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framework or set of categories. More specifically, the authors 
collaboratively read and coded 58 qualitative studies of writing 
center tutoring, including dissertations, book chapters, journal 
articles, and one conference paper. The authors only included 
studies that focused on college students, directly reported their 
data, and had clear methodology and research questions (8), 
allowing for comparisons and categorization across the entire 
range of studies. Certainly, evidence that the field has taken up 
North’s 1984 charge is provided by the fact 58 such studies were 
published between 1983 and 2006.

So what do Babcock and colleagues make of this body of work? 
Overall, their synthesis carries few surprises. In seven relatively 
brief chapters, we are told that the key features of tutorial inter-
action are the personal characteristics of tutor and writer, the 
external influences for both participants, the communication 
strategies that both tutor and writer use, the roles each partic-
ipant plays, the emotion and temperament of tutor and writer, 
and the ways that desired outcomes for both participants shape 
sessions. These features will strike anyone familiar with writing 
center work as, well, familiar. That they come from primary re-
search on writing centers is comforting in a way, telling us that 
our assumptions are perhaps not misaligned with reality. Addi-
tionally, seeing these features in total paints a broader picture 
of the writing tutorial than our assumptions sometimes offer, 
particularly when our practice might be driven by simple conti-
nua, for example, whether to be directive or non-directive or if 
we should focus on the writers or the writing. 

One might conclude, then, that A Synthesis might be used sim-
ilarly to Babcock and Thonus’s Researching the Writing Center,1 
with sections that point to the key studies to consult for a range 
of issues. For instance, readers interested in studies of “laugh-
ter” in the writing center will find one paragraph and reference 
to six studies on the topic. That section—under the larger cate-
gory of “Communication”—is typical for much of what appears 
in this book. It is driven by the authors’ categorization of com-
mon themes or topics in their data set and is presented as a 
series of very brief findings from each study. Here’s an example 
from that section: 

Ritter (2002) noticed a tutor introducing herself and then 
laughing, and concluded this “may have been an attempt 
to establish solidarity or even tone down the institutional 
nature of the W[riting] C[enter] T[utorial]” (p. 228). Haas 
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(1986) noted participants in her study approached the con-
ference in a playful way, enhancing their relationship. Bou-
dreaux (1998) found that laughter could signal rapport, and 
it could also be used to diffuse awkwardness, such when 
asking for a favor or asking personal information. Tutors and 
tutees in McClure’s (1990) study laughed when they were at 
ease or when they were especially pleased that they came 
up with a satisfactory solution to a problem. (48)

This pattern—identify the author and date (in APA citation for-
mat), offer usually one sentence to summarize that finding, move 
on to another author and finding—does make for a somewhat 
choppy reading experience. I found myself wanting to know 
more about those individual studies—their context, their meth-
ods, their nuance—so that I could make sense of these quick 
hits. But perhaps the intention here is just to give the reader 
a taste of these studies, to offer an invitation to find them and 
take them in as a whole. In that way, this book is well suited as 
a reference to the works it synthesizes, a kind of annotated bib-
liography of its sources, one that complements the Babcock and 
Thonus evidence-based analysis. Both of these fill an important 
need given that Murphy, Law, and Sherwood offered their anno-
tated bibliography of writing center studies in 1996.

What I found most insightful is the book’s final chapter. Once 
again, it is not necessarily filled with revelations as it attempts 
to build theory that governs writing center practice. The authors 
drawn on Lev Vygotsky, particularly his notion of “the zone of 
proximal development” or “the distance between the actual de-
velopment level as determined by independent problem solving 
and the level of potential development as determined through 
problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with 
more capable peers” (Vygotsky 86) as a controlling idea, even to 
the point of offering “Vygotskiation” as an alternative to “collab-
oration” as a descriptor (117).  Vygotsky’s work has been a foun-
dation of socio-cognitive approaches to understanding writing 
center work (and writing in general) for more than thirty years, 
going back at least to Kenneth Bruffee’s 1984 article “Collabo-
rative Learning and the ‘Conversation of Mankind’.” However, 
what Babcock and colleagues offer in this chapter is guidance 
on where we go from here. Rather than only dichomotized ap-
proaches—teacher versus tutor, non-directive versus directive, 
writer versus writing—the authors offer “points of departure” 
(116) for readers to embrace the nuances of writing center work
and resist simplistic notions of what might constitute “success”
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or “satisfaction.” Writing centers are complex teaching sites, 
ones in which relatively novice undergraduate tutors may be 
working with fellow undergraduate writers who often lack the 
language and experience to create a productive agenda or navi-
gate the rough terrain of teacher expectations, institutional con-
texts, and disciplinary discourse. Babcock, Manning, and Rogers 
assert that it is through research that we best understand these 
complexities, and, ultimately, ensure the success of writing cen-
ters as instructional sites. I am persuaded by that claim.”

1. This book was reviewed in WLN, 30.1-2 (2014): 10-13.
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As technology use in classrooms increases, writing center tutors 
are assisting students with a greater variety of assignments than 
ever before. In addition to the traditional term paper, tutors now 
help students construct arguments for blog posts, online discus-
sion boards, and even the occasional Facebook comment. Brevi-
ty is the order of the day in these venues, as students must often 
communicate their ideas in as little as 150 words. This charac-
teristic of online academic discourse reinforces a more general 
expectation of academic writing: namely, that one should ex-
press complex arguments as concisely and directly as the sub-
ject matter will allow. Many students find it difficult to write 
within these parameters and also maintain an authorial voice. 
In some cases, a thesis that turns on a well-wrought pun can be 
an effective rhetorical strategy, as puns convey complex ideas in 
exactly the economical fashion that academic discourse neces-
sitates. Puns provide a useful tool when constructing scholarly 
arguments; they allow students to formulate ideas that are both 
lively and lasting, as puns tend to stick in readers’ minds long 
after they have put an author’s words out of sight.  

Puns are typically thought to be antithetical to serious scholarly 
writing, but their potential usefulness, in combination with the 
evolving genres of academic discourse, brought me to this ques-
tion: Is there room for a writer’s words to be playful within a dis-
cipline, while still maintaining scholarly dignity? In what follows, 
I examine how tutors can help students determine what con-
stitutes “good pun usage” and explain some specific methods 
peer tutors can use to assist students in constructing punning 
critiques. More broadly, teaching students how to strategically 
use puns renders them well equipped to convey their ideas in a 
world increasingly based on technological communication.
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Now, one may pause here to ask: why should students use puns 
in papers? What are the benefits? My answer is that student 
writers, while concerned with maintaining the integrity of their 
academic writing, nevertheless wish to construct arguments that 
are intellectually provocative—and a skillfully crafted pun gives 
them a means to do just that. A pun enables writers to condense 
their ideas into an easily explainable shorthand, useful for many 
types of discourse. Psychologist Paul E. McGhee’s Handbook of 
Humor Research describes the well-wrought pun as one that 
offers “a simultaneous awareness of two meanings,” while lin-
guistics scholar Salvatore Attardo claims, in Linguistic Theories of 
Humor, that the best puns elicit a thought-provoking connection 
between the two concepts being punned upon (31; 150). From 
these definitions, we learn that a “good” pun allows a student 
writer to communicate a complicated, multifaceted argument 
in a memorable, comprehensive form. Packaging ideas in this 
pithy-yet-portable way allows writers to leave a lasting impres-
sion in the minds of their readers. Given their ability to convey 
complex arguments economically, puns are especially valuable 
rhetorical tools within online discourse, and are also useful in 
more traditional scholarly venues, such as papers—that is, when 
used with great discretion at appropriate times.

Evaluating a pun’s appropriateness and ascertaining audience 
expectations go hand-in-hand, and tutors must tread cautiously 
when discussing pun use in academic writing. Puns, while highly 
useful, are also highly risky, as not all instructors will respond 
positively to their use. Moreover, an instructor’s expectations 
may change depending on the assignment—that same thesis 
built upon a praise-worthy pun in a class blog post may be prob-
lematic when included in a formal term paper. For these rea-
sons, I have found that pun-oriented sessions are not appropri-
ate or helpful for novice writers who visit writing centers, as they 
typically lack the audience awareness to gauge whether or not 
their instructor will be receptive to humor. However, pun-ori-
ented sessions can be highly beneficial for experienced student 
writers who have a more finely honed audience awareness and 
are seeking advanced rhetorical strategies with which to build 
their arguments. I have worked with several such students who, 
having carefully considered audience expectations, decided that 
their instructors would respond positively to a pun-based argu-
ment. In the following two case studies, I use my tutoring expe-
rience with two advanced writers to describe how pun-oriented 
sessions operate on a practical level. 
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Pun-based critiques can be a highly effective rhetorical strate-
gy when used appropriately, and writing center tutors can help 
students adopt such a style. After a student and I have consid-
ered the instructor’s expectations and decided that puns are a 
suitable tool for the assignment at hand, I then define for my 
students what “good pun usage” entails. To do so, I point stu-
dents towards McGhee’s aforementioned definition of a well-
wrought pun as one which relates “a simultaneous awareness 
of two meanings” (31). I then guide students through the pro-
cess of coming up with puns and evaluating their usefulness 
based on McGhee’s definition. For example, I once worked with 
a student whose blog post related the emotional frustration 
one feels while reading Moby Dick to the theme of hunting for 
something unattainable. That helped the student structure her 
commentary around “wailing/whaling”—in both the reader’s 
literal and Melville’s literary contexts. The student used a single 
pun, “wailing,” to build an argument based upon a “simultane-
ous awareness of two meanings.” Given the class and nature of 
the assignment, this “wailing” argument is an example of a good 
pun, used appropriately. 

Another example of a successful pun-oriented session occurred 
with a student writing a biology paper about the relationship 
between a pregnant woman’s activities and their effects upon 
the child’s health. Within the essay prompt, the professor asked 
students to “write something interesting” that “doesn’t sound 
like a traditional lab report.” On the basis of this prompt, the 
student decided that puns would provide the extra element of 
interest her professor wanted. When I help students such as this 
one, I tell them to think of common sayings related to the topic 
at hand. Together, the student and I came up with a list of com-
mon phrases pertaining to the themes of healthcare and social 
advancement. Once we had made a list, I guided the student 
through evaluating the quality of each saying, and showed her 
that phrases which invoked McGhee’s “simultaneous awareness 
of two meanings”—in this case, words which dealt with her pa-
per’s two themes at once—would be the most useful for her 
argument. During this process, although my student discarded 
a cliché about “putting money where the mouth is,” she did lo-
cate two phrases which enhanced her thesis. Ultimately, her es-
say transformed into an analysis relating how mothers’ prenatal 
decisions give their children both a “leg up” in the world, and 
a way to “get ahead” in life. Her paper argued that pregnant 
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mothers who conscientiously adopted measures to enhance 
their unborn children’s health stimulated the life-long success of 
their offspring, as children exposed to such measures developed 
physically (a “leg up”) and intellectually (get “ahead”) more rap-
idly than their peers. 

These two case studies exemplify how puns can be useful in 
academic writing, whether in online venues or in traditional 
papers. In both examples, advanced student writers, having 
evaluated their instructors’ expectations, decided to build argu-
ments that turned on carefully constructed puns. From these 
students’ experiences we see that, when used cautiously and 
saved for just the right audience and assignment, puns can be 
an insight-providing addition to a written argument. As of late, 
there are many concerns as to whether or not a university edu-
cation truly prepares undergraduates for tasks they will face in 
the “real world.” Given that humorous news coverage abounds 
and that platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and blogs often 
necessitate students write short, snappy commentary if they 
wish to be heard, I believe that teaching punning to undergradu-
ates can equip them to write and argue in the “real world” of on-
line communication, a place which increasingly operates using 
comedic cultural currency. Teaching students how to formulate 
their ideas as memorable puns enables them to communicate 
effectively in a world that values sound bites that are provoca-
tive, pointed, and precise.

And now, to bring this discussion about the benefits of punning 
full circle: Is there a time and a place for playful prose within 
academic writing? In short, my answer is yes. Well-crafted wit-
ticisms can indeed contain well-built criticisms—and arguments 
formulated in this way have a portable potential to remain rel-
evant and extend beyond university walls. The ways in which 
students, especially Millennials, communicate and construct cri-
tiques are changing. Writing center tutors, as negotiating comic 
agents, are perhaps able to “humor” these changes best of all.

u     u     u     u     u
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Sitting in the writing center with my carefully crafted speech in 
hand, I dreaded my appointment. Three weeks earlier, my oral 
communications professor announced to the class that every 
single person would have to have their speech reviewed by the 
center if we wanted to make a grade above a zero—no excep-
tions. “This is so stupid,” I thought to myself, nervously tapping 
my foot. I had always been told that I was a good writer and had 
always made good grades; regardless, I had been forced to come 
to the place where people wouldn’t recognize that. In my mind, 
the writing center was remedial—the place where “the bad stu-
dents” get sent by disappointed professors, the place where the 
less-than-qualified frantically seek help from all-knowing tutors. 
My thoughts were interrupted by a smiling tutor who asked if I 
was ready. Reluctantly, I stood and followed him to the speech 
lab, a separate room in the University of Central Arkansas writ-
ing center designed for oral communications students to prac-
tice their speeches in private with their tutors. 

When I had finished delivering my speech, we collaborated to 
find ways to fix my weaknesses, and I left the session quite sur-
prised. The quality of my speech vastly improved and so did my 
attitude. I saw the good that could come from having a peer re-
view your work—no matter if you are a great writer or if you’re 
not so great. I knew at that moment that I wanted to be a part 
of the writing center and later applied for a position. Not only 
would I be aiding others on the path to self-discovery, but I, my-
self, would also benefit. I wanted to learn more about writing 
and become a better writer; through my session, I saw that one 
of the best ways to learn was through reading other people’s 
work and discussing ways to improve it. Seeing different styles 
of writing and hearing others’ opinions were essential to my 
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growth as a serious academic student. I wouldn’t be tutoring 
and writing this article today if some professor hadn’t forced me 
to go to the writing center. When handled well, mandatory visits 
can be a good thing. 

An all too common writing center policy stigmatizes required 
sessions and dictates that writing centers are most effective 
when students come in of their own accord so that they are 
actively engaged with their sessions. But what about the stu-
dents like me? Would I have ever gone to the writing center and 
eventually become a tutor had my professor had not required 
it? Probably not. There has even been evidence since the 1980s 
that required visits can be a good thing; for example, Irene Clark 
notes that many students are unlikely to visit the center with-
out teacher requirements (33). However, steering clear from 
mandatory sessions is the norm for most of the contemporary 
writing center community for numerous valid reasons. Students 
who are indifferent about their papers and especially those with 
little knowledge about the center could see the requirement as 
a sort of “detention” (North 79). This view creates feelings of re-
sentment causing writers to shut down. This resistance can lead 
to unproductive, one-sided collaboration and can cause the stu-
dents to end up leaving with the same misconceptions they had 
held before. Barbara Bell and Robert Stutts also note that the 
tutors leave these sessions feeling frustrated and downcast (6). 

Nonetheless, the benefits  of mandatory sessions could out-
weigh the cons. Requiring students to go to the writing center 
might help their papers and writing abilities and educate them  
about writing centers: what they are, how they work, and who 
they can help. Prior to my own appointment, I had a slew of mis-
conceptions about the center, and I know that many others still 
hold the same misconceptions. Sitting through a session, collab-
orating on, and improving their own work would teach students 
more about the center than any handout or tutor-turned-repre-
sentative-speaker in a classroom could. It could turn many skep-
tics into believers, hesitant strangers into comfortable regulars, 
and ill-informed rumors into positive testimonies.  

For as many horror stories as can be gleaned from mandatory 
sessions, just as many can be positive. The kind smile of a tutor 
can break down students’ feelings of resentment. The commit-
ted synergic workings between both the tutor and the writer 
can allow writers to leave with a better sense of how others per-
ceive their writing, a clearer direction to take with their present 
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piece, and techniques to keep in mind for future writing endeav-
ors. In Stutts’ research on requiring students to go to the writing 
center (as reported in an article written with Barbara Bell), he 
found that when students were asked at the end of the semester 
about their opinion of the center, many said they would go back 
on their own for other writing assignments (7). More recently, 
Barbara Gordan found that after their first initial mandatory visit 
at the writing center, students felt the center had helped them 
to improve their skills and make better grades (156-157). Gor-
dan also recommends that centers avoid discouraging mandato-
ry sessions (158). Cynthia Cochran also notes that a number of 
students who attended required sessions are, as she describes 
them, “frequent flyers” to the center. An appreciation for writ-
ing centers can clearly derive from these introductory required 
encounters. 

On the other hand, students may fall into the resentful category 
if they are made to go to the writing center without understand-
ing how it can help them. If students are initially unwilling or 
reluctant to participate in the sessions, a good way to get them 
to open up is to ask questions about what they have written. 
Having them explain their work in their own words can help 
them be more receptive and willing to partake in a collabora-
tive writing experience. Another way to help those who are ap-
prehensive about the center is to incorporate warranted praise 
into the session; hearing praise was one of the most surprising 
aspects of my first encounter. Most students may fear that their 
paper is going to be criticized. A tutor’s genuine interest in the 
student’s work can be another vital component of turning skep-
tics into believers. When students see that the tutor is involved 
with their topic, they are likely to feel pride in what they have 
done and be more inclined to contribute to the session.    

Nevertheless, even if the students are on board, another ob-
stacle stands in the way of this method of writing center edu-
cation—the instructors. In order for students to be introduced 
to the idea of visiting the center, their instructors have to avoid 
any misconceptions of their own. They have to truly understand 
and support writing center philosophy or run the risk of perpet-
uating negative myths about the writing center. Instead of solely 
mentioning the center as a bolded side note on grading rubrics, 
instructors should explain how the center works and the bene-
fits that can be drawn from peer review. Taking the students to 
an orientation at the center or having a tutor from the center 
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come in and talk about sessions can also break down the mis-
conceptions. If my professor would have done these things for 
me, instead of throwing me in the dark, I would have felt less 
apprehensive about the center. 

As we all know, educating the university population is a chal-
lenge that writing centers everywhere face. With enthusiastic, 
well-meaning professors requiring their students to schedule 
a tutoring session, the fog of delusion surrounding the writing 
center may finally be lifted. Like a baby bird being pushed from 
the nest in order to learn how to fly, some students need that 
first nudge to make leaps and bounds in understanding the cen-
ter and improving their writing. Sometimes students will never 
truly learn the good that can come from writing center sessions 
until they experience a tutorial first-hand. Once students actual-
ly work side-by-side with a peer, many will realize the beauty of 
the writing center and become avid supporters, much like I did. 
All it can take is that first step, that first nudge, into the unknown 
to discover something wonderful.   

u     u     u     u     u
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Announcements
INTERNATIONAL WRITING CENTERS ASSOCIATION
Oct. 14-16, 2016
Denver, CO
“Writing Center Frontiers”
Keynote: Paula Gillespie

For further information, please contact John Nordlof, the conference 
chair: <jnordlof@eastern.edu>; <610-341-1453>. For conference infor-
mation and registration, see the conference website: <writingcenters.
org/2016/01/call-for-program-proposals-for-iwca-denver-2016-writing-
center-frontiers>.

NEBRASKA WRITING CENTER CONSORTIUM 
Sept. 25, 2016
Hastings, NE
Hosted by Central Community College, Hastings
“Exploring New Frontiers in Writing Centers” 

The NWCC meeting is a prime opportunity to practice and refine presen-
tations for upcoming national and regional writing center conferences. 
Direct any questions about registration, proposals, or the meeting to 
Danielle Helzer <daniellehelzer@cccneb.edu>. The conference website is 
<nebwritingcenters.org/>.

Proposals are due by July 1; send proposals via email (as Word or pdf. 
files) to <daniellehelzer@cccneb.edu> with the subject line “2016 NWCC 
Proposal.” Include names and contact information for all panel members.

WcORD of the Day
Once a day, the “Writing Center WcORD of the Day” Facebook 
page posts interesting finds from WcORD (the Writing Center 
Online Research Database). <facebook.com/WcORDoftheday>.

Share your finds! Send an email to Patrick Hargon at 
<hargonp2@unk.edu> with URLs for online writing center re-
sources you have or know about. 

Your help is needed to build a useful site for all of us. 

WLN
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Conference Calendar
May 26-27, 2016: Canadian Writing Centers Association, in 
Calgary, AB, Canada
Contact: Lucie Moussu: <moussu@ualberta.ca>; conference 
website: <is.gd/bBo1xK>.

July 8-10, 2016: European Writing Centers Association, in Lodz, 
Poland
Contact: Łukasz Salski: <lpsalski@uni.lodz.pl>.

Sept. 24, 2016: Nebraska Writing Center Consortium, in 
Hastings, NE
Contact: Danielle Helzer:<daniellehelzer@cccneb.edu>: confer-
ence website: <nebwritingcenters.org/>.

October 14-16, 2016: International Writing Centers Association, 
in Denver, CO
Contact: John Nordloff: <jnordlof@eastern.edu>; conference 
website: <writingcenters.org/2016/01/call-for-program-
proposals-for-iwca-denver-2016-writing-center-frontiers>. 

November 4-6, 2016: National Conference on Peer Tutoring in 
Writing, in Tacoma, WA
Contact: Julie Christoph: <ncptw2016@pugetsound.edu>; con-
ference website: <www.pugetsound.edu/ncptw2016>.
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