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WLN

Editor’s Note
Ted Roggenbuck

TED ROGGENBUCK

This issue offers examples of wri�ng center professionals
a�emp�ng to examine mul�ple aspects of our work.
Though what each author examines and their methods and
even degrees of success vary, each exemplifies the impor-
tance of inquiry and reflec�on to our prac�ce.

First, Lucie Moussu offers a compelling narra�ve of her
efforts to record, transcribe, and study some of the impor-
tant communica�on that goes beyond wri�ng as well as
how tutors cope with some of the emo�onal work that oc-
curs within tutorials. She describes her mistakes and setbacks as
well as what she gained from her a�empt. During the COVID pan-
demic, many of us have experienced setbacks or feelings of failure
at new levels (I know I have). SoMoussu’s frank accoun�ng of what
a messy project can feel like and how to recover from mul�ple set-
backs seems par�cularly valuable at this �me. As she argues, we
have ample published examples of our successful projects but few
examples of projects that haven’t gone so well, althoughmost of us
have experienced those also, and we can learn from both.

Kimberly Peck presents her center’s collabora�on with students
working on “Project-Based Learning” as class assignments, for
which aspects of her center were the subject studied by two co-
horts of students. Not only did her center benefit from sugges�ons
students offered through those projects, but also the students in-
volved in the projects became more familiar with the work of her
center, raising her center’s profile on campus.

Bonnie Devet describes the results of her na�onal survey exploring
peer undergraduates’ experiences when their classmates learn that
they work as wri�ng tutors. She offers several examples of the
pressures peer tutors face from their classmates and the tutors’ re-
sponses to those pressures.

Finally, in our Tutors’ Column, Kai Youngren describes how he ap-
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plies the late psychologist Albert Bandura’s theory of self-efficacy
within wri�ng tutorials. He offers a strategy for helping writers con-
nect their current wri�ng situa�on to non-wri�ng experiences and
guiding them to apply what they’ve learned from those experi-
ences to their current rhetorical situa�on.

One note from the editorial team is thatWLN is changing how we
number our issues going forward. This is the first of four issues for
the current volume. As usual, all previous volumes are available as
open access on the journal’s website.

GET INVOLVED WITH WLN
Interested in serving as a reviewer? Contact Karen Gabrielle
Johnson (KGJohnson@ship.edu), Ted Roggenbuck (troggen-
b@bloomu.edu), Lee Ann Glowzenski (laglowzenski@gmail.
com), and Julia Bleakney (jbleakney@elon.edu).

Interested in contribu�ng news, announcements, or accounts
of work in your wri�ng center to the blog (photos wel-
comed)? Contact Anna Sophia Habib (ahabib@gmu.edu).

Interested in guest edi�ng a special issue on a topic of your
choice? Contact Muriel Harris (harrism@purdue.edu).

Interested in wri�ng an ar�cle or Tutors' Column to submit to
WLN? Check the guidelines on the website: (wlnjournal.org/
submit.php).
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ANNA SOPHIA HABIB

ESTHER NAMUBIRU

WEIJIA LI

Blog Editors’ Note
Anna Sophia Habib, Esther Namubiru, and Weijia Li

We're back from a fairly res�ul summer, and we’ve got
some exci�ng news! Please welcome Graham Stowe, from
Canisius College (NY). Graham is con�nuing "Dear CWCAB"
that Stacia Moroski-Rigney started in March 2022. We’ve
thoroughly enjoyed working with Stacia and are excited
about her next big projects. We're looking forward to our
new collabora�on with Graham. Stay tuned for Graham's
"Dear CWCAB" column on the blog and its new audio adap-
ta�on released on Slow Agency. By the way, have you sub-
scribed to the Slow Agency podcast? You would enjoy lis-
tening to the interviews we’ve lined up with WLN journal
authors and other colleagues from around the world. Sub-
scribe wherever you get your podcasts.

We would love to hear from you too! Please submit a piece
or pitch an idea to wri�nglabnewsle�erblog@gmail.com.
To see our submission guidelines, visit: h�ps://www.wl-
njournal.org/blog/submission-guidelines/
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In 2020, for the first �me since I became wri�ng centre di-
rector, I challenged myself to do something that I hoped
would have a significant impact on the field of wri�ng cen-
tres; at first, I was very excited, and then I hit a wall, well,
many walls really, at considerable speed, and each one hurt
a lot. Fortunately, reflec�ons, feedback, discussions, and
crea�ve thinking can give data new life—an important les-
son young or unconfident researchers should remember. I
want to share how much I learned through the mental, fi-
nancial, and technical ups and downs of this project to

demonstrate that a messy research process is normal and not the
end of the world. The purpose of this ar�cle is therefore not to fill
a gap in the scholarship but to illustrate the importance of provid-
ing support to inexperienced or struggling wri�ng centre scholars,
and to demonstrate that with a bit of perseverance, failed research
projects can take on new (and exci�ng) life.

AMBITIOUS GOALS OF THE PROJECT
Truth be told, I am an unconfident researcher—I prefer to teach,
and a�er having conducted some quan�ta�ve research in the field
of TESOL for my PhD, I never believed I had the authority to say any-
thing significant to the wri�ng centre community. So, when I was
inspired by an IWCA conference presenta�on to undertake a re-
search project, I unexpectedly found myself believing that maybe I
could have a significant impact on the field a�er all. The presenta-
�on I a�ended was on how to support students with mental and
physical disabili�es. As I was listening to the speaker, I remembered
some of the unusual events that have taken place in the wri�ng
centres I have directed. I decided I wanted to go beyond rigid cate-
goriza�ons of “disability” and “mental illness” to look at everything
difficult or even trauma�c that student writers bring to the wri�ng
centre: depression, racism, homophobia, failing grades, break-ups,
homesickness, sexism, stories of abuse, social anxiety, and more.
Wri�ng does not happen in a vacuum and all these non-wri�ng-re-

The Ul�mate Guide to Poorly
Designed Research Projects

Lucie Moussu
University of Alberta
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lated “life events,” as I call them, impact not only the students who
experience them, but also the tutors.

Although tutors are trained to respond to most common issues that
may come up during their tutorials (e.g., stressed students), they
may not know how to respond to more complex situa�ons ad-
dressed in student papers or men�oned by the writers themselves
(e.g., mental illness or abuse). Also, tutors might not know how to
handle the poten�al impact these difficult student stories might
have on their own mental states. A few studies have been con-
ducted on student writers with special needs (e.g., Babcock and
Daniels; Pemberton), and some scholars have made concrete sug-
ges�ons on how to support students with learning and physical dis-
abili�es (e.g., Murray; Stark and Wilson). But very few studies have
inves�gated the impact non-wri�ng-related life events have on
wri�ng centre tutorials, and I could not find any studies inves�-
ga�ng the impact of students’ recounted life events on the tutors
themselves. I thus decided to inves�gate 1) what kinds of non-
wri�ng-related issues come up during tutorials; 2) how tutors re-
spond to these issues during the tutorials; and 3) how tutors deal
with difficult informa�on and emo�ons a�er the tutorials. I also
wanted to analyze if students’ first language influenced their discus-
sions of different issues. Ul�mately, I wanted to 1) make our wri�ng
centre more inclusive and useful to as many students as possible;
2) prepare tutors to deal with difficult tutorials while s�ll providing
outstanding wri�ng support; and 3) build on support systems that
already existed within the university to provide resources to tutors
who experienced disquie�ng or trauma�c tutorials. Of course,
more experienced researchers will already at this point have iden-
�fied one of my major problems, which was trying to do too much.
But I had to crash into a few walls before reaching that conclusion.

THE FIRST WALLS I HIT
To understand my research topic well, I started reading in Disability
Studies. Because I walk with crutches, you could logically assume
that I some�mes think about that par�cular aspect of my life. But
when I started reading Rebecca Babcock and Sharifa Daniels’
Wri�ng Centers and Disability, I fell into an abyss of emo�ons and
ques�ons I had unknowingly ignored un�l that moment. In fact, I
felt so deeply hurt by the discrimina�on experienced by some
wri�ng centre directors with disabili�es that I had to stop reading
the book for a few months to examine every aspect of my profes-
sional life from the perspec�ve of my own disability—something I
had never done before. I almost stopped the study because of this
strong emo�onal reac�on.
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Thinking about my distress, months later, I realized that this book
forced me to face years of discrimina�on I had unconsciously cho-
sen to ignore. Also, my work with students and tutors in the wri�ng
centre had always brought me incredible joy, and early literature
always talked about “wri�ng centre space” as a “safe place” (Har-
ris), so it seemed unimaginable that such pain, struggle, and dis-
crimina�on could in fact be happening in wri�ng centres. To clear
my head, I started looking for literature on student life, a topic I had
never researched before. Thanks to the help of our Associate Dean
of Student Life and the resources he suggested, I learned that a sig-
nificant number of post-secondary students experience one or
more difficul�es personally, physically, and/or mentally (e.g., Baker
et al.). As noted above, these “life events” can have an impact not
only on the students’ ability to write, but also on their behaviour
during wri�ng centre tutorials and on the emo�ons their tutors
may experience during and a�er these tutorials.

However, I quickly realized that two or three ar�cles were not
enough to understand the complexity of university students’ lives
and challenges. My lack of knowledge of relevant keywords and re-
sources, as well as the patchy informa�on I found on the Canadian
post-secondary context, resulted in a complete inves�ga�ve fiasco.
Like a novice researcher, I had underes�mated the exper�se of Stu-
dent Life professionals. Ironically, I am o�en angered by people
who think tutoring in wri�ng centres requires exper�se only in
grammar and punctua�on; yet I was doing the exact same thing
with a complex and mul�faceted discipline that requires years of
study and research before it can be fully understood.

A FEW MORE BUMPS IN THE ROAD
I received Research Ethics Board approval on January 8, 2019.
Then, from January 14 to April 5, 2019, I audio-recorded 251
wri�ng centre tutorials. The plan was to have these recordings tran-
scribed professionally, following the transcrip�on sugges�ons of
Magdalena Gilewicz and Terese Thonus. While tutorials were
recorded, I started reading about discourse analysis (e.g., Mack-
iewicz). I wanted to find recurring men�ons of different life events
(e.g., mental illness, culture shock, discrimina�on) in the tran-
scripts and study their impact on tutorials. Then, with the help of a
psychologist, I wanted to evaluate the results of my discourse anal-
ysis to propose improved tutor educa�on strategies, best prac�ces
to support students, and strategies to respond to the impact of
trauma�c tutorials on tutors.

Unfortunately, when I listened to some of the recordings, I realized
that they had not captured what I was hoping to capture. I was ex-
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pec�ng students to openly discuss personal issues with their tutors,
the way they o�en do. However, because the tutorials were being
recorded, both tutors and students seemed to make every effort
possible to stay focused on wri�ng issues. A few �mes in the
recordings, I even heard students say, for example, “could we
please pause the recording? I’d like to talk to you about my prob-
lems with this prof.” The tutor then paused the recording and
restarted it a few minutes later. In addi�on, despite the good-qual-
ity audio recording device I had bought, the so� voices or strong
accents of certain par�cipants prevented some recordings from be-
ing fully transcribed.

The next serious issue I encountered was the cost of transcrip�ons.
While friends and Google searches suggested plenty of transcrip-
�on tools, I knew that if I wanted reliable transcrip�ons, I had to
hire a professional transcriber who was familiar with the field of
Wri�ng Studies and comfortable with accents. Unfortunately, I had
not realized that professional transcribers are very costly and can
take hours to transcribe just a few minutes of conversa�on. I was
thus able to pay for only 38 transcrip�ons out of the (randomly-se-
lected) 251 recordings I had collected before my research money
ran out.

I read several ar�cles about different types of transcrip�ons and
choices that can bemadewhen transcribing wri�ng centre tutorials
(e.g., Gilewicz and Thonus). S�ll, a�er learning about the different
uses for and ethics of transcrip�on work (e.g., Bucholtz; Oliver et
al.; Henderson), I realized my discourse analysis was also going to
fail; indeed, the more detailed transcrip�ons are, the more difficult
they are to read and analyze. Also, detailed transcrip�ons take
more �me and are therefore more expensive. So, because my tran-
scrip�ons needed to be done rela�vely quickly and be easily read-
able, they could not indicate details such as tonal changes, hesita-
�ons, repairs, fillers, emphases, speed of speech, accents, or tone
of voice. An example of why this lack of informa�on was problem-
a�c is that the rudimentary indica�on of “hesita�on” on a tran-
script could be interpreted variously as uncertainty, fear, shyness,
unwillingness to speak, or lack of knowledge. Similarly, when a stu-
dent was “laughing,” the transcrip�on could not indicate what kind
of laugh that was—a nervous laugh? A sad laugh? A happy laugh?

I realized—too late—that every choice the transcriber made, every
word they wrote (or didn’t write) in their transcripts, would affect
the data I was going to analyze and therefore the results. I did not
want the transcriber to become an “interpreter” of students’ and
tutors’ voices (even though I now realize that this is precisely and
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inevitably what all transcribers do), and I refused to allow myself to
assign poten�ally incorrect meaning to what I was reading in the
transcripts. Looking back, I am not sure why I felt so strongly
against this interpreta�on and “appropria�on” process of the
speakers’ voices and meaning—maybe it stemmed from the fact
that as a non-na�ve speaker of English and disabled person, I am
constantly afraid for my words to be misinterpreted or for my voice
not to be heard. Whatever the case, I was unable to adequately un-
derstand and analyze the states of mind of the recorded students
and tutors, even when personal stories were shared. These tran-
scrip�ons and discourse analysis methods proved ill-advised, and I
felt at a loss.

THE RECONSTRUCTION PROCESS
This messy and painful research debacle took eight months. A�er
everything had fallen apart, I was le� with one ques�on: What
should I do now? I had 251 tutorial recordings, 38 semi-decent
transcripts, a discouraged mind, and a broken heart. I told myself
that I was lucky to have so many recordings, and that there had to
be something I could do with them. It seemed like a big waste of
�me, energy, and resources, not to men�on a waste of the par�ci-
pants’ willingness to contribute to wri�ng centre scholarship, to
not use these recordings.

When I was facing challenges or discouragement wri�ng my PhD
disserta�on, my father always told me, “Imagine that you are doing
a conference presenta�on about your current problem: Howwould
you present the problem and what ques�ons would you ask?”
Fi�een years later, I remembered my father’s advice, and I pre-
sentedmy “problem” at two conferences. Instead of sharing the ex-
ci�ng research findings I was hoping to present, I talked about my
struggles and failures and my u�er loss of faith in my research ca-
pabili�es. At the end, I asked the audience for sugges�ons and
feedback. While I did receive several interes�ng sugges�ons, what
struck me the most were the stories of research failures and chal-
lenges that audience members—even experienced wri�ng centre
scholars—shared with me. I was also surprised to learn that many
wri�ng centre administrators and tutors were hoping I would even-
tually find ways to answer my ini�al research ques�ons.

My father was right: talking about my struggles at these confer-
ences made me realize that 1) even if my research project had
failed, I did have a voice and a place in our field; 2) research can be
challenging for everyone, at any stage of the research process and
at any stage in one’s professional career; and 3) thinking crea�vely
could allow me to use my data for other research purposes. For ex-
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ample, while reading some tutorial transcripts, I remembered Di-
anna Bell and Sara Elledge’s study, which inves�gated, by analyzing
turn-taking and �me-at-talk, whether tutors or students dominated
wri�ng centre tutorials. Indeed, I no�ced that my tutors o�en
talked more than non-na�ve writers of English. That might be an
interes�ng topic to start inves�ga�ng with my exis�ng data.

I also realized that I could look at my data from a different angle and
s�ll try to answermy ini�al research ques�ons. For example, I could
select moments in the transcripts when students almost started
talking about personal topics and organize focus group discussions
with tutors and writers to talk about what might have been dis-
cussed in these typical non-wri�ng-related interac�ons. In addi�on,
I had discovered new areas of interest—transcrip�on studies and
disability studies—and my curiosity was piqued. This is why I
started, with a friend (as collabora�on is a safer avenue for inexpe-
rienced or wary researchers), a small research project called Acces-
sibility and Inclusivity Barriers in Wri�ng Center Conferences.

I know, now, that I must read a lot more about many subjects and
talk with experts in these areas before blindly embarking on re-
search projects. I could also learn more about the affec�ve nature
of research and topics that are “too close to home” by reading Out
in the Center: Public Controversies and Private Struggles, by Harry
Denny and Robert Mundy, for example. And finally, in mulling over
my research difficul�es, I found myself dra�ing this piece in order
to think them through, more fully understand them, and possibly
help others avoid them in future.

GRIT IS STICKING WITH YOUR FUTURE, DAY�IN, DAY�OUT¹
So, why did this research project crash and burn so spectacularly,
even though this was not my first research project? Maybe because
this was my first qualita�ve research endeavor. But most impor-
tantly, my lack of faith in my research abili�es, coupled with beliefs
that “everyone else” does research easily and publishes perfect
academic ar�cles effortlessly, put too much pressure onme. My ex-
pecta�ons were so high that I tried to answer too many ques�ons,
started collec�ng data without planning my project carefully, and
did not take the �me to learn the many skills I needed to be suc-
cessful. Yes, exploring new areas of research and being enthusias�c
is important, but with a more reasonable plan of ac�on, I could
have avoided some complexity-related failures while s�ll making
room for discovery and growth.

At the same �me, although my research failures seemed like a
waste of �me and money and the cause of a lot of heartache, they
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provided me with valuable learning experiences (Rickly and Cargile
Cook)—and that is really important for junior and struggling re-
searchers to remember. These failures allowed me to learn about
new tools, to meet great people, to discover that research is o�en
complex andmessy, to become aware of my unreasonable expecta-
�ons, and to find inspira�on for future projects. I am now aware
that my own “life events” can both posi�vely and nega�vely impact
my assump�ons and research inclina�ons. And I also know that as
long as I am s�ll asking important ques�ons, speaking with inter-
ested and interes�ng people in the field, spending the necessary
�me to learn new skills, and thinking crea�vely, my project won’t
die.

In the end, I want to be a be�er wri�ng centre director and an im-
pac�ul contributor to our scholarship (at least in a small way), so I
should never let a few crashes into walls and bumps in the road
stop me. Indeed, failure will always be emo�onally charged but
should not be seen as fatal, as it will o�en afford new knowledge,
open new paths, and provide new opportuni�es—even if not the
expected ones.

NOTES
1. From Angela Duckworth’s Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance.

Scribner, 2016.
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Wri�ng centers have long enthusias�cally embraced stu-
dent par�cipa�on in inquiry and research on wri�ng cen-
ters, championing this opportunity for project-based learn-
ing (PBL). The Buck Ins�tute defines PBL as learning
experiences in which “[s]tudents work on a project over an
extended period of �me—from a week up to a semester—
that engages them in solving a real-world problem or an-
swering a complex ques�on. They demonstrate their
knowledge and skills by crea�ng a public product or pre-
senta�on for a real audience” (“What is PBL”). This defini-

�on aligns well with how Lauren Fitzgerald and Melissa Iane�a de-
fine wri�ng center research: “method-based, systema�c inquiry
that generates new knowledge for both the researcher and the
work’s audience” (7). Discussions of PBL and undergraduate re-
search in wri�ng centers generally focus on work done by tutors
(DelliCarpini and Crimmins; Fitzgerald). Tutors provide important
insights, both for the field and for the individual wri�ng centers
where they work, but what about the perspec�ves of students not
already embedded in our communi�es? In this ar�cle, I discuss
how wri�ng centers might extend their prac�ce of embracing PBL
through partnerships with courses across the curriculum. This form
of PBL allows wri�ng centers to improve and adver�se at the same
�me, partnering with the students they hope will use the wri�ng
center and asking them to propose solu�ons to the center's real-
world problems.

MY EXPERIENCE WITH PBL PARTNERSHIPS
For several years, York College of Pennsylvania, a private four-year
college, has embraced PBL, exploring ways to infuse this "high-im-
pact prac�ce" (“Transforming Higher Educa�on”) throughout the
curriculum. O�en, professors and instructors new to PBL or those
working with underclassmen seek campus clients to partner with
for these experiences instead of community partners as a lower-
stakes introduc�on to this kind of work. I was excited to serve as

Asking Students for Solu�ons: The
Wri�ng Center as Client in Project-Based
Learning Partnerships

Kimberly Fahle Peck
York College of Pennsylvania

WLN
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one of these campus clients because I saw the project as mutually
beneficial; the students would gain prac�ce in problem solving and
composing for authen�c audiences, and I would get student help in
addressing problems and complex ques�ons in the wri�ng center. I
also saw it as a marke�ng opportunity for students to learn more
about the wri�ng center.

PBL with First-Year Students
In fall 2019, I was asked to par�cipate in a pilot to embed PBL into
first-year seminar (FYS) courses by serving as a client for introduc-
tory-level projects. I was assigned to two different FYS courses. At
my ins�tu�on, FYS courses are one-semester, themed courses (on
topics as diverse as animal rights, women in sports, and the con-
s�tu�on) that introduce students to the kinds of thinking, reading,
and wri�ng expected of college students. In one sec�on of FYS,
Class A, which focused on the concept of belonging, the wri�ng
center was the specific client for the class, and as one project for
the course, students were tasked with developing proposals to
meet a need or challenge facing the wri�ng center. In the other sec-
�on of FYS, Class B, which was a special sec�on focusing on aca-
demic success for underprepared students, I was one of two col-
lege representa�ves (the Director of Academic Advising was the
other) who provided informa�on and evaluated students’ propos-
als for a project that answered the ques�on: What is our college
missing?

Not only were the foci of the projects different, the process and my
involvement in the projects were different as well. The two instruc-
tors and I were all new to PBL, so I invited the instructors to deter-
mine how and in what way I would be involved in the process. In
Class A, where the wri�ng center was the sole client, a tutor and I
were invited to give a brief presenta�on to the class about the
wri�ng center, specifically no�ng our concerns about lack of stu-
dent knowledge about the center. Then, in teams of three or four,
students conducted research and produced a formal proposal
based on a template that the instructor and I developed collabora-
�vely. In their proposals, students were asked to iden�fy a prob-
lem, offer a solu�on, and discuss poten�al obstacles or challenges
to enact their proposal. The instructor sent me each team’s final
proposal at the end of the semester.

In Class B, the director of Academic Advising and I a�ended a stu-
dent-led ques�on session where students in the class asked us a
variety of ques�ons about college life at our ins�tu�on to deter-
mine what was missing at our college that would be beneficial for
our students. Teams of three to four students then developed
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projects around the topics of either student life or academic sup-
port. Teamsworking on projects related to academic support set up
consulta�ons with me to pitch ideas for proposals and get feedback
on their ini�al ideas. I was then invited to a�end formal presenta-
�ons from the teams at the end of the semester.

The projects from both classes offered exci�ng ideas for our wri�ng
center to consider. Class A offered recommenda�ons to increase
knowledge about the wri�ng center on campus. For example, one
team focused on crea�ng a social media marke�ng plan; another
team shared ideas for informa�onal videos the wri�ng center could
create; another submi�ed a proposal for the crea�on of a wri�ng
center site or module with asynchronous informa�on and re-
sources that could be accessed on our campus learning manage-
ment system, Canvas. Two teams from Class B worked on proposals
related to the wri�ng center. In response to the ques�on “What is
our collegemissing?” one group put forth a proposal for the wri�ng
center to include tutoring support for presenta�ons and public
speaking. The other team proposed that the wri�ng center incor-
porate an online chat or quick ques�ons service as an addi�onal
support service we could provide writers. Some of these ideas we
have already moved to incorporate while others we are s�ll consid-
ering and researching. We have been able to use the social media
plan from one team as part of our social media strategy and have
created a Canvas site for the wri�ng center. We are working with
partners in the Communica�ons and Wri�ng department to de-
velop plans for growing our support for oral communica�on and
are researching possible tools for an online chat service. Essen�ally,
we have been able to move on ideas for which we already had the
tools and infrastructure to enact, but for other projects that require
more resources, the proposals are serving as star�ng places for fu-
ture considera�on.

PBL in Disciplinary Courses
In spring 2020, the instructor of a Scien�fic and Technical Commu-
nica�on (STC) course approached me, looking for a client for PBL
experiences in her courses. The PBL projects for the STC courses
were more focused and more advanced than those from the FYS
sec�ons; these students specifically conducted usability research
projects on our appointment system and processes for the wri�ng
center. In support of usability research in wri�ng centers, Stuart
Blythe claims, “Not only do usability research methods make users
equal partners in a dialogic act rather than the subordinated com-
ponent of a larger technology, the inclusion of end users into the
design process can give them a significant voice, thereby allowing
their needs to be represented more fully” (111-12). Blythe points
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out the value of having end users par�cipate in usability tes�ng so
administrators can make adjustments that be�er support these
users. In our case, partnering with students in usability projects
brought them in as student-partners who were not just representa-
�ve possible end users of the technology and systems of the wri�ng
center, but ac�ve par�cipants in the usability research itself. These
student-partners were integral to the data collec�on process and
provided solu�ons developed from their own analysis. Thus, these
student-partners gained valuable experience collec�ng data and
crea�ng data-supported proposals, and the wri�ng center received
useful ideas to improve the usability of our services.

Students in two sec�ons of this instructor’s STC course partnered
with me on a project specifically focusing on the usability of WCOn-
line, the system our center uses for appointments. I met virtually
with the STC students, sharing my desire to determine how stu-
dents broadly a�empt to connect to tutors, whether students un-
derstand the types of tutoring appointments available, and
whether they are able to easily navigate the system to make ap-
pointments, something that became increasingly important during
the transi�on to remote learning due to COVID-19.

Since our campus usesWCOnline for wri�ng tutoring, subject tutor-
ing, and academic coaching, the STC sec�ons determined five task
scenarios to observe as part of their usability tests: 1) make an ap-
pointment with an academic coach, 2) cancel that appointment, 3)
make an appointment with an online wri�ng tutor, 4) cancel that
appointment, and 5) find a drop-in session for organic chemistry.
The students in STC recruited students from our ins�tu�on who
had never made an appointment with a tutor or academic coach.
With an ins�tu�onal grant suppor�ng PBL projects, the instructor
was able to offer $5 gi� cards as par�cipa�on incen�ves. The stu-
dents in the course observed the par�cipants, via Zoom, con-
duc�ng the five tasks.

A�er students completed these observa�ons, I received a usability
report compiled by both sec�ons of the course as well as wri�en
reports or video presenta�ons from individual teams consis�ng of
three to four students, each making recommenda�ons for ac�ons
the wri�ng center could take to be�er address the usability of
WCOnline. In this round of usability projects, some key themes and
recommenda�ons were to have a prominent color-coded key
within WCOnline to help students understand how to use the sys-
tem, to embed links, and to include direc�ons for making appoint-
ments into Canvas. Addi�onally they recommended we rebrand
WCOnline to be�er encapsulate what it is and how it is used by our
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ins�tu�on, renaming it Spartan Learning Services, so it did not
seem like it was just for wri�ng center appointments. All of these
recommenda�ons were implemented by fall of 2020.

I partnered with the same faculty member and her three sec�ons
of STC in fall 2020 to conduct two follow-up usability studies. The
first repeated the task observa�on protocols of using WCOnline
a�er the wri�ng center had made modifica�ons based on the rec-
ommenda�ons from the spring 2020 proposals. The second project
focused on the new Canvas site we developed for the wri�ng cen-
ter based in part on a proposal from the FYS PBL project described
above. This site was launched in fall 2020 as what is called a “public
Canvas course,” which means that students are not automa�cally
enrolled in it as they are for Canvas sites for their academic courses,
but can instead enroll themselves at any �me to access the materi-
als and resources within. I shared with the STC students that I
wanted to explore whether students were able to easily access and
navigate this site to find resources they might need. Due to an�ci-
pated pandemic-related challenges for par�cipant recruitment and
a lack of funding available for PBL that could be used to incen�vize
par�cipa�on that semester, the instructor had her students serve
as both researchers and par�cipants. Each sec�on was split in half,
with half serving as researchers and the other half as par�cipants
for the first project and vice versa for the second. While this was
not an ideal scenario, it allowed students to complete these usabil-
ity studies during the challenging �me of a pandemic.

Once students had collected data, I received a usability report for
each project. The first, the follow-up on the usability of our ap-
pointment system a�er modifica�on, showed significant improve-
ment of usability andmade no specific recommenda�ons for future
ac�on. The second project, which explored the usability of our Can-
vas site, showed that while students had li�le difficulty naviga�ng
the site once they had gained access, finding and self-enrolling in
the site proved to be challenging. Since this project yielded specific
issues to be addressed, all teams of students addressed this issue
in their recommenda�on reports or presenta�ons. Some of these
recommenda�ons included finding a way to automa�cally enroll
students to access the site, incorpora�ng an instruc�onal presenta-
�on as part of orienta�on that covers the resources available on
the site and guides students to self-enroll, and scheduling a mar-
ke�ng campaign with enrollment instruc�ons shared with students
each semester. We are considering these op�ons, working with
other stakeholders such as our IT department and orienta�on orga-
nizers to determine which strategies we want to employ to address
the usability concerns these projects raised.
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PBL’S IMPACT ON WRITING CENTER USAGE
One of my interests in collabora�ng with faculty on PBL projects
was also to expose more students to the wri�ng center. In their re-
search on the effec�veness of wri�ng center class visits, Holly Ryan
and Danielle Kane examined how different interven�on strategies
to introduce students to the wri�ng center impact students’ knowl-
edge of the wri�ng center and the likelihood of their usage of its
services. While PBL is dis�nct from the interven�ons they explored,
I similarly wanted to examine the rela�onship between par�ci-
pa�ng in a wri�ng center PBL project and actually using the wri�ng
center.

In total, across the seven course sec�ons that I partnered with (2
FYS, 5 STC), there were 127 unique students. Of these 127 students,
106 had not had an appointment in the wri�ng center prior to
working on the project. Table 1 shows the total number of students
in each course and the number of students from that course who
worked with a wri�ng tutor either the semester of the PBL project
(either for the PBL course for another project or for a different
course) or in subsequent semesters within the �meframe of this
project (Fall 2019-Spring 2021 semesters).

Table 1. Wri�ng Center Usage during and a�er PBL Project

While this is a very small data pool, each course had at least a small
percentage of students use the wri�ng center, a percentage that is
in line with the usage we see reflected with other more tradi�onal
outreach efforts like class visits or workshops. FYS Class B had a
very high percentage of wri�ng center usage, but it is not clear
whether that is from engaging in the PBL project or if the instructor
encouraged students through addi�onal means.

Thus, PBL partnerships were as effec�ve as more tradi�onal forms
of outreach to encourage tutoring usage. Addi�onally, these part-
nerships were a mutually beneficial experience both for students,
who par�cipated in a high-impact prac�ce that allowed them to en-
gage in ac�ve learning for an authen�c audience, and for our cen-
ter, which received ideas to improve our services and accessibility.

FYS-
Class A

FYS-
Class B

STC-Sp20
(2 sec�ons)

STC-F20
(3 sec�ons)

Total Students in Sec�ons 25 24 33 49

Students with WC Appts
during/a�er Project 4 20 4 8

% of Students with WC
Appts during/a�er Project 16% 83% 12% 16%
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REFLECTIONS AND CONCLUSIONS
All of the PBL projects looked different, and the outcomes varied,
but they provide a picture of the different forms that PBL can take
and howwri�ng centers can partner with faculty and students from
across the curriculum to create mutually beneficial experiences.
The final projects from the PBL partnerships created great star�ng
points for new ini�a�ves for our wri�ng center to consider, provid-
ing a window into what these students were looking for from a
wri�ng center. I will cau�on those undertaking PBL partnerships,
though, especially those with first-year students, to have clear ex-
pecta�ons for what the students will produce. Many solu�ons
offered required addi�onal research and planning from our staff.
Thus, those engaging in PBL projects should not expect that stu-
dents will necessarily give them plans or ideas that are ready to be
immediately implemented. Instead, they can help provide a clear
direc�on for future work and projects.

I have offered detailed descrip�ons of the processes and products
of my experience with PBL partnerships to provide models of possi-
ble projects for wri�ng center administrators who are interested in
implemen�ng this prac�ce at their ins�tu�ons. PBL will look differ-
ent based on ins�tu�onal context, availability of funding, wri�ng
center needs, and courses and students available for partnerships.
In whatever form it takes, however, PBL partnerships have great
promise for wri�ng centers to help us gather ideas and solu�ons
from the students we want to support. They also provide an oppor-
tunity for students to learn more about wri�ng centers while
invi�ng these student-partners into our communi�es not just as
clients, but as contributors. PBL partnerships build connec�ons and
rela�onships with students and faculty from across the curriculum
while suppor�ng and championing a high-impact prac�ce at our in-
s�tu�ons, thereby posi�oning wri�ng centers as collabora�ve and
innova�ve forces on their campuses.
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CLASSMATES’ REACTIONS WHEN LEARNING CONSULTANTS
ARE IN A COURSE
Responses varied to the ques�on, “What do your fellow students
say when they learn you are a consultant?” Some consultants re-
ported classmates were either indifferent or had no reac�on (11%,
n=14). One consultant stated, “They don’t react weirdly at all. They
see it as any other job on campus.” Other classmates, however, had
a strong reac�on (4%, n= 5). A consultant noted, “Classmates are
usually surprised to learn that someone ‘just like them’ could be a
wri�ng tutor.” They are probably surprised because they do not
o�en think of consultants as being students too. One consultant
even noted a fellow student appeared perplexed because the con-
sultant was enrolled in a non-humani�es course, one where wri�ng
is not usually emphasized. “There is mostly confusion because
we’re in soil sciences,” says this consultant. Other students reacted
posi�vely (21%, n=25), telling consultants, in the common college
parlance, “Cool,” “Wow!” “Awesome!” and expressing praise: “You
must really be smart. I could never do that.” Another consultant ex-
plained that fellow students “seem genuinely happy for me, and I
also believe that they view it as a high achievement.” Such posi�ve
reac�ons imply classmates realize being chosen to work in a wri�ng
center is an impressive achievement.

Besides indifference, surprise, and praise, consultants indicated
classmates also cast them as experts on wri�ng (16%, n=20), with
students making comments like, “Wri�ng must be easier for you”
or “You must know a lot about grammar and cita�ons.” Because
classmates saw consultants’ possessing excep�onal wri�ng exper-
�se, one consultant explained fellow students thought the consul-
tant’s wri�ng “must be flawless,” a pressure no students (consul-
tants or otherwise) would wish to bear. Another outgrowth of the
expert image was noted by one consultant: classmates assume, il-
logically, that the consultant must be a master of the course’s con-
tent. This consultant explained: “Classmates think I am somehow
more well-versed in the course material than other students in the
class. . . . that I am even similar to a Teaching Assistant for the
course rather than a student.” This same student, commen�ng to
the consultant, predicted, “You will get a good grade.” With class-
mates a�ribu�ng wri�ng exper�se to consultants, a few consul-
tants (5%, n=7) reported fellow students could also feel “threat-
ened,” or as one consultant described the reac�on, “I am seen as a
walking dic�onary or something.”

Dealing with such concerns is not new. A key element to being a
consultant is addressing the emo�onal labor or the “invisible work”
(Caswell et al. 195) so prevalent in consulta�ons.³ Engaging in this
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emo�onal labor means consultants must handle their own emo-
�ons, as when a consultant might think to themselves, “Oh, no. Not
another client wri�ng about Oedipus Rex.” Then, too, a consultant
must also deal with clients’ feelings, like the student who confesses
to the consultant, “I’m so frustrated. I just can’t write a thesis state-
ment.” In short, consultants must confront their own emo�ons as
well as those of students.

The survey reveals this emo�onal labor con�nues even into the
consultants’ classrooms, with consultants describing their strate-
gies for dealing with students’ feelings. For example, to dispel the
image of a threatening expert, one technique is to speak directly to
the issue, as in, “I don’t make a big deal out of being a tutor. I don’t
want tomake anyone feel bad about it. And I didn’t want to be seen
as some kind of genius. I wanted to be just a normal dude.” A con-
sultant also says to classmates, “My role as a Wri�ng Center tutor
does not make me an expert in the course, and I am learning the
informa�on at the same rate that they are and do not have any ‘in-
sider secrets’ that they are not privy to.” To appear less of a threat,
consultants also invoked the value of the wri�ng center itself: “For
those who are in�midated, I try to make sure they know that I got
good at my job through prac�ce and so can they; that’s why the
Wri�ng Center exists.” Interes�ngly, the responses never men-
�oned whether classmates ques�oned the consultants’ credibility
or exper�se. In fact, consultants work hard not to “stand out” sim-
ply because they work in a wri�ng center.

Besides classmates’ being neutral, posi�ve, in�midated, or sur-
prised, consultants said students asked ques�ons (41%, n=53). The
majority of these inquiries (90%, n=48) focused on details about
the center itself: “What does the center do?” “Who is a good con-
sultant to get, if I come in for help?” “How did you get the job?
What does it involve?” “How much are you paid?” One consultant
described how to deal with such ques�ons: “I am always happy to
encourage other students to use and/or apply to the Wri�ng Cen-
ter.” Another method is to promote the center, as recounted by this
consultant: “I generally took the opportunity to explain the center
is open to all students and that anyone can benefit from a visit. This
seemed to put my classmates further at ease.” Through these sim-
ple responses to classmates’ ques�ons, consultants become am-
bassadors for their centers.

In addi�on to focusing on the center itself, a few responses (10%,
n=5) revealed that classmates are misinterpre�ng the consultants’
work. For instance, a consultant reported that a classmate had
asked if the consultant would proofread. Another classmate in-
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quired, “What do you do? Just grade people’s grammar?” and a
classmate stated, “You must get really bad papers to edit.” Such
comments (unfortunately, all too familiar) indicate a misreading of
centers as handling only micro-level concerns, not unlike the way
that Stephen M. North, in his venerable ar�cle “The Idea of a
Wri�ng Center,” describes faculty’s misinterpreta�ons of wri�ng
centers as “fix-it shops” (437). These comments suggest classmates
have falsely interpreted consultants’ work, not always grasping the
complexity of the wri�ng center’s services. The image of centers as
grammar mills is hard to dispel.

In dealing with their classmates’ misinterpreta�ons of the center
and with their own emo�onal needs, consultants showed that their
skills learned in wri�ng centers transferred to their own class-
rooms. For example, when classmates misunderstood the center’s
services, a consultant said, diploma�cally, “I simply laugh it [the
misinterpreta�on] off and explain that it’s not that simple. My job
is not to be a grammar nazi; I just help people with any stage of
wri�ng; then, if they feel direc�onless with their work, I help them
discover organiza�on[,] etc.” When consultants needed to manage
classmates’ emo�ons, consultants also used their experiences from
their consulta�ons. As they would with clients, consultants de-em-
phasized their supposed exper�se through reassurance, encour-
agement, and self-depreca�on. As a consultant reported, “In reality
as a student tutor, I am there to help students relate and feel com-
fortable. I am not someone of authority who should be seen as
‘be�er’ than them.” Consultants gently, but firmly, educated class-
mates about the center as well as demonstrated pa�ence with
classmates’ inquiries, in hopes of not aliena�ng them. Their diplo-
ma�c skills used in the wri�ng center can be applied to their class-
rooms as well.

CLASSMATES SEEKING HELP WITH THEIR WRITING
According to the survey responses, classmates o�en placed pres-
sure on consultants to help with the classmates’ wri�ng. The survey
asked, “Do your fellow students ask you to look over their papers
outside of class?” Most of the consultants (77.4% n=99) reported
“Yes” or “Some�mes.” Consultants also answered the survey’s
open-ended ques�on: “How do you respond?” When classmates
requested assistance, consultants again showed they applied their
diploma�c skills. Overwhelmingly, consultants (80%, n=80) sug-
gested their fellow students should visit the center by making ap-
pointments either with them or another consultant. A typical re-
sponse was, “My strategy was to politely decline my classmate’s
request but direct him or her to the wri�ng lab and men�on the
dates and �me I would be on call as a consultant.” Other methods
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also mi�gated the classmates’ pressure for assistance: consultants
deflected requests by stressing that the wri�ng center itself offers
resources to aid students (6%, n=6). A consultant explained:
“Knowing they had a fellow student working in the center would
encourage them to maybe seek out those resources they might not
otherwise have felt comfortable using.” Referring to workplace pol-
icy was another way to deal with classmates who asked consultants
to help them write papers (5%, n=5). Here was what a consultant
told fellow students: “My contract says I cannot meet with people
outside the center or else I could be fired.” If policy is not sufficient,
consultants, always mindful of what classmates value, appealed to
their fellow students’ monetary concerns (6%, n=6): “I tell them I
get paid when I am at the wri�ng center and not outside it, and be-
sides, the service is free to all.” When consultants emphasize
wri�ng center services are free, writers can be persuaded to take
advantage of those services.

Another way to deal with requests for help was to use �me argu-
ments (6%, n=6). A consultant reported, “I would tell them that I’d
be happy to help, but my schedule is usually packed,” while another
tells fellow students, “I don’t have a lot of �me to give proper a�en-
�on to their papers.” Closely related to stressing the best use of
�me is the following comment, where a consultant explicitly set
condi�ons for assis�ng (5%, n=5): “I o�en looked over papers when
these fellow students were friends, however only when I had the
�me and when the student’s paper was not for an exam.” One con-
sultant was up front about �me management when turning down
a request for assistance: “I usually only absolutely say ‘no’ if I’m to-
tally bogged down.” In deflec�ng classmates’ requests, consultants
adroitly mixed references to money, workplace policies, and �me
management while con�nuing to promote the center with its ap-
pointments and resources. They, thereby, seemed to achieve a fine
balance between protec�ng their own �me and encouraging usage
of the center.

CLASSMATES’ EXPECTATIONS FOR CLASSROOM PROJECTS
In addi�on to classmates asking for wri�ng help outside of class,
consultants handled the pressure arising from peer edi�ng. While
the survey did not specifically ask about classmates wan�ng assis-
tance in these areas, a few consultants (7%, n=7) described difficul-
�es these requests posed for them. During an in-class peer edi�ng
session, a consultant recounted how classmates felt “nervous,
thinking the consultant would destroy the wri�ng.” A consultant
quelled this fear: “I always explain to them [my classmates] that my
job isn’t to rip their paper apart but to help them recognize where
their wri�ng is strong and where it needs work.” Like in a wri�ng
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center, this consultant was aware of others’ feelings, a key charac-
teris�c for dealing with classmates so they can work together as
collaborators who are exchanging ideas and talking through con-
cepts.

Group projects also created difficul�es (6% n=6). The group auto-
ma�cally relied on consultants, assuming they were the superior
writers, who would become “point persons”: “I seem to default
into the leadership role” as one consultant described. Another con-
sultant commen�ng on group projects was also aware of the con-
sultant’s unique posi�on in group wri�ng: “It is my strength to bring
to the team so I am willing to help.” However, being placed on a
pedestal made this same consultant uncomfortable: “[I]t feels like
it creates some power distance between us [consultants and class-
mates].” The group could also force consultants to become proof-
readers. A consultant explained: “They o�en will rely too much on
me and see me as an edi�ng service. It’s difficult because my grade
is on the line, and I want to do whatever I can to get the A.” In ad-
di�on, the group o�en expected consultants to judge or even grade
the papers since the consultants work in a wri�ng center. Being put
in such a posi�on, a consultant reported they would say the same
thing as they would to clients who expected them to grade or
proofread papers: “I do not say ‘I think you will get an A on this pa-
per’ or ‘Let me mark this paper up with a red pen for you.’” This
same consultant explained their role is to “exercise the utmost eth-
ical standards in my posi�on as a consultant.” Another consultant
also deflected the group’s request to write the paper by saying, “I
have my partner/partner team members think of what to type or
write.” So, for group projects, consultants worked to balance their
consultant and student roles, pushing back when the group as-
sumed they would write the en�re document.

CONCLUSION
The survey examined consultant responses from a broad range of
ins�tu�on types, with consultants at different stages of enrollment.
Future studies, though, might look only at embedded tutors as-
signed to courses, at varia�ons in the role of the consultant-student
depending on the type of school (community college, four-year, R1
ins�tu�on), or at what happens when consultants are in classes for
their majors.

The current survey, however, does reveal consultants were navi-
ga�ng emo�onal and intellectual terrain in their classes and receiv-
ing unwanted power from classmates, not unlike when, in the
wri�ng center, clients see them as all knowledgeable, even about
the course’s content. The student-consultants also a�empted to
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“fit in” at the same �me they brought the spirit of the center with
them into the class. To do so, they called on their intellectual and
emo�onal skills honed in the center for nego�a�ng with writers:
reassuring when they must, defusing a power posi�on as an expert
when needed, and se�ng limits or boundaries as they would do in
consulta�ons. Calling on their exper�se for suppor�ng clients, con-
sultants used these strategies to defuse difficult classroom rela�on-
ships in their dual roles as consultant-students.

By helping consultants an�cipate what may occur in classrooms, di-
rectors are providing their staff a valuable service: how to nego�ate
classrooms when fellow students know about the consultants’
roles in wri�ng centers. Besides describing possible problems, di-
rectors should also stress that carrying over wri�ng center tech-
niques into classroomsmeans consultants already possess the skills
to deal with their classmates. As a result, directors can show that
learning to deal with interpersonal rela�onships in the center is es-
sen�al, especially since the center’s work transfers to other circum-
stances, such as the consultants’ classrooms. Then, as consultants
experience this transference, they should begin to develop their
emo�onal intelligence or what is called EQ (“Emo�onal Quo�ent”)
(Nelson et al. 169). In other words, they will acquire “the ability to
recognize/monitor one's own and other people's emo�ons, to
differen�ate between different feelings, and to use emo�onal in-
forma�on to guide thinking, behavior, and performance” (Shkoler
and Tziner). With this EQ, consultants can func�on effec�vely not
only as consultant-students in their own classes but also in the
world beyond the university’s ivied walls (Shkoler and Tziner; Nel-
son et al. 169).

NOTES
1. Because answers overlapped, responses will not add up to 100%; also, not

all consultants answered all ques�ons.

2. Thanks should be extended to the former peer consultant Will Allen for tab-
ula�ng the numbers and to Courtney Brown for reading the dra�.

3. Thanks, also, to the 2021 IWCA Collabora�ve for its help with this concept.
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I am not a typical college student, and neither are the
clients I consult with in the Mounger Wri�ng Center. We
are cadets at the United States Military Academy at West
Point. While we are students during the fall and spring
semesters, our summers are spent training to be officers in
the United States Army. In our military training, we face
daun�ng physical challenges designed to test our re-
silience. Every cadet, for example, confronts the “Slide for
Life,” a 50-foot-tall zipline over a lake fromwhich cadets are
required to drop at the halfway point and plunge into the

water below. The fear is palpable and the danger of knocking your-
self unconscious is real. As a Cadet Wri�ng Fellow (Cadet Wri�ng
Fellows are selected through a compe��ve applica�on process to
take coursework in wri�ng pedagogy, engage in in wri�ng peda-
gogy research, and consult in the Mounger Wri�ng Center), I have
no�ced that some cadets are just as apprehensive of wri�ng—
seemingly without risk—as they are of free falling. Why is that?
And, if we acknowledge that wri�ng involves risk, can the same
confidence that inspires cadets to release the zipline similarly in-
spire them to confront their wri�en assignment?

While most would not be surprised that military training involves
bodily risk, the intellectual risks associated with wri�ng o�en come
as a surprise to inexperienced writers. However, intellectual risks
can be found everywhere in the wri�ng process. They can be as
complex as adop�ng an unconven�onal structure, or as simple as,
according to Nancy Sommers, revising your work (152). Just as ev-
ery cadet approaches the Slide for Life with varying levels of appre-
hension, so, too, do individual writers experience intellectual risk
differently. And successful comple�on of a risky move in wri�ng can
bring a sense of pride and accomplishment to a writer. Intellectual
risks are, therefore, essen�al to the educa�onal and personal de-
velopment of young writers. For example, opening an academic es-
say with an anecdote might confuse readers, but it can also vivify
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an argument. As wri�ng center consultants, we can empower
clients to take those risks and guide them toward more effec�ve
communica�on.

The self-efficacy research of the late Albert Bandura, an influen�al
psychologist, provides some guidance. Bandura’s theory on self-
efficacy underpins modern understanding of risk-taking. He defines
self-efficacy as an individual’s belief in their capacity to execute be-
haviors necessary to produce specific performance a�ainments
(191). This self-efficacy develops from an individual’s recogni�on
that they have faced similar risks before—they have a transferable
experience. And the likelihood of their success facing this new chal-
lenge depends on their ability to iden�fy and mobilize the requisite
transferable skills. For example, many skills necessary to be an
effec�ve speaker, including orien�ng and sequencing informa�on,
can transfer to the wri�en word.

Several studies have demonstrated that Bandura’s model is effec-
�ve for cul�va�ng academic self-efficacy and intellectual risk-taking
by presen�ng students with real-world risks and then asking them
to compose essays reflec�ng on their experience (Taniguchi et al.;
Freeman and Le Rossignol; Cassanave). These studies demonstrate
Bandura’s theory’s effec�veness in classrooms, par�cularly in
wri�en reflec�on. But this theory can be as powerful in wri�ng cen-
ters via conversa�onal reflec�on. To apply the theory, consultants
can mobilize the power of self-reflec�ve exercises with their clients
to help their clients see they have transferable skills, embolden
them to take risks, and improve their self-efficacy.

Since cadets regularly face risk, the Mounger Wri�ng Center at
West Point was the perfect place to experiment with using these
self-reflec�ve techniques. Last semester, I was consul�ng with a
Firs�e, or a senior, who asked for advice on how to cut down his
word count for an Interna�onal Rela�ons research paper. A�er I
read through his dra�, it was clear that he was wri�ng around his
argument, which remained undefined. I asked him to reflect on his
experience leading a platoon of younger cadets during our summer
military training. This leadership experience represents an uncom-
fortable risk for many cadets atWest Point who are asked to submit
their leadership styles to scru�ny. Knowing this, I asked, “How did
you teach military skills to your subordinates while avoiding the
possibility of totally confusing them and having them ques�on your
competency?” He replied that the most effec�ve verbal instruc�on
excluded superfluous or contrived explana�on; rather, he “cut to
the point” and explained only key informa�onwith precise detail so
the younger cadets would not get lost. I suggested that the same
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concision and clarity needed in delivering orders or in teaching mil-
itary skills applied directly to wri�ng his research paper. In effect, I
was able to iden�fy and explain to him a transferable skill that re-
lates verbal communica�on to wri�en communica�on. Rela�ng his
academic dilemma to his previous summer leadership experience
allowed the Firs�e to realize that he possessed the skill to edit his
paper and bolstered his self-efficacy to undertake the risk of wri�ng
more direct sentences; he cut to the point. A�er all, his wri�ng ob-
jec�ve—to educate the reader on the topic—did not differ materi-
ally from what he had successfully done in the past. So, he concep-
tualized the essay as a tac�cal lesson, and cut out any informa�on
that was not fundamental.

On another occasion, I was consul�ng with a client on a philosophy
essay. A key component of the essay was to formulate a philosoph-
ical argument about a controversial moral issue—an intellectually
and personally vulnerable exercise. This student, who was on mock
trial team, chose to study abor�on. Upon reading her essay, I real-
ized her adherence to a five-paragraph structure introduced many
gaps in her logical argument. I asked her if she agreed that wri�en
essays were similar to verbal arguments or debates. She did, so I
suggested that she reflect on mock trial and explain what her ap-
proach was to arguing cases. She replied that to be convincing, her
team needed to present evidence in a manner that connected and
built upon previous findings. In a moment of realiza�on, she under-
stood my point, and we spent the rest of the session outlining her
wri�en argument, le�ng func�on drive form. With my help, she
similarly leveraged her other experiences to understand the trans-
ferable skill of sequencing arguments.

These examples reveal how consultants can employ reflec�ve lines
of inquiry in wri�ng centers. In both cases, the clients had to take
intellectual risks, primarily radical revision and experimen�ng with
new structures. To support them, I first iden�fied a key skill neces-
sary to help them strengthen their essays or achieve their wri�ng
goals. Then, I employed a self-reflec�ve technique, one based on
interpersonal connec�on and shared experience, to �e previous
challenges to the specific intellectual task.

While it may be a difficult interpersonal task to prompt meaningful
reflec�on in wri�ng centers, consultants could rely on common ex-
periences, such as shared risks during orienta�on, to do so. For ex-
ample, when consul�ng with first-year writers, a ques�on like
“How did you introduce yourself in your college interviews?” would
encourage students to relate the natural customs of introduc�on to
the risks associated with crea�ng an intriguing hook in an essay.
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“Have you ever had a lively debate at the lunch table?” would em-
power students to conceptualize their essays as logical arguments
to be supported with evidence and analysis. “How did you manage
the stress of playing in your first high school sports game?” may
help students address the stress of embarking on a risky process of
wri�ng their first collegiate essay. A�er the client engages in self-
reflec�on, either wri�en or verbal, the consultant can help the
client recognize the transferable skill and explain how it relates to
wri�ng. To promote this method, consultant training could high-
light principles of effec�ve communica�on that transcend aca-
demic wri�ng and can also be found in physical or social experi-
ences. Following Bandura’s psychology, the likely result will be a
client with a higher self-efficacy prepared to carry out intellectual
risk successfully. These strategies go beyond teaching wri�ng and
seek to reveal to writers the skills that lead them to success outside
academia can be applied to challenges inside academia as well.
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