists the Direc-
tor of General Education, supervises the
activities of the Writing Lab, the Office
of Writing Assessment, and faculty de-
velopment.

Minimem qualifications: PhID.in
composition and rhetoric or related
fields; experience directing a writing
program; and a strong record of schol-
arly publication and teaching appropriate
for tenure at WSU; excelient communi-
cation and personal skills; record of in-

novation and successtul collaborative
projects required.

Preferred qualifications: Expertise in
one or more of the following areas de-
sired: rhetorical theory, cultural rhetoric,
ESL., writing across the curriculum, writ-
ing assessment, writing pedagogy, writ-
ing centers.

University: Washington State Univer-
sity is a land-grant institation, classified
as a Research I (Camegie), with an en-
rotlment of 17,000 students on the Pull-
man campus. There are eight colleges. a
graduate school. and the Intercollegiate
Center for Nursing which is headquar-
tered in Spokane. The university offers
over 100 major fields of study with
master’s and doctoral degrees available
in most. WSU is one of the largest resi-
dential nstitutions in the West; Pullman
offers a friendly, small-fown living envi-

~ Position Announcement _

ronment. Branch campuses are located
in Spokane, Richland, and Vancouver.

Send application letter, C.V. with pro-
fessional references, dossier commenting
on both administrative skills and
tenurability in WSU’s English Depart-
ment, and writing sample to:

Susan McLeod, Chair
Director of the Writing Program
Search Committee
422 French Administration
Washington State University
Pullman, WA 99164-1046
DEADLINE:  March 1, 1996

Inquiries can be directed 1o Mrs.
Donna Clark at 509-335-5581. Com-
plete job description available on re-
quest. WSU is an Equal Opportunity/Af-
firmative Action educator and employer.
Members of ethnic minorities, women,
Viemam-era or disabled veterans, per-
sons of disability, and/or persons age 40
and over are encouraged to apply.

THE:

Muriel Harris, editor
Department of English

Purdue University

1356 Heavilon Hall

West Lafayette, IN 47907-1356

Address correction requested

|3 3 ¥ 1 E -4

| Non-profit Organization |
U.S. Postage |
PAID
Purdue University



