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Size matters:
Administering a
writing center in a
small college setting

This paper began out of a number of
conversations with directors of small
college writing centers and out of a
panel at the Third NWCA Conference
in Park City, Utah. Those conversa-
tions, and that panel, suggested that
small college writing center directors
felt under-represented in the larger
public conversations about administra-
tive concerns. Undoubtedly, we are un-
der-represented in our professional lit-
erature. With the exception of Julie
Neff’s profile of the Writing Center at
the University of Puget Sound in
Kinkead and Harris’ Writing Centers
in Context: Twelve Case Studies, little
has been written about how writing
center theory and practice inform or
contradict the mission of a small col-
lege writing center.

With this in mind, we set out to an-
swer some basic questions about ad-
ministering a writing center in a small
college setting, including

• what a typical small college
center was like

• how it compared to what we
know of the national profile
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At the top of this page you’ll notice
the newsletter’s statement of purpose,
to promote “the exchange of voices
and ideas in one-to-one teaching.” And
in this month’s issue, you’ll also find a
variety of voices exchanging ideas.

  Shireen Carroll, Bruce Pegg, and
Stephen Newmann summarize for us
the voices of directors of small college
writing centers as reflected in a survey
they sent out. Then, Jim Charles, a
classroom teacher, and Brenda Daven-
port, a writing center director, show us
how to bring English education stu-
dents into the center and let us hear the
voices of those students as they learn
about tutoring and tell us what they’ve
learned that will carry into their own
teaching. Vainis Aleksa shares with us
her poetic voice, and then we hear the
voices of two tutors, Teletha Hathaway
and Mariah Johnson, as they share
their encounters with students.

This diversity of voices reminds us
of the diverse voices that make up our
writing center conversation. But
there’s still a missing voice—the ad-
ministrators whom we also interact
with and who influence our writing
centers in very major ways. Any ideas
for how to include them in our conver-
sation?

• Muriel Harris, editor
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• what concerns small college
writing center directors had that
were under-represented in writing
center literature and conversations

During Spring 1999, we surveyed
small site center directors across the
country, then presented our results at
the Fourth NWCA Conference in
Bloomington, Indiana. In this paper,
we describe the survey, review its re-
sults, and explore what the results im-
ply for future research.

The survey
On February 1, 1999, 122 surveys

were sent out to writing centers direc-

tors. Because the sizes of the institu-
tions were not verified before the mail-
ing, we received a few returns from in-
stitutions whose size was too large for
our sample; in the absence of a quanti-
tative definition of what constitutes a
small college, we decided to create an
arbitrary limit of 3,500 students. Of the
46 returns received by the survey dead-
line (March 19), 6 came from colleges
with enrollments over that number; this
gave us 40 returns for a response rate
of 32.8%.

The survey itself consisted of three
parts. The first solicited information to
create a statistical profile of small col-
lege writing centers, their directors,
and the institutions in which they are
housed. The second part asked five
simple Likert scale questions about di-
rector perceptions of their relationship
to other faculty and administration and
about their budgets, centers, and jobs.
The final part solicited discursive re-
sponses to four open-ended questions.

The center profile
The initial questions focused on what

a typical small college writing center
looks like. The answers, when com-
pared to our own experiences working
in or running a small college writing
center, and to the experience described
by Neff (127), look very familiar. The
average college in our survey was an
institution of approximately 1600 stu-
dents. The center saw about 419 stu-
dents a year; these students attended a
little over 900 tutorials and accumu-
lated an average total of 698 hours of
tutoring. The average center has also
operated for roughly 13 years, with a
range of responses indicating that our
sample encompassed the brand new
(0.5 years) to the comparatively old
(30 years). Clearly, centers at small
sites are beginning to build a signifi-
cant amount of, as yet untapped, col-
lective knowledge.

The profile of students using the ser-
vice also looked familiar. Around 50%
of these were first year students; this
number dropped off to around 20% for
sophomores and 13% for juniors, with

seniors showing a slight increase in us-
age (14.5%). The remaining percent-
age included a very low number of fac-
ulty and non-student tutorials,
suggesting areas in which outreach
programs could be conducted to in-
crease visibility (particularly when a
common lament voiced in Part Three
was that faculty involvement in writing
centers was problematic). The staff
profile of small college writing centers
is similarly unsurprising; about 90% of
writing centers in this survey relied on
some peer tutoring, employing on av-
erage 23.5 undergraduates, while
roughly 65% of the sample indicated
that they employed approximately 2.5
professional staff. Only a quarter of
those responding indicated whether
they had any kind of support staff.

Much of what was reported in Part
One looks familiar, yet these responses
also include some alarming results. All
respondents could answer how many
years their center had operated, and
90% provided an average number of
students seen annually. Only 83%,
however, could provide figures for the
average number of annual tutorials,
and fewer still (70%) could give the
average number of tutoring hours con-
ducted annually. The survey questions,
which asked for average figures rather
than exact figures from a particular
year, may have been flawed. Even so,
the inability of a significant number of
directors to provide this fundamental
information, crucial to writing center
administration, suggests problems with
small site record keeping procedures.
Because these figures are necessary in
any case we make to central adminis-
tration for money, space, or staffing,
we need to keep them as accurately as
possible.

Answers to the question about the
size of an annual budget were difficult
to interpret and provide another area of
concern. Both the range of annual bud-
gets ($250 - $200,000) and the discrep-
ancy between the mean ($33,000) and
the median ($16,000) budgets makes
projecting what a typical small center
budget looks like difficult. Compound-
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ing this problem, some respondents in-
dicated they were including student
wage lines and, in some cases, the
director’s salary in their overall budget
while others did not.

More alarmingly, over 25% of re-
spondents simply did not answer this
question. How should we interpret
their silence? Granted, some small
sites do not have an independent bud-
get and rely on a larger academic unit
to pay the bills. Yet others clearly nei-
ther know what the figures are nor
have a budget. That a quarter of our
sample chose not to—or could not—
answer this question suggests question-
able administrative judgement on the
part of the director or on the part of the
administrator withholding this infor-
mation from the director. Controlling
an independent budget may not be po-
litically expedient for some directors,
but all directors need to know where
the money comes from and who con-
trols it. Without this information, we
cannot prioritize spending, plan im-
provements, shift funds to meet chang-
ing needs, or generally, in Julie Neff’s
words, “allocate [a] budget to the good
of the center” (128).

To complete our profile, we asked
respondents where their writing centers
were “located administratively” at their
institutions. The distribution of these
small college writing centers around
various campus administrative units
also complicates analyzing our profes-
sional status and program security. If
program security is measured by de-
partmental status, then less than 30%
enjoy that kind of security. However,
most are housed in an English Depart-
ment, where issues of security are off-
set by issues related to the traditional
Composition/English turf war. The
presence of nearly 40% in some kind
of academic support program (Learn-
ing Skills, WAC Program, Student Af-
fairs) suggests not only that our posi-
tion is more precarious than in a
department but also that our mission is
more of academic support than curricu-
lar in nature, again placing us in a
more precarious position. The 18%

housed in an academic dean or division
office perhaps have more security and
arguably hard budget lines, but again,
the mission of such a program is prob-
ably seen as being in the academic sup-
port field, marginalizing us by philoso-
phy rather than position.

The director profile
This area of the survey was closely

tied to a 1993 national survey of writ-
ing center directors conducted by Dave
Healy. Although comparisons between
the two may not be totally accurate
(Healy’s response rate was 50.7%,
N=273; ours 32.8%, N=40), they do
yield some interesting observations.
The breakdown of directors by degree
and by field suggest that directors in
small college writing centers closely
resemble the national profile, with al-
most identical high numbers of MA’s
(44% in Healy’s survey, 45% in ours)
and English/Lit specialists (66% in
Healy’s survey, 68% in ours) in the
field, and an almost identical low num-
ber of Comp/Rhet specialists (10% in
Healy’s survey, 8% in ours). Salaries
are comparable as well; in our survey,
the mean and median salaries reflect a
$2-3,000 dollar increase over the na-
tional average ($33,323 (mean) and
$32,146 (median) according to Healy.
Given that Healy’s survey was con-
ducted in the Fall 1993, salaries for
small college writing centers seem to
lag behind the national average. One
way to interpret this figure is that it
represents a 6% increase over the na-
tional average of five-and-a-half years
ago and is thus a low figure indeed.
Without the current national average
salary, though, or a cross-sectional
analysis of salaries by institutional size
and type over that time, we cannot de-
termine whether this reflects a national
trend for writing center directors or
just for small writing center directors
as a peer group.

In the area of appointments, more
striking differences between the na-
tional profile and the small college
writing center emerge. The number of
small college writing center directors
who are faculty appointments is almost

half that of the national average (69%
of national writing center directors in
Healy’s survey were faculty appoint-
ments, as opposed to 35% in our sur-
vey); this figure is also reflected by the
number of tenure appointments which,
among small college writing center di-
rectors, is again fully half that of the
national average (46% nationally as
opposed to 23% in our survey). And
38% of small college writing center di-
rector positions, according to our sur-
vey, are considered staff appointments.
Consequently, despite similar qualifi-
cations and backgrounds, our lower
salaries and status suggest that we are
on shaky professional ground, perhaps
more so than our national counterparts.
Healy’s contention that “writing center
folklore tends to assume second class
citizenship for directors” (30) seems
more than illustrated by our survey.

However, the perceptions indicated
in Part Two do not depict a group who
feels marginalized, as Table One re-
veals (see page 4).  Though the an-
swers to Questions Three and Four
suggest dissatisfaction with the way
small writing center directors see their
programs progressing, the higher stan-
dard deviations recorded in these re-
sponses suggests that this feeling is not
universal. Further, the answers to
Questions One, Two, and Five reflect
the group’s overall satisfaction with
their professional lives. Clearly, if we
are marginalized, we are not particu-
larly worried by the fact.

When we presented this information
in Bloomington, those attending the
session suggested that this lack of con-
cern may stem directly from non-fac-
ulty status: many of us have accepted
the trade-off of decreased salaries and
reduced job security for the freedom
from the pressures of publication and
promotion decisions. Identifying our-
selves more as teacher/service provid-
ers than as scholars, some of us may,
in fact, seek out small sites and what
would conventionally be deemed
marginalized positions. Other possible
explanations reflect the nature of small
institutions themselves. Our experience
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Statement Mean
Standard
Deviation

1.) I have a good relationship with the faculty at my institution. 4.19 0.79

2.) I have a good relationship with the administration at my institution. 4.48 0.75

3.) I am satisfied with the size of the writing center budget. 3.39 1.61

4.) I m satisfied with the way the writing center is as a whole. 3.36 1.28

5.) I am satisfied with my job. 3.88 1.40

Table One: Survey Results to Part Two
Indicate to what extent you agree or disagree with the following
statements:  (Disagree) 1 2 3 4 5 (Agree)

suggests that staff positions may be
relatively secure in comparison to pre-
tenure faculty positions at other sites,
and that the size of small colleges may
also foster collegiality and render dis-
tinctions between faculty and staff less
pressing. Julie Neff, perhaps voicing
traditional wisdom, suggests that “hav-
ing a director with faculty status and

with departmental affiliation” is “tre-
mendously helpful to [a] center” be-
cause “having a faculty member in
charge gives the program credibility”
(128). The responses to our survey
suggest that this picture may be more
complicated than that.

Director concerns
Finally, we were interested in learn-

ing what concerned small site directors
and to what extent these concerns were
underrepresented in larger professional
discussions. Respondents mentioned a
typical range of problems that plague
us all. (Because directors could men-
tion more than one concern, responses
add up to more than 100%.) As Table
Two reveals, public relations con-
cerned our respondents most. Although
we all struggle with this aspect of di-
recting a center, we were surprised by
the extent of concern. In Bloomington,
discussion centered on the fact that at
small sites, it is easy to acquire and
hard to shake a bad reputation. More-
over, small institutions may foster a
conception of the faculty/student rela-
tionship that discourages faculty from
being willing to “let” another party—

Table Two: Responses to Survey, Part Three, Question One:
(Describe your biggest concerns as the director of a small college
writing center.)

Public Relations 60%

Tutors (staffing; developing) 38%

$$$ 20%

Time 20%

Technology <1%

Job Security <1%

Location <1%

such as a tutor—into the close
pedagogic relationship, so making
space for the tutor requires additional
public relations. This suggests that the
enthusiastic faculty support described
by Neff (135) may not be typical of all
small college writing centers, and may,
in fact, pose a real problem in terms of
the mission of such centers.

The second-most cited issue, tutor
training, concerned 38% of our respon-
dents. What might be unique about tu-
tor training difficulties at a small site?
As the Bloomington audience sug-
gested, and we have experienced, small
sites may not offer courses in rhetoric
or composition or education that often
provide at least partial training for
would-be tutors. Furthermore, the anti-
vocational emphasis sometimes present
in a liberal arts college discourages

faculty from developing or teaching an
overly “practical” course such as a tu-
tor training one.

Time and money—which we never
have enough of—each concerned 20%
of respondents. That center directors at
small sites feel as if they have inad-
equate time to perform their jobs is no
surprise to any of us. Also unsurprising
is the fact that one in five respondents
worries about his/her center’s budget.
We remain uncertain how to relate this
concern to other survey results, namely
that over 25% of respondents did not
or could not provide the size of their
annual budget.

But if many of the concerns voiced
by the respondents were predictable,
what should we make of the unvoiced
concerns in this survey? Many issues
often hotly debated in writing center
conversations—technology, job secu-
rity, and center location—do not seem
to concern small college center direc-

tors as much as they do colleagues
elsewhere in the profession. We have
already speculated why job security
may not concern some directors in
small college settings. As for the other
two issues, we can only speculate that,
as a group, we have found our institu-
tions amenable to providing technol-
ogy and space. Perhaps the answer lies
in the fact that the mean age of a small
college writing center in our survey is
13 years; many of these battles have
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been fought and, if not won, resolved
to our satisfaction. Certainly, this is
borne out by Julie Neff’s experience,
as a desirable space and technological
support were secured nearly ten years
ago (137).

In addition to exploring director con-
cerns and goals for their centers in Part
Three, we asked respondents “how
might NWCA provide support . . . for
small college writing centers?” Re-
sponses were mixed and surprising,
with the top three answers as follows:
35% felt the organization should/could
facilitate mentoring; 33% had no re-
sponse (with one other asking what the
organization was and another assuming
the survey authors were it); and 13%
felt NWCA should assist in publicizing
writing centers and supporting center
research by continuing to create publi-
cation opportunities for directors and
providing a clearing house for data on
small sites.

The fact that 33% of our respondents
had no response, frankly, shocked us.
This suggests large publicity problems
for NWCA and, arguably, considerable
gaps in terms of professional develop-
ment for small site directors. Our audi-
ence in Bloomington indicated that

writing centers’ goals must be “fully
consonant with institutional goals”
(108), but also because it provides a
different understanding of the ever
changing dynamic between writing
center theory, practice, and profes-
sional concerns.

• Shireen Carroll, Davidson College,

Davidson NC

• Bruce Pegg,  Colgate University,

Hamilton NY

• Stephen Newmann, Stephen F. Austin

State University, Nacogdoches TX
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NWCA could assist small site directors
most by facilitating some kind of spe-
cial interest group session (along the
lines of those held at CCCC) at our na-
tional conference to enable the
mentoring and data sharing needs men-
tioned above.

Conclusion
The discussion generated by these

findings during our session in
Bloomington can best be summed up
by a comment from one audience
member. She pointed out that the sig-
nificance of these findings lies neither
in the way they show how small col-
lege writing centers differ from their
larger counterparts, nor in the way they
contradict accepted notions of writing
center theory and practice, but in the
way they inform writing center litera-
ture. The lessons of small college writ-
ing centers, insofar as this survey is
concerned, should force us to examine
existing notions of professional
marginalization. They also encourage
us to reflect on writing center/faculty
relationships and the compatibility of
tutor training with institutional mis-
sion. In the case of small college writ-
ing centers, size matters, not only be-
cause it constantly reminds us of
Jeanne Simpson’s admonition that our

February 3-5: Southeastern Writing Center Association, in
Savannah, GA
Contact: Christina Van Dyke, Dept. of Languages,
Literature, and Philosophy, Armstrong Atlantic State
University, 11935 Abercorn St., Savannah, GA 31419-
1997; phone: 912-921-2330; fax: 912-927-5399;
vandykch@mail.armstrong.edu

February 26: Northern California Writing Centers Association,
in Berkeley, CA
Contact: Liz Keithley or Luisa Giulianetti at
ncwca@uclink4.berkeley.edu. Phone (510) 643-7442;
http://slc.berkeley.edu

March 24-25: South Central Writing Centers Association, in
Fort Worth, TX
Contact: Jeanette Harris (j.harris@tcu.edu), Texas
Christian University or Lady Falls Brown
(L.Brown@ttacs.ttu.edu) Texas Tech University.

March 25: Northeast Writing Centers Association, in Keene,
NH

Contact: Anne Szeligowski, Gateway Community-
Technical College, 60 Sargent Drive, New Haven, CT
06511. E-mail ASZELIGOWS@aol.com; fax: 203-789-
6976. Conference web site: http://www.mcp.edu/as/wc/
wc.html

March 30-April 1: East Central Writing Centers Association, in
Lansing, MI
Contact:  J. Pennington, Lansing Community College,
Lansing, Michigan. E-mail: Jill_Pennington
@lansing.cc.mi.us.  Conference website: http://
www.lansing.cc.mi.us/~penningj/ecwca2000.htm

April 1: Mid-Atlantic Writing Centers Association, in Rockville,
MD
Contact: Jeannie Dadgostar, Writing and Reading Center,
Montgomery College, 51 Mannakee Street, Rockville,
Maryland 20850. E-mail: jdadgost@mc.cc.md.us

November 2-4, 2000. National Writing Centers Association in
conjunction with the Mid-Atlantic Writing Centers
Association, in Baltimore, MD.  Conference website: http:/
/www.english.udel.edu/wc/mawca/nwcacon.html

     Calendar for Writing Centers Associations
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English education majors as unpaid tutors in the
university writing center: A service/research project

Jim’s introduction
Those of us who struggle to help

prospective English teachers learn how
to teach writing know that telling them
about writing theory and talking to
them about teaching writing do not
make effective writing teachers. In the
fall of 1995, it became clear to me that
I needed to add some “real context” to
the discussions my students and I had
in class about the teaching of writing.
While discussions on writing pro-
cesses, journal writing, generating
ideas to write about, and the place of
formal grammar instruction in a writ-
ing program seemed useful to me and
while students seemed interested in the
issues that emerged from the discus-
sions, the “transfer” of the concepts to
actual lessons on how to write was illu-
sory. What was needed was a deeper
level of involvement in the act of
teaching writing, a meaning-laden con-
text within which the ideas discussed
in class could be tried and tested.

My search for such a context ended
in the University Writing Center.
There, working as tutors, my students
would encounter real writing with all
its beauty and ugliness. Through ser-
vice as tutors in the University Writing
Center, my students tested writing
theory, built their own approach to
teaching writing, and felt the satisfac-
tion of helping others.

Brenda’s introduction
Writing centers are notoriously un-

der-funded, under-staffed, under- ap-
preciated. At times we’re even under
the building, hidden away on the base-
ment level, unobtrusively complement-
ing and supporting the writing instruc-
tion at all kinds of schools, colleges,
and universities. The Writing Center at
the University of South Carolina
Spartanburg can’t lay claim to all these
distinctions; we’re located in a highly
visible area of a major building on

campus, and sometimes we’re recog-
nized for what we do. But our
underfunding and understaffing hinder
what we are able to accomplish every
day.

As Jim and I outlined this project, I
began to understand how our collabo-
ration could address many of these
problems. The relief to underfunding
was obvious from the beginning. His
students would tutor as a part of the re-
quirements for their English teaching
methods class. Their time, which has
averaged thirty hours a week, wouldn’t
drag my meager budget into the Red
Sea. That benefit alone was reason
enough to give the project a chance.

But other benefits that weren’t so ob-
vious in the beginning of our collabo-
ration are what I have come to see as
the most valuable components of the
project. Working with Jim’s students
has given me not just a source of free
tutors, but a source of tutors who have
real talent for the job and who have re-
ceived more on-going training than any
other group of my staff.

When I interview prospective tutors,
I look for students who are more than
just good writers. I’ve hired good writ-
ers who just told students how to re-
write their papers and at times even re-
wrote their papers for them. They were
writers, not writing teachers or writing
coaches. With Jim’s students, who are
all English Education majors, I have a
group of people who have a better than
average chance of being interested and
involved in language, and possessing
an interest in (and we hope an aptitude
for) teaching.

And they are available. Until we be-
gan this project, I wasn’t usually suc-
cessful in recruiting education students
as tutors. Their major is one of the

most time-intensive on campus; and,
when they do work, they want and
need jobs that pay more than I can of-
fer. My collaboration with Jim gave
me the group of students that had been
turning me down for years.

Of course, having the potential to be
a good tutor is no guarantee of success.
Training is another essential compo-
nent. I had always wanted to spend
more time training tutors; I had always
intended to spend more time training
tutors. But our problem with under-
staffing includes my lack of time. In
addition to my duties as director of the
Writing Center, I teach two classes
each semester, advise students, coordi-
nate our integrated reading and writing
program for students who need addi-
tional help in freshman composition,
serve on committees on and off cam-
pus, and direct the Spartanburg Writ-
ing Project. Finding time to coordinate
my tutors’ busy schedules and mine
and include regular formal training ses-
sions seemed impossible. My on-going
training program was usually an infor-
mal “how are things going” chat on
easy days or a short but serious discus-
sion when a crisis arose.

However, as we planned this project,
Jim and I included a training compo-
nent; and, since it is conducted during
scheduled class time, everyone is
available. Working with Jim and his
students has added an element of for-
mal instruction to my staff training that
is an essential, but until now neglected,
component of a successful writing cen-
ter staff.

In this paper we describe the logis-
tics of the project and analyze what the
students have learned about teaching
writing and serving others—two im-
portant aspects of preparing effective
English teachers. By extension, we dis-
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cuss potential benefits of such a project
for our own as well as other university
writing centers.

Logistics of the assignment
Early in the semester, students in the

secondary English education methods
class are informed of the three-fold
purpose of the University Writing Cen-
ter Research/Service Project:

1. to place them in an “action re-
search” situation—a real teach-
ing situation where research on
how to teach writing can be
tested, verified or rejected

2. to allow them to discover some
personal “truths” about the
teaching of writing that they will
take with them to their own
classrooms some day very soon

3. to provide them with an oppor-
tunity to serve the needs of oth-
ers

The research/service project consists
of five parts: 1. an orientation to the
project; 2. an in-service session, con-
ducted by Brenda, Jim, and a former
project participant on the experience of
serving as a tutor in the University
Writing Center; 3. ten sessions as a tu-
tor in the University Writing Center (a
“session” is defined as 45 minutes of
one-to-one writing instruction deliv-
ered to a writing center client); 4. a re-
flective journal entry for each tutorial
session; and 5. a research paper which
clearly details the following: a. verifi-
cation of or rejection of current
thought on teaching composition as de-
scribed in a minimum of four research
sources; b. personal revelations about
teaching composition that the tutor will
one day use in his/her own English
class; and c. the service aspect of the
project.

Orientation
During the second class session of

the semester, students enrolled in the
English teaching methods class partici-
pate in an orientation to the research/
service project. During the orientation
the purpose of the project as well as its
requirements are carefully explained.
Since Jim requires that students com-

plete the project, it is necessary to
“sell” it to students. Combining the
practicality of action research with the
altruism of serving others seems to be
a palatable combination for most stu-
dents. Let’s put it this way: no student
has yet raised his/her hand and said,
“Please let me do a term paper instead
of this lame project!” It is only after
the project is completed, however, that
students seem to fully appreciate its
merits. Susan put it this way:

Nothing has helped me in college
to prepare more for teaching than
the time I have spent in the Writ-
ing Center. I learned more about
writing this past semester than
through twelve years of high
school. Perhaps the most helpful
thing I have gained through peer
tutoring is exposure to so many
varying levels of writing and di-
versity of people. . . . After careful
consideration, I must conclude that
if any one of my tutees walks
away with just one grain of knowl-
edge about writing that I have
helped them to discover, then ev-
erything I have done is well worth
it.

Log/Journal
Each entry in the reflective log/jour-

nal consists of two parts: a summary
section which describes what occurred
during the tutoring session, and an
analysis of the tutoring session which
answers these questions:

• What did I learn about teaching
writing during the session?

• What are the links (even tenta-
tive ones) between what I
learned and composition theory?

• What are the possible/probable
links between what I learned
and my future teaching of com-
position in English class

The in-service session
Although the actual formal training

is only three hours long, it has proven
to give the students what they need to
begin tutoring. During the session,
Brenda introduces students to the phi-
losophies of the Writing Center, in-
cluding its approach to helping stu-

dents. First they get an overview by pre-
viewing an article by Toby Fulwiler that
Brenda assigns as homework and by re-
viewing some handouts. Then these phi-
losophies are applied as the class reads
and responds to actual student papers.

Students begin tutoring by asking their
client this question: “How can I help
you with this paper?” Although most of
their clients respond with something like
“I don’t really know” or “I need help
with my commas” or with some other
response that will not really direct the
session, asking the question establishes
just what effective tutoring is about. It
communicates to the client that the pa-
per—what it contains and what it be-
comes—is ultimately the responsibility
of the writer. It lets the student know
that the tutor is there to help him or her
write a better paper and become a better
writer, not to simply proofread the paper
or ghostwrite it. These distinctions are
important for both the tutor and the cli-
ent to understand, and they need to be
established early in their work together.

We discuss other approaches and phi-
losophies. Tutors need to prioritize work
with a client because they can address
only a few areas of a paper, not every
problem, in any given session. They
should address problems with content
first, then organization, and finally con-
ventions and mechanics. They laugh
when told “Correct drivel is still drivel,”
but that’s because they have never
worked with the kind of students they
will often see in the Writing Center.

Frankly, their lack of awareness is a
bit surprising. Students should have had
some experience in peer response groups
in their composition classes. And maybe
they have. But somehow they seem in-
nocent when we begin this process.
They imagine they will remind students
to put an apostrophe here and a colon
there. We move quickly into practicing
with papers written by students who
have come to the Writing Center for tu-
toring, and at this point their journey
into the real world of teaching writing
begins.
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On an overhead projector, Brenda
shows them typical freshman comp pa-
pers—first drafts that discuss trips to
Disney World, working at Quincy’s, or
the dress code at their high school. Af-
ter reading aloud each draft, I ask:
“What would you say first?” In the be-
ginning, Jim’s students are quiet or
they yell out, “Go back to Disney
World!” or some other flippant remark
to diffuse their apprehension and the
tension of not knowing. We under-
stand. What do you say to a person sit-
ting across from you who has gone in
six directions in one paragraph or writ-
ten in such general terms that someone
who has never been to a theme park or
a steak house could have written the
paper? How do you respond when you
recognize what’s wrong, but you don’t
know how to say it to the person who
wrote the paper? Sometimes the words
are there, but the tact or the courage is
not. And this is what we talk about.
We look at paper after paper and we
talk and learn.

Of course, these students will see
good papers as they tutor, but they
don’t need much help in learning how
to praise someone’s work. They do
need to learn how to structure a tutor-
ing session and how to put into prac-
tice the philosophies that guide what
we do in the Writing Center. Or that’s
what they think they need. We know
that what they really need to learn is to
make quick, accurate judgments about
a piece of writing and about the experi-
ence and comfort level of the person
who wrote it. And they need to trust
themselves. But at this point in the pro-
cess, they build a foundation for those
more sophisticated skills, and respond-
ing to a set of papers together gave us
that experience, at least in simulation.

What really gives the students in-
sight into what the total experience is
like is talking with someone who has
actually participated in the project.
Last year, we invited a student who
had completed the course and the tu-
toring experience the previous fall to
come talk with the group. Tasha de-

scribed her initial fears about being
able to work with other students and
about how she would manage her time
to include the tutoring. As she talked,
the students realized that they weren’t
the only ones who worried about hav-
ing nothing to say to a client or having
their advice rejected. She was honest
about the experience, and she was their
peer, so her comments carried a lot of
weight. It was peer tutoring at its best.

Revelations from the logs and
journals

As Jim’s students work with clients
in the Writing Center, they keep a jour-
nal in a format Jim has prescribed.
Reading these journals has convinced
me that this project is as valuable to
the students in Jim’s class as it is to the
students they work with in the Center.
They write honestly, often eloquently,
about insights they have gained
through tutoring.

Jim expects them to make conscious
links to teaching and they do. They
write about what they observe working
in the teaching of writing and what
does not. The type of assignments stu-
dents are given is usually an early con-
cern in the journals. The students
quickly realize that they have to be-
come adept at moving from one type of
paper to another because students write
about everything from swimmer’s itch
to King Lear. They begin to understand
that for many inexperienced writers the
assignment itself is a real stumbling
block.

Early in the semester, Heather wrote
in her journal: “For the second or third
time, I learned that teachers need to
clarify writing assignments for their
students. They have to be very specific
about what they want because the stu-
dent can be easily confused.” Ellen ex-
tended that discussion in her journal
and concluded that “not enough is
taught to students about how to take a
general assignment and make it into a
workable topic.” Kate also speculated
on how the writing assignments them-
selves could be more effective. She
wrote, “Sometimes it may be useful to

have students write about something
the teacher has not read. The [legiti-
mate] questions the reader would then
have might help show the writer how
to be clear and concise in what they are
trying to convey.”

Their journal entries revealed that
their one-to-one work with students
gave the tutors a micro-experience of
what they would like to do in the
teaching of writing in their own class-
rooms. What worked and what didn’t
work in the classroom and the tutoring
session was a point of discussion in
many journals. Ellen especially felt
that teachers weren’t using the most ef-
fective strategies for the students she
was tutoring. She believed that “many
teachers emphasize what a student
should not do and don’t spend enough
time showing them and explaining to
them what they should do. In her tutor-
ing she decided to use a different strat-
egy which she found more effective.
She concluded that “students can ‘dis-
cover’ writing with very little lecturing
and a lot of modeling.” Through look-
ing at papers professors returned to her
clients, Treva understood that one of
the reasons they needed the help of a
tutor was because “some students don’t
understand the professor’s comments,
so they can’t correct their papers.”

Treva also began to understand the
value of writers taking the responsibil-
ity of carefully proofreading papers be-
fore they submit them. In her journal
she revealed that seeing the papers of
her clients helped her recognize a
weakness in her own writing. She was
dismayed at the large number of “care-
less” errors that were a part of the pa-
pers students were ready to hand in,
but she admitted that her own work
had often been criticized for the same
problem. Until she tutored students and
saw the paper with “teacher eyes,” she
had never recognized the negative im-
pression these mistakes made. In her
journal, she planned how to use this in-
sight to improve her teaching and her
writing: “I will stress proofreading [in
my classroom]—something I need to
work on myself.”
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Revelations from the research
papers

Culled from the pages of their re-
search reports, and as clearly demon-
strated in their reflective journals, is
proof that project participants learned a
great deal about the teaching of writing
as a result of serving as tutors in the
University Writing Center. Discoveries
they made can be categorized as fol-
lows:

1. writing teachers themselves
should engage in reflective in-
trospection about writing and
the teaching of writing

2. writing teachers should sort
through their priorities for writ-
ing instruction, wrestle with
these priorities and adjust them

3. process approaches to writing
are efficacious

4. the “writing conference” and
peer tutoring are valid means of
providing writers with formative
feedback

5. positive growth results from
serving others

Descriptive statements from the stu-
dents’ reflective journals/logs docu-
ment these findings.

Project participants almost to a per-
son have asserted that writing teachers
should engage in reflection about writ-
ing and the teaching of writing. By
thinking intensely about what they are
teaching and how they are teaching it,
the students adjusted their views of
writing as well as their pedagogical ap-
proaches. According to Taleisha, “The
sessions also helped me because they
tested my ability to recognize poor de-
velopment not only in my clients’ pa-
per, but in mine also. The project
opened my eyes to the mistakes I make
as a writer [emphasis added].” Aaron’s
writing improved as well. He said, “I
feel that, in the process of uncovering
and eliminating the most common
writing problems, both my clients and I
became better writers.”

The pre-service English teachers’ re-
flection served a “sorting function” as
they wrestled with and adjusted their
priorities for writing instruction. Their

work with students who speak English
as a second or third language caused a
great deal of rethinking. Susan, in
working with ESL students, came to an
important realization about setting pri-
orities in writing instruction. For her,
the necessity of focused critique with
accompanying encouragement became
apparent:

I have discovered that ESL stu-
dents are at a disadvantage when it
comes to writing. I believe that for
these students, constant encour-
agement and continual student-
teacher [and/or] peer sessions are
needed. I have come to realize the
damage that continual criticism of
essays can have on students and I
vow to only write clear, under-
standable and focused or limited
comments on [students’] papers . .
. . I am considering using pencil as
a grading instrument to write com-
ments so students can erase them
if they see the need to.

Tasha uncovered one of the major
reasons why students seem so enam-
ored by formal grammar instruction.
She found that “students worry most
about grammar and surface features of
their writing. Consequently, the con-
tent of their papers suffers. [My cli-
ents] struggled with paragraph organi-
zation. However, they each came to me
asking for instruction in grammar and
punctuation. This habit of students,
paying more attention to spelling and
grammar, may well be a direct result of
the teaching methods employed by
their elementary and secondary teach-
ers.” Narrowing the focus of a paper
proved to be a very significant aspect
of writing. Aaron noted:

My clients often had problems
with narrowing the focus of their
essays, preferring instead to offer
up sweeping generalizations and
broad statements about a given
topic . . . . I found Fulwiler’s ad-
vice concerning the limiting of
time, place, and action to be very
helpful with my clients. Both C. C.
and H. C. seemed to improve this
essential skill after a few sessions
hearing about it and practicing it.

In addition to these two aspects of
focus—focused feedback and focused
writing topics—students discovered
the need for specificity, through devel-
oped details and description, in their
peers’ writing. Aaron found that hav-
ing his students “turn inward” to tap
their personal experiences was very
helpful in generating good ideas for
writing topics as well as specific detail
for their papers.

The writing center tutors corrobo-
rated research findings on the efficacy
of process approaches to writing. Spe-
cifically, they described as essential
the need to generate ideas prior to
composing, the need for relevance in
writing topics, the need for focused
feedback, and the merit of delaying
“polishing” until final stages of com-
posing. All these features are well
known aspects of process approaches
to writing. However, coming to these
realizations within the “real” context of
tutoring in the University Writing Cen-
ter seems to have convinced students
that treating writing as a process is, in-
deed, the way for teachers to approach
it. Gorgi Anna discovered that, despite
years of practice and research with
writing process approaches, “students
do not know the writing process. They
tend to think that writing a paper is
writing what they are thinking without
further [refinement]. Revision, a for-
eign concept to most of them, is impor-
tant and overlooked in most classes.”

Students’ realizations about the writ-
ing process prompted a reorientation
toward formal grammar instruction.
According to Tasha,

 [The process approach to] teach-
ing writing emphasizes content
and organization first. It also
shows students that there are defi-
nite stages within the writing pro-
cess, and if any one stage is ne-
glected, the final piece may suffer.
Grammar is important to the paper
as a whole but what the student
has to say is much more important.
If we teach student writers that
their ideas and thoughts are worth
our time and attention, then per-
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haps the students themselves will
work harder to improve the man-
ner in which they put those
thoughts and ideas onto paper.

On the other hand, some tutors, after
struggling to help their clients under-
stand stages of the writing process,
came to different conclusions regard-
ing grammar instruction. Aaron be-
came convinced of the need for atten-
tion to grammatical correctness
(something he saw as neglected by
typical writing process approaches).
What is interesting is that among the
writing center tutors, writing instruc-
tion is not viewed as an either-or situa-
tion—either “process” or “grammar.”
Even the staunchest advocate of formal
grammatical instruction concluded that
it and “process” concerns deserved
equal billing:

The most common and at times
glaring, errors were grammatical
. . . mostly the usual suspects—
spelling and punctuation errors,
subject-verb disagreements, run-
on sentences . . . . R. M.’s prob-
lems with grammar . . . illustrate
why a good working knowledge of

standard written English is at least
as important as “process.”

In addition to affirming the writing
process and the concept of focus,
project participants demonstrated the
efficacy of the “writing conference”
and peer tutoring as valid means of
providing writers with formative feed-
back. “The most important thing I
gained from this project,” said Greg,
“was the experience of sitting down
with a person, one-to-one, and critiqu-
ing his/her paper. This taught me what
to tell that person so they could figure
out their own mistakes and learn from
them.”

Perhaps the most heartwarming as-
pect of this project is its service provi-
sion. Comments from the students ex-
plode the myth of the student as
self-absorbed member of Generation
X. As a result of serving others, project
participants reported positive growth
and a greater respect for the profession
they are about to enter. “[The service
project] made me appreciate more
what a teacher does,” said Taleisha.
According to Treva, “The project is a

good learning experience for future
teachers. [It] gave me more confidence
in analyzing and editing students’
work. This will be extremely helpful in
my teaching career. During the tutor-
ing sessions I had an opportunity to
think on my feet and give helpful ad-
vice to students . . . . At times I felt in-
timidated, but I kept in the back of my
mind that [the students] came in for
help and that was what I was in [the
Writing Center] to do. The service I
provided in the Writing Center defi-
nitely allowed me to realize what a
tough job I am going to face.” No lec-
ture, not even the most dramatic one,
fully interactive and laced with de-
tailed anecdotes of actual classroom
experiences, could make clearer the
awesome responsibility of the writing
teacher.

Jim Charles and Brenda Davenport

University of South Carolina,

Spartanburg

Spartanburg, SC

Work Cited
Fulwiler, Toby. “Provocative Revi-

sion.” Writing Center Journal 12.2
(1992): 190-204.

Writing Center/Writing Program Director
American University in Bulgaria

Applications are invited for the position of Writing Center director, to in-
clude administering WAC and first year composition.  PhD preferred, ABD
or MFA considered.  The director’s load is two courses/semester and admin-
istrative responsibilities.  Experience in writing center or writing program ad-
ministration preferred. The position starts Fall 2000, with university orienta-
tion in mid-August.  Contract will be fixed term and renewable, with a one-
year probationary period.  Salary is competitive, based on experience and
qualifications.

The American University in Bulgaria is a highly selective liberal arts insti-
tution serving 650 undergraduates drawn largely from Balkan and former So-
viet states.  It is located in Blagoevgrad, a regional center of 90,000 people,
an hour and a half drive from both Sofia and the Greek border. Please submit
a letter of interest, vita, and three current letters of recommendation to: Writ-
ing Center Search, American University in Bulgaria, 1725 K Street NW,
Suite 411, Washington DC  20006-1401.  Submission deadline is Feb 1.
AUBG is an Equal Opportunity Employer.

Call for nominations—
NWCA Board

The National Writing Center board will
need two at-large and one community col-
lege representative to take office at the
NWCA Board meeting at NCTE 2000.  If
you want to nominate someone, please be
sure that the person is willing to run, and
then ask the nominee to send the NWCA
secretary, Leigh Ryan, an address, phone
number, fax and e-mail along with a brief
(150 word or less) biographical statement
that will appear on the ballot. Please send
this information to Leigh Ryan,
Leigh_RYAN@umail.umd.edu, The
Writing Center, 0125 Taliaferro Hall,
University of Maryland, College Park, MD
20742, by January 25, 2000.
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isn’t smooth.
you remember that you’ve
seen her on the el.
she was laughing.
now she’s quiet, stiff, thinking
you’ll make it an “A.”
and you surprise yourself
with the questions you ask her.
but she expects you to be good.
the voices at the other table
sound happier.
you talk to other tutors.
they say she’ll appreciate
it later.
that’s not it, you say.
just like her,
you’ve got a thesis now
that’s not quite there

the good session
isn’t in the theory.
you notice the edge
of his sleeve
and his breath.

he needs a comma there
and a subordinator there.
no, he needs someone,
not a tutor,
a long time ago.
“all women,” he writes.
how does he know?
“this is hard to prove,” you say,
and his eyes narrow. “do I need
a comma here?” he says,
digging in.  “yes,” you say,
“and another here.”
and a lot more.
you wait. behind him
through the window
the flow of people
off to class thickens.
the hour’s almost over.
“if I don’t say all,” he says,
“won’t my point seem weak?”

there are two seats
at the tutoring table,
which one is for you?

you’re younger, older,
more willing, more
nervous, less cautious
than your tutee.
her writing wanders
from point to point,
something about child
abuse.  you know all
about child abuse from
psych class and talk
about how claims
are supported.  it gets
quiet. you watch the tea
stain the water in wisps.
she finally talks as
if she’s counting
her words. she knows
about it after all,
but not from a book.
you’d know what
to do if you had this
session again, but
you never do

the good session
is not perfect,
leaves things undone,
brings out the best
in you, races ahead
of you, goes well
despite you.
there’s this space
between you
and the other
that changes, a growth
that is far from uniform,
an accruement of encounters
with other students
who did and didn’t want
to be here, who were
doubtful, thankful, tired,
late, stuck, and registered
an image of you
listening

the good session

Vainis Aleksa

University of Illinois at Chicago

Centers Association/
National Writing
Centers Association

Call for Proposals
Nov. 2-4, 2000
Baltimore, Maryland

The Call for Proposals, for the next national NWCA conference, co-sponsored with the Mid-Atlantic Writing Centers
Association, is available on the NWCA 2000 website: http://www.english.udel.edu/wc/mawca/nwcacon.html.xcccc For
more information about the conference, contact Barbara Lutz (lutz@udel.edu) or Terry Riley (riley@planetx.bloomu.
edu); for information about the program and to send proposals, contact Carl Glover (glover@msmary.edu); for infor-
mation about registration and to send registration, contact Jon Olson (jeo3@psu.edu). Proposal deadline: Feb. 15, 2000.

Mid-Atlantic Writing
Centers Association

Announcement and Call for Papers
Saturday, April 1, 2000
 Rockville, Maryland
“Diversity and the Teaching and Tutoring of
Writing”

Presentation formats: 20-minute interactive presentations, roundtables, workshops, or panels, 10 minutes per pre-
senter. Proposals no longer that one page for presentations, no longer than two pages for roundtables and panels in
triplicate by January 20, 2000, to Jeannie Dadgostar, Writing and Reading Center, Montgomery College, 51
Mannakee Street, Rockville, Maryland 20850. E-mail: jdadgost@mc.cc.md.us

Mid-Atlantic Writing
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UTORS        COLUMNT
’

“What do you want on your tombstone?”

Often we get so caught up in the
“here and now” that we forget about
the “there and later.” We engage our-
selves in interactions with others, giv-
ing no thought to anything beyond the
exchange. No sooner do we accom-
plish one task than we turn around and
begin another. First impressions create
an immediate response in an indi-
vidual. What about legacy? What is my
legacy? What am I doing today that
will remain imprinted in someone’s
memory tomorrow? As a Rhetoric As-
sociate—a tutor in a writing-across-
the-curriculum program—I am not
only concerned with what happens in a
conference, but what will be remem-
bered after. I firmly believe that teach-
ing and learning experiences have the
potential to make a powerful impact.
I’m not only concerned with how I will
be viewed as a peer evaluator, but with
how I will be regarded as a person.
First impressions are important, but
our legacies have the potential to last
forever. There are five qualities I
would like to see engraved upon my
tutor tombstone. Only time will tell if I
have succeeded in my efforts.

Emerson said, “Every man I meet is
my superior in some way. In that, I
learn of him.” The unvarnished truth is
that most people feel themselves supe-
rior in some way. A sure way to
people’s hearts is to let them realize in
some subtle way that you recognize
their importance. In order to learn
something and to have someone learn
from me, I cannot, and will not, criti-
cize. If a student is to be given the op-
portunity to learn, criticism better not
exist. Criticism is futile, and gets you
nowhere. It puts people on the defen-
sive, and they will try even harder to
justify themselves. It is difficult to

have an environment that is conducive
to learning if criticism is present.
Negativity is dangerous. It wounds
pride, hurts their sense of importance,
and arouses resentment. In being a tu-
tor, I need to remember that I am not
dealing with completely logical, ratio-
nal beings. I am dealing with individu-
als of emotions and feelings.

The first thing I’d want engraved on
my tombstone is “Lack of Criticism.”
What would give me the right to en-
gage in stinging criticism? I am re-
sponsible for helping, educating, and
encouraging, the students. During fall
term, 14 students from an Outdoor
Recreation Behavior class were as-
signed to meet with me. I met with
them twice during the quarter. I was
excited when a student came back for
the second appointment and told me I
had made a difference. The writer ex-
pressed how my comments had helped,
I had made her think harder about what
she was writing. If I had even had a
small hand in helping the student, then
my job as a tutor has been successful. I
could stir up resentment and lack of
cooperation permanently if I engaged
in just a little bit of criticism, no matter
how certain I was that it was justified.

A number of times, I have encoun-
tered teachers or professors who aren’t
accessible. When I first came to cam-
pus, the advisor assigned to me was
not accessible. Every attempt that I
made to set up an appointment failed
as he always had too many other pri-
orities. I could understand the fact that
he was busy with teaching and stu-
dents, but he never made a real effort
to help me out. Needless to say, this
advisor left a “bad taste in my mouth.”
Sometimes professors make me feel

that my visits are burdensome. One
tired professor remarked to me that “I
would never have any successful writ-
ing ventures.” Ouch! These types of
experiences stick with me, as they
would with anyone.

On the flip side, I have had wonder-
ful experiences with professors. Under
their guidance, it was as if I was being
molded and carved into a polished stu-
dent and writer. For instance, a couple
of years ago, I decided to write a
Christmas story—not as an assign-
ment, just something that I wanted to
do. I was anxious about making the ef-
fort, but I have always been careful
about whom I let read my work. After
a couple of months, the story was com-
pleted, I took it to my English profes-
sor to read. He gave me advice and
suggested I could use the input from
my classmates. Although I was uncom-
fortable, I agreed, stood in front of the
class, read my story, and waited. I was
surprised and pleased that nobody
spoke a harsh word of criticism. I
feared what my peers and professor
would say. I had no reason to be fear-
ful,  for they gave me wonderful in-
sights. For example, I try to use imag-
ery, especially when writing a poem or
story. One of the students commented
on how they could “see the pictures on
the mantle, and the fire burning in the
fireplace” just as I had described it.
How did I come up with that visual, I
was asked. It felt good to know people
could experience my story, visually, in
their minds. I took their input, and I
went to work. The result was a Christ-
mas story that I enjoy sharing with
people. If I had received even a little
bit of negative criticism, from either
my peers or professor, I would never
have finished my work. That made an
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impact on me. Whenever asked to cri-
tique or make suggestions, I remember
how I felt that day in front of my En-
glish class. William James said, “The
deepest principle in human nature is
the craving to be appreciated.” Honest
appreciation will always get results
where criticism and ridicule fail.

Beneath “Lack of Criticism,” en-
graved would be “Interest in People.”
Alfred Adler, a famous psychologist
states, “It is the individual who is not
interested in his fellow men who has
the greatest difficulties in life and pro-
vides the greatest injury to others. It is
from among such individuals that all
human failures spring.” I am interested
in people. I have a lot to learn from
others. Every encounter brings new in-
sights into the continuing spectrum
called life. I will never walk away
from an interaction without learning
something, either positive or negative.
When writers come to me for a tutor-
ing conference, I want them to feel like
they just made a new friend. Becoming
genuinely interested in a person is one
of the best ways for me to open the
lines of communication. By talking
and getting to know the students I
work with, I can feel more comfortable
performing my duties, and they can
feel more comfortable asking me ques-
tions. Having a personal interest in
knowing someone is a way of saying
they are important. Always strive to
make the other person feel important.

I wish for “I Remembered” to be
etched upon my tombstone. I remem-
ber the names of the students that I
work with. In How to Win Friends and
Influence People, Dale Carnegie states,

We should be aware of the magic
contained in a name and realize that
this single item is wholly and com-
pletely owned by the person with
whom we are dealing . . . and no-
body else. The name sets the indi-
vidual apart; it makes him or her
unique among all others. The infor-
mation we are imparting or the re-
quest we are making takes on spe-
cial importance when we approach

the situation with the name of the
individual.

By remembering a person’s name
you pay an effective compliment to the
individual. Everyone wants to be re-
membered. When I was involved in a
community committee for two years, I
met a variety of people. I always
strived to remember names so that
when I saw them again, I could greet
them. The reaction that came from
people I called by name was incred-
ible; consequently, I made many new
friends, and my network expanded. Be-
ing under public scrutiny for two years
taught me how important it is to ac-
knowledge and remember those around
you. Picking a particular characteristic
of a person and associating it with the
name enabled me to remember. The
main reason people forget each other’s
name is they just don’t take the time.
They make excuses. They are just too
busy. By remembering a student’s
name, again, the message I am sending
is “you are important.” This also cre-
ates a more informal atmosphere,
which allows learning and interaction
to take place.

Since this is my own tombstone, it
can be as large as I want it to be.
“Equality” will be etched and polished
into the stone. I wish to be remem-
bered for believing that everyone is
equal, including writers and tutors. I
don’t want to come across as omni-
scient. In fact, I will probably learn
more from the interaction than the stu-
dents will. Some of the students I work
with are older than I, have spent more
time in school than I, or just know
more about a certain subject than I. But
you know what? That’s okay. That is
how we learn from each other. We will
only learn from each other if we per-
ceive we are on the same level. If a
student feels that I have placed myself
above, no learning or interaction will
take place.

Lastly, and perhaps most impor-
tantly, “Helped People Succeed” will
be emblazoned upon my tombstone.

Many individuals are apprehensive
when they first interact with a peer
evaluator of any kind. One of the best
ways that I, as a tutor, can help stu-
dents succeed is to help them come up
with their own ideas and solutions. The
best way for me to do that is by listen-
ing. Most people trying to win others
to their way of thinking do too much
talking themselves. Let the students
talk. They know more about their
strengths or ideas than anyone. My role
is to ask questions and let them tell me
their story. At the beginning of each
conference, I ask “how do you feel
about this paper? What do you think is
strong about the paper? Where do you
think it needs a little work?” I may not
agree, but I won’t interrupt. This inter-
action helps to facilitate a productive
conference. They won’t pay attention
to me if they have ideas they are trying
to express and I intercede. I must listen
patiently with an open mind. Don’t we
have much more faith in ideas that we
come up with ourselves than the ones
that are handed to us? Isn’t it bad
judgement to try to ram opinions down
the throats of others? Look for the rea-
sons people think and act the way they
do. Ferret out those reasons, the key to
their thoughts and actions.

What is it that motivates people to
teach? I would dare say it is the work.
If the work is exciting and interesting,
people will look forward to doing the
job and doing it well. Everyone loves
the game, the chance for self expres-
sion. Being a tutor gives me the chance
to share my opinions and express my-
self. At the same time, it allows other
influences to take root in my opinions,
mind, and being. Everyone needs the
chance to prove worth, to excel, to
win. The desire for a feeling of impor-
tance is inherent in all of us. That is
my job as a tutor—to help students feel
important by helping them to succeed.
Throw down a challenge. William
James offers this advice: “Compared
with what we ought to be, we are only
half awake. We are making use of only
a small part of our physical and mental
resources. Stating the thing broadly,



The Writing Lab Newsletter

14

the human individual thus lives far
within his limits. He possesses powers
of various sorts which he habitually
fails to use.” That is my job. My job is
to help bring out abilities and qualities
in other people. It is not only a job, it is
a responsibility I have as a human be-
ing. I can think of no better or more

noble ambition than to help another
person to succeed.

As an tutor, I have the potential to
accomplish many things. How will I be
remembered? I have the opportunity to
make a difference. Interactions with
students may make an impact for-
ever—on me and on them. The lessons

I am learning will continue to influ-
ence me for the rest of my life. I would
propose that I am in an even greater
position for learning than the students
are. William Arthur Ward states, “The
only right time to look down on others
is when you are helping them up.”

Teletha Hathaway

Utah State University

Logan, UT

Different words, different worlds

The following events and characters
are real. In some cases they have
been exaggerated or taken out of
context for emphasis’ sake. All
speakers have been re-named to
protect the innocent and guilty.

I sat at the table waiting for my first
conference as a Rhetoric Associate. I
looked at the sign-up sheet for the thir-
teenth time. Tyler Robbins. It was now
nine minutes after two o’clock, and I
wondered if he would show up. Some-
one suddenly came around the corner
and looked my way. I figured it was
him.

“Are you Tyler?” I said as he came
closer and pulled out the chair to sit
down.

“Yes, I’m sorry I’m late. Look, I
know my paper isn’t good. It’s defi-
nitely a half hour job. You have to un-
derstand that my major is engineering,
and this class is my last priority.” He
rushed through this explanation like a
criminal waiting for a punishment.

“Well, I’m Rachel, and I have read
over your paper and made a few com-
ments. Now I would like to go over it
with you.” He had that look about him,
without even looking me in the eye,
which said he knew everything about
his paper and didn’t need my help, but
I continued anyway. “I was a little con-
fused in your first paragraph,” I began,
“These two sentences are contradictory
and cause the reader to wonder what
you are going to proo . . .”

“I did it that way,” he retorted, inter-
rupting my explanation, “because I

want to contrast the different tech-
niques used in the film.” Immediately I
could tell Tyler was uncomfortable. It
was because I had the information and
knowledge to help with his paper, and
he didn’t. According to Deborah
Tannen, in You Just Don’t Understand,
when men regard someone else as
higher up on the ladder by virtue of be-
ing more competent, they view this as
a message of incompetence (62). It
wasn’t that he was trying to tell me I
was wrong; it was only his way of in-
terpreting and reacting to my message.

Trying to narrow the gap between
all-knowledgeable tutor and incompe-
tent student, I continued, “That makes
more sense now that you say it that
way; make sure and add that idea to
your paper. I want you to read the first
paragraph out loud, and you tell me if
it sounds contradictory.” Trying to let
him see the problem and find the an-
swer independently, I gave him the lib-
erty of expertise.

“I see the problem,” he said after
reading the first three sentences. “I
contradict myself, so I need to add a
sentence which explains the contrast.”
He explained to me as if I were his stu-
dent. It had worked; if you give males
a feeling of independence and free-
dom, they will feel in charge and be
more likely to cooperate (31). Several
minutes and suggestions later, Tyler
backed up from the table and thanked
me graciously for all the help. Based
on his earlier reaction, I figured he
hadn’t seen me as useful; I was wrong.

Boy, I thought, watching Tyler walk
away, I’ve really changed. If I had

been a tutor eighteen months ago,
Tyler and I would have both left the
conference confused and annoyed. My,
how much time has taught me. My
thought took me back to my freshman
year in college.

“I can’t believe what a jerk he was,”
I said to my roommate as she flipped
over her grilled tuna sandwich. “All I
needed was a little help with my Span-
ish, and the jerk acted like he was my
Savior.”

“C’mon now Rach, don’t you think
you’re being a little extreme?” The
butter sizzled, as did my insides. Nikki
didn’t understand what the tutor had
done, nor was she trying to.

“I suppose,” I said half-heartedly,
“but he still made me feel like a first-
class idiot. He acted like he knew ev-
erything. All I needed to know was if I
did my assignment right, and he
rambled off in Spanish for twenty min-
utes about a bunch of grammar stuff
that I don’t even need to know. I’m
convinced he would’ve treated me dif-
ferently if I wasn’t a girl.”

“You’re on to something, I bet he liked
you and was trying to show off.” Nikki
said it with a smirk and proceeded to
plunge into her sandwich. She was
completely missing the point, and I
thought she of all people would
understand. I gave up hope when Nikki
picked up Cosmopolitan and continued
chomping her freshly grilled sandwich.

For tutors, understanding and modi-
fying our style and vocabulary to each
student is very important. As Muriel
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Harris explains, “As we talk or listen,
question or demonstrate, elicit re-
sponses or offer guidance, we depend
on the flow of conversation to carry
our meaning. But other messages are
being communicated in the words we
choose, in our actions, in our ges-
tures—even in what we do not do”
(72). When we realize we could be
communicating a world of wrong mes-
sages, we see the importance in under-
standing each other better. The most
basic way to start the understanding
process is to examine differences in
gender conversational styles. Once this
is understood, we can move toward im-
proving communication, relationships,
and education.

A petite girl timidly approached the
table. “Excuse me, are you the Rheto-
ric Associate?”

“Yes, my name is Rachel. Take a
seat. You must be Laura.”

“Yes,” she almost whispered but
looked me right in the eye.

“All right, it’s nice to meet you. First
of all, are there any questions or con-
cerns you had about your paper?”

“No, but I did have a hard time writ-
ing it.”

“Okay, let’s go over it and you can
ask questions as we go along. I’d like
you to read the first three sentences of
this paragraph.”

She read out loud, then looked at me
wanting to know what to do next. “Did
any of that sound confusing to you?” I
asked hoping she had realized the in-
consistency in verb agreement.

“Yea, I guess so.” By the look on her
face, I could tell she didn’t know what
was confusing, so I prodded further.

“How many people are you talking
about right here?” I pointed to a sen-
tence which claimed one person were
going to a film.

“One,” Laura said.

“So, if you have a singular subject,
the verb needs to agree. In this case,
was is the proper form to agree with
one person.”

“That makes sense.” She still didn’t
look like she understood, but she
agreed with me anyway. Eventually, as
the conference ended, she finally
caught on and walked away claiming
she would do everything I said. I was
shocked at the differences between
Laura’s and Tyler’s conferences. I
knew women were more likely to do
what is asked, and men resisted the
slightest hint that anyone, especially a
woman, would tell them what to do
(Tannen 31). My conferences revealed
this like an example from a textbook. I
started to think about why the confer-
ences had turned out so differently.
The contrast I saw reminded me of a
class I had taken on gender in folklore,
where we discussed the differences in
male and female behavior.

“Gender differences in conversation
exist, there is no getting around that.
Boys and girls, even if raised in the
same family, grow up in different
worlds of words. Our goal in this class
is to understand these differences more
fully so that we can communicate with
less frustration and more understand-
ing.” Doctor Couch, with zeal and
enthusiasm, explained the purpose and
logistics of the course. “Deborah
Tannen’s book You Just Don’t Under-
stand will be the main source of
discussion in this class. In my estima-
tion, she does a very good job of
establishing the differences in gender
conversational styles, without bashing
one or the other, and this is why I like
to have my classes read it.”

That night, I picked up Tannen’s book
eager to explore possible answers to all
my questions. Why do males and
females react so differently in certain
situations? Why do guys always act like
they know everything? Why do I, and
other girls, agree with people when we
really don’t understand the issue, just
for harmony’s sake?

Reading Tannen’s book helped me

realize that men and women really do
act differently. The differences weren’t
bad either, just aspects of our person-
alities that we can learn from. It was no
longer a matter of male arrogance. In
general, men weren’t arrogant. In most
cases, it was a stereotype women
designed because they couldn’t
understand men’s way of conversing.
Women weren’t the gossip queens
either; men based this judgment on the
fact that women like to talk about
others as a way of connecting.

Many educators recognize the need
to understand students from other cul-
tures; however, many overlook the
need to understand the differences in
gender. Harris states, “students brought
up in other cultures acquire habits, be-
havior patterns, perspectives, ways of
delivering information, and other cul-
tural filters that can affect writing in
ways we do not sufficiently attend to—
and indeed are in danger of ignor-
ing”(74). This is true and important;
however, many habits and patterns are
acquired specific to gender and need as
much attention as differences in cul-
ture. Just as we have dialects, or vari-
ants of a language according to geogra-
phy, we also have variants dependent
on gender. Tannen refers to these gen-
der differences in conversation as
“genderlects.”

Tannen points out, according to her
research, that females play down their
expertise and males tend to contribute
more in class. Males view life as a con-
test in which they are constantly tested
and must perform in order to avoid the
risk of failure (178-9). In a class of
16—four of whom were males—the
majority of the comments came from
the male students. Many of the women
did not contribute one comment during
the whole quarter. These are the type
of differences in gender that are often
overlooked and ignored. The female
students may not be gaining the most
from their education in this environ-
ment. Understanding gender character-
istics and genderlects will help us
achieve a more balanced education,
where both student and tutor can learn.
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Men, especially when given an au-
thoritative role, will speak to establish
status and independence. Many times
women view this as an intentionally ar-
rogant attitude, as I had. I, as well as
other women, could actually benefit by
integrating this into our behavior. We
could learn more by speaking and ask-
ing questions about what we know, in-
stead of playing down our expertise.
Men can also benefit by relating to oth-
ers’ troubles and suggestions and de-
pending on others more often, as
women are more likely to do. Tannen
simply states, “although each style is
valid on its own terms, misunderstand-
ings arise because the styles are differ-
ent. . . . Being able to understand why
our parents, friends, and even strangers
behave the way they do is a comfort,
even if we still don’t see things the
same way” (47-8). I didn’t have to like
the way Tyler reacted to me, but un-
derstanding him helped me give him
the proper advice for improving his pa-
per. To avoid misunderstanding and
stereotyping, as I have stubbornly done
in the past, we all need to seek toler-
ance and acceptance of other people’s
genderlect.

Gender differences in conversation, or
genderlects, are acquired because boys
and girls are raised in different worlds
of words. The reasons and reactions to
speaking and conversing are very differ-
ent for males and females. Women talk
to connect to each other. They thrive on
cohesion in a network of people’s lives.
They tend to agree with others more of-
ten than men because they want to
maintain a connection. Men view agree-
ing all the time as a threat to their inde-
pendence. They don’t like to be told
what to do or to be the one lacking in-
formation (Tannen 62). As we work
with students, we can make a lasting in-
fluence by recognizing and responding
to these differences.

By viewing each student as an indi-
vidual, with his or her own genderlect,
tutors can offer the maximum help pos-
sible. “Working individually with a stu-
dent permits us to become familiar with
that student’s weaknesses and strengths
and with the student’s uniqueness as a
writer and as a person (Harris 15). De-
pending on gender, environment, and
background, we have all acquired our
own strengths and weaknesses. Work-

ing through the strengths is the key to
teaching. Given the privilege to work
with students and their writing, our re-
sponsibility lies is working through
gender barriers in conversation and be-
havior in order to improve skills and
provide the best education.

As tutors or rhetoric associates, our
responses and style will vary depend-
ing on gender, personality, and circum-
stance. The different worlds in which
we have learned to speak, behave, and
react can be a hindrance in connecting
as student and tutor. On the other hand,
seeking understanding and connection
through these differences can provide
opportunities to learn, influence, and
teach at the maximum capacity.

Mariah Johnson

Utah State University

Logan, UT
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