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What a great newsletter we have for you all this time around.  From Hesse to 
Denny and Delpit to Bartholomae, many great scholars are weaved through 
compelling arguments, ideas, and muses.  In fact, there is something in here for 
everyone.  

ECWCA publishes a newsletter following each conference in order to capture a 
flavor of the ideas shared in presentations, discussions, round tables, or otherwise.  
We encourage you to isolate the workable ideas in these newsletters and integrate 
them into your sessions.  Perhaps you don’t agree with a piece.  We encourage you 
to write a response.  OR you can just sit and enjoy reading it while in your center, at 
home, or on your phone on the go.  No matter what reading and implementation 
occasion, our goal is to support you in your efforts. 

Wish to be a part of our goal, consider publishing. Great reading to each of you! 

This Issue: A Note from the Editor 

Fall 2013 

Compared to the classroom, the writing center 
occupies a pedagogically transitory space; we do not 

have fifteen weeks with which to slowly ease students 
into new ideas, to challenge and push students into 

uncomfortable territory.  We can, however, leave 
students primed for such experiences. 

Andrew Rihn – Stark State College 
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Constructing an essay in MLA 
as opposed to APA format 

doesn’t scream out queer politics. 

Harry Denny 

The real political task in a society such as ours  
is to criticize the workings of institutions  

that appear to be both neutral and independent. 

Michel Foucault 

In the above quote from writing center theorist Harry Denny, 
plucked from his 2010 book Facing the Center: Towards an Identity 
Politics of One-To-One Mentoring, he summarizes the belief of 
colleagues who view disciplinary conventions as generally 
apolitical discursive constructions (Facing 103).  Although he goes 
on to problematize such a position, I find this concise summation 
of a perspective that appears at once uncontroversial and 
commonsensical to be an interesting place to begin.  Instructors 
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I write this letter on my cell phone as I commute out of the 
city.  I am not alone amongst the crowd, looking down at 
my cell phone and moving my thumbs to compose.  I will 
send myself what I write and later edit it, making this 
composition a hybrid of on-the-go and fully seated and 
focused writing.  My phone screen is small, making the few 
lines I write appear to be a lengthy treatise. 10 years ago, I 
would have only used my phone for calls. 5 years ago, I 
would have just used it for short messages. Today, I 
conduct business on it, hold lengthy text conversations, and 
even write letters for ECWCA. I'd like to think that writing 
this letter on my phone is an indication I make great use of 
all my down time. Instead, it is more an indication how our 
use technology to communicate is changing. My phone and 
my opposable thumbs make right now a convenient time to 
compose. 7pm on a Friday. My physical space is part of and 
changing my writing behaviors. 

In fact, my physical context has always shaped my content. 
My first college essay was written on a library computer 
and saved to a floppy disk. Time was limited and I needed 
to come to the technology ready for work. When I got my 
own computer, the context changed to my dorm where I 
could start and stop, eat and drink, and watch tv or listen to 
music while I wrote. And today I bounce between 
computers and smart devices and can compose anywhere 
work takes me. What I find as my context changes 
increasingly during the writing process is I write in short 
bursts and have time to think, shape ideas, and mentally 
edit between writing sessions. This typically means less 
time editing a final product, but more time composing it. 

Letter from the President of ECWCA – Anthony Garrison 
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And I'm sure I'm not the only one experiencing these 
types of changes. 

Each year, dozens, hundreds, and even thousands of 
writers cross out center doorways with ideas and 
compositions ready for a second set of eyes. Increasingly, 
each year, many never enter out centers physically but 
digitally. As the composition and peer review 
environments continue to change for our centers, we must 
constantly evaluate how our methods stand up to new 
sets of demands.  The exciting part of all this is we, as 
organizations, are among the most nimble.  We are able to 
see the trends early and adjust accordingly.  Often, we 
lead our institutions in these efforts.  Occasionally, we 
come across administrative road blocks.  But rarely do we 
slow down.   

There is a lot other industries can learn from Writing 
Center work and workers.  The 2014 ECWCA conference 
theme is timely reminder to each of us that where we 
were yesterday informs where we are today but may be 
different than where we are tomorrow. 

My physical space is part of and 
changing my writing behaviors. 
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generally take the practice of academic citations very 
seriously, and as a result, students – especially students 
encountering citations for the first time – absorb and 
translate that seriousness into a range of expressions and 
emotions, from compliancy to urgency, from anxiousness 
to appreciation.  For many students, dealing with proper 
citations can be quite a trying ordeal.  As tutors, we have 
a responsibility to take this teaching moment seriously, 
and in light of the challenge presented by Michel 
Foucault in the latter quote, I’d like to suggest a re-
examination of how we talk with students about the 
practice of citations.  In this article, I argue that the 
regularly obscured ideological underpinning of academic 
disciplines can be made visible by leveraging our 
knowledge of the surface differences of their respective 
citation formats.  Furthermore, I advocate this critical 
literacy practice as well-suited for writing center work 
and simultaneously focused on the empowerment of 
student writers.   

In 2005’s “Queering the Writing Center,” Denny writes 
that most students want to “learn and acquire those 
skills, markers, and insights that enable them to pass in 
the academy” (51).  He notes that such academic 
conventions are “widely seen as amorphous at best” (52), 
while suggesting that writing centers can help make 
sense of what he calls “this confounding game” (54).  
Other authors have addressed similar processes.  In his 
article “Swordfish: Of Writing Centers and Speakeasies,” 
Derek Bozcowski writes that students may be looking to 
join the “academic literacy club” by learning its 
“mysteries [and] esoteric rituals” (6).  Likewise, in 
“Discursive Disclosure: Changing Tutoring Sessions to 
Curb Cultural Assimilation,” Steve Accardi writes that 
“What often determines success in the writing center is 
how well a student can learn, replicate, and translate the 
codes, languages, and values of the academic discourse” 
(5).   

While all three authors begin with the proposition that 
students want to acquire some degree of academic 
discourse, they also share a willingness to go further.  
Bozcowski offers a critique of hands-off, minimalist 
tutoring practices, as it “does little to alert the non-
initiate to the codes of the university; it does not 
demystify the conventions of academic writing” (7).  
Denny goes on to describe a more engaged and present 
tutoring practice, describing a process of disclosure 
(“coming-out”) in which tutors narrativize their own 
“experiences with joining academic discourse 
communities” as a means to “de-mystify the process” for 
students (Queering 58).  Perhaps Accardi states it most 
clearly: “I propose that tutors modify their goals to 
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include revealing the discursive operations and 
ideology at work in the tutoring session” (6).  It is this 
process of revealing and de-mystifying - of bringing 
legibility to the illegible, making visible the otherwise 
invisible - that interests me.   

According to Bozcowski, a student may be “looking for 
sponsorship from someone on the inside, a current 
member of the academic literacy club, to inform her of 
the rites and rules of writing in the university” (6).  Peer 
tutors can, according to Denny, act as partial insiders, 
becoming cultural “informants in the best organic, 
socially sustainable sorts of ways” (Facing 81).  For 
Denny, this type of tutoring means more than merely 
“shepherd[ing] learners from one discourse to another” 
(Facing 77); it involves “Knowing enough to undercut 
and challenge from a position of security” (Facing 54).  
And while the position of security for a tutor may be 
relative to local contexts and individual situations, it is 
widely understood that the position of a tutor is one 
imbued with some measure of institutional authority. 
Tutors, then, are well positioned to not only make plain 
the often murky conventions of academic discourse, 
they can go further.  By fostering “a critical relation to 
dominant practices,” Denny writes, students can access 
“a doubting consciousness that itself is a powerful 
political act in a society increasingly anti-intellectual 
and unquestioning of the status quo” (Queering 46).  

How, then, do the ideological functions of academic 
disciplines make themselves visible within citations, 
and how can tutors reveal this visibility to students?  I 
think back to the classroom presentations I gave as an 
undergraduate peer tutor.  Visiting mostly Orientation 
classes, but occasionally English or Communication 
classes, I would often be given the entire time (usually 
fifty minutes) to speak with the class.  We had a number 
of presentation materials, including a fairly standard 
“who we are” and “what we do” type talk – what 
Denny calls “We’re the writing center, and we’re okay” 
speeches, which he notes are “not entirely different 
from diversity presentations where lesbians and gay 
men speak to classrooms about their experiences as 
sexual minorities” (Queering 59).  Even with these 
somewhat stock constructions, much of the actual 
presentations were left up to individual tutor 
improvisation, and I suspect every tutor put their own 
spin on such information.   

For my part, I began breaking the classes into small 
groups and passed out our informational pamphlets on 
MLA and APA formats.  Time permitting, I would have 
the students engage in an activity to create the citation 
for a book, with half of the class creating an APA 
citation and the other half an MLA citation.  This 

Continued form page 1 
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worked best in classes where the students had access to a 
common text.  Otherwise, all groups would be given both 
MLA and APA pamphlets.  Students would then look 
over the citation formats for both styles and I would ask 
for their initial thoughts.  Responses were, as to be 
expected, typically slow given the apparently 
straightforward nature of the material.   

Problem-posing, I then asked them to compare and 
contrast how MLA to APA cite a book.  Although 
similarities often passed under their radar, students 
quickly began to notice the differences.  After a few 
comments, and a noticeable increase in their level of 
engagement, I would explicate some of those differences 
and highlight some similarities.  “Both formats list 
authors first – why do you think that is?”  A few 
comments about intellectual property; perhaps I would 
underscore the severity of plagiarism or the importance 
of publication in academia.  The next piece of information 
was the kicker – APA lists the year of publication second, 
while MLA puts it way towards the back.  Here I would 
describe the fields that use APA and those using MLA, 
and students would begin to see the necessity of up to 
date research in certain fields (say, nanotechnology), 
while recognizing that in English a work like Moby Dick 
or Hamlet may remain timely despite its antiquity.  
Students could see that certain fields privilege certain 
kinds of information, and this privileging was made 
legible within the formats of their citations.  

From a simple, apparently neutral subject, this activity 
was able to expose a sliver of the ideological 
underpinnings of academic discourse.  This presentation 
worked well for me while I was an undergraduate peer 
tutor at a four-year university, especially in classroom 
visits.  I have since carried this practice with me as a 
professional tutor at a two-year college, often using it in 
one-on-one situations, especially when a student is 
familiar with one format but forced to use the other.  By 
discussing citation formats as the runoff of disciplinary 
knowledge, I open the door to discuss the expectations of 
those assignments, classes, and disciplines, thereby 
helping students navigate multiple academic codes and 
de-mystifying the process of discourse acquisition.    

So does this process “scream out queer politics”?  
Perhaps not, but fostering recognition in students that 
writing is indeed ideological, or that its form can be used 
to carry out ideological functions, is a crucial first step for 
any critical practice.  Furthermore, the basic and 
relatively unobjectionable example of citation formats can 
provide a foot in the door, especially for students 
inculcated by an increasingly uncritical and standardized 
educational system, and for students who occupy 
positions or identities privileged in our culture (for 
instance being straight, white, male, Christian, able-
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bodied, or financially stable).  For these students, the 
push to view language use as inherently political or 
ideological can be particularly jarring, and as a result, 
many may dig in their heels, re-entrenching their pre-
existing and unquestioned views rather than embrace or 
entertain new ideas, even provisionally.    

Compared to the classroom, the writing center occupies 
a pedagogically transitory space; we do not have fifteen 
weeks with which to slowly ease students into new 
ideas, to challenge and push students into 
uncomfortable territory.  We can, however, leave 
students primed for such experiences.  In this way, we 
connect our work to the larger, longer educational 
processes that go on within our campuses, what Harry 
Denny calls a kind of “gentle activism” (Facing 106).  As 
he notes, this kind of tutoring does not simply “facilitate 
collaborative learning,” it also “aids students’ 
integration within academic communities, ideally with 
a critical sensibility to the process” (Queering 57).  Such 
practices, I should add, do not necessarily preclude a 
more confrontational or directly political approach; 
rather, they work in tandem, swinging back and forth 
with an “informed flexibility” as necessary (Blau, Hall, 
and Strauss 38).  While it may not be the overt 
“screaming” and in-your-face politics I often yearn for, 
such work can be part of something slower, inter-
connected across campus, and deeply rich and complex.   

Moreover, this work is focused on the empowerment of 
student writers.  Both Derek Bozcowski and Steve 
Accardi stress this point.  For Boszcowski, this practice 
is about helping students learn to “negotiate their own 
literacies with that of the club” (9).  For Accardi, 
students who are “able to understand the discursive 
operations and ideology of the university from their 
tutors [. . .] will leave the writing center empowered.  
They will make conscious decisions of when and how to 
conform, retain their cultural identity, and feel their 
primary discourse is validated” (7). 

De-mystifying ideology in academic writing leaves 
students better equipped to make informed decisions 
about their own discursive practices, and how those 
practices will mesh with, negotiate between, or grate 
upon the expectations of academic writing.  Tutors may 
be more likely to talk academic citations than scream 
queer politics, but if we’re smart, we can use this 
conversation to engage and challenge students in 
subversive, satisfying ways. 
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From What is Not, What is: The Use of 
Counterfactuals in Writing Center Theory  

Andrew Magrath 
Kent State University - Stark 

The testing of possible alternatives within a given 
theoretical framework is an important aspect of the 
consideration of any theory.  Given two theories that 
both seem equally able to explain some aspect of the 
writing center, how might we go about deciding which 
is superior or should be adopted?  It seems apparent 
that, on the whole, the better theory should be able to 
explain not only some current circumstance, but other 
possibilities as well.  As a general rule, the more 
potential circumstances a given theory can adequately 
explain, the better the theory is said to be.1 Yet one often 
cannot directly test theories.  Since direct empirical 
means are often denied us, a theoretical tool must be 
employed.  One such possibility is the counterfactual.   

Counterfactuals are a statement expressing a 
proposition that is not the case.  Counterfactuals are 
used to imagine how different contexts may alter our 
commitments, behavior, etc.  Counterfactuals run the 
gambit from mundane (what if I woke up bald 
tomorrow) to revealing deep philosophical concepts 
(such as Rawl's veil of ignorance thought experiments). 
Counterfactuals are a particularly useful tool in the 
philosophy of science, law, and ethics, but 
counterfactuals seem to be underutilized within writing 
center scholarship.  

The lack of counterfactuals in writing center scholarship 
is due in part to the nature of writing center theory.  
Writing center theory tends to have philosophical 
underpinnings in continental philosophy.  Continental 
philosophy is often contrasted with analytic 
philosophy.  Both traditions are expansive and dynamic 
making it difficult to characterize and draw sharp 
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distinctions between the two in a non-trivial yet 
insightful manner.  With this in mind, continental 
philosophy tends to be more descriptive in nature than 
does its counterpart.  Analytic philosophy tends to place a 
greater emphasis on precise logical clarification and the 
nature of argumentation.  Similarly, where continental 
philosophers tend to be inclined towards notions of 
historicism, analytic philosophers tend to take a position 
of scientism.   Given these differences (broadly drawn), 
one can see why the counterfactual is a well-worn tool in 
the field of analytic philosophy but tends to gather dust 
on the continental's shelf.  Since my sympathies lie within 
the analytic tradition (and due to the poverty of these 
approaches within writing center scholarship), the 
counterfactual seems a novel and potentially revealing 
approach. 

Counterfactuals, properly used, can lead the tutor to 
better understand both the nature of theory qua theory 
and the interplay between theory and praxis.  Although I 
will provide three examples of counterfactual usage, I 
will primarily focus on the example of how queer theory 
might be understood in the context of the writing center.  
I am choosing this format for two reasons: First, I believe 
examining a single topic in detail will prove more 
demonstrative than examining several shorter examples.  
Second, the discussion about the intersection of queer 
theory and the writing center is growing in prominence 
within our literature, though there is a lack of agreement 
about what the writing center's pedagogical reaction to 
queer theory should be.  By choosing a (still) contentious 
topic, I hope to demonstrate that the counterfactual is not 
merely a tool of reflection—that is, it is not simply a 
method of refining/honing commitments to that which is 
already agreed upon.  Properly used, the counterfactual 
can be employed as a tool of realization—a method of 
understanding what the writing center's commitments 
should be. 

To accomplish these ends, I shall examine the topic of 



 

 

 

6 

East Central Writing Centers Association 

3

queer theory and the writing center through the lens of 
the scholarship of Harry Denny. Denny—like many 
other queer theorists—seems to conceptualize queer 
theory as having two goals: eliminate normativity qua 
normativity (that is, destroy normativity for 
normativity's sake), and empower marginalized voices 
no matter the content of what is being said (that is, a 
marginalized voice should be empowered simply 
because it is marginalized).  Denny notes:  

Challenging hegemonic or dominant 
epistemologies and practice is not exclusive to 
queer theory, but it adds pedagogical value by 
deconstructing privileged practices in relation to 
their companion subordinate forms. For every 
privileged epistemology, action, and identity, 
queer theory assumes a companion set of 
marginalized ways of knowing, doing, and being. 
(Denny, 47).   

 
This paper is particularly well suited to the writing 
center as Denny contends, "like queer people, writing 
center professionals continually confront our 
marginality: we daily encounter students and faculty 
alike who approach our spaces with uneasiness." 
(Denny, 41).  So, what should be the writing center’s 
pedagogical response to Denny's charge?  Consider the 
following counterfactuals. 
 

The first counterfactual I shall call reversed world.  
Reversed world is identical to our world with one 
exception: the norms and power dynamic between the 
marginalized LGBTQA community and entitled 
heterosexual community are reversed.  Thus, in the 
counterfactual reversed world, heterosexual voices are 
marginalized in an identical manner to the way 
LGBTQA voices are marginalized in our current world. 
In reversed world, a highly vocal group calls 
heterosexual marriage taboo; others actively try to ban 
it outright.  Additionally, even some well-intentioned 
individuals are utterly ignorant to their own privilege, 
and are oft to comment that they "like" heterosexuals 
but wish they would "just tone it down in public."  Still 
others view heterosexuals as deviants: some go so far as 
to picket heterosexual funerals equipped with 
misspelled signs with slogans like, "God hates heteros."  
In this reversed world, we might ask what would be the 
role of the writing center?  I contend that the answer 
would be very similar to the role of the Denny's notion 
of the writing center. 

If it were the case that heterosexual voices were 
marginalized, it is easy to imagine Denny—and 
scholars like him—arguing that these marginalized 
voices be allowed to become stakeholders.  Denny in 
reversed world would likely still be concerned with 
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how the academy discusses marginalized groups; fearing 
that the academy "reifies these [marginalized] subjects as 
'other,' positioning groups exterior to the political and 
cultural majority usually without validating their 
discourse practices as legitimate alternatives and often 
suggesting their inferiority." (Denny, 45).   It seems clear 
that those interested in the writing center becoming a tool 
of social justice would call for heterosexual voices to be 
empowered and the need for heterosexuals to no longer 
feel they must pass as "normal" in reversed world. The 
writing center's response to queer theory does not seem 
that a specific sexual orientation be viewed as a necessary 
condition, rather it seems orientation is a sufficient 
condition. It is therefore easy to imagine Denny calling 
for the mainstream (of reversed world) to halt its history 
of ignoring the other in its midst, and the need for 
heterosexuals to become enfranchised within society and 
the academy.  
 
Thus far, the counterfactual analysis has offered what we 
might expect.  If the queering writing center's project is 
simply to destroy normativity qua normativity and 
enfranchise marginalized voices, these goals can be seen 
in the treatment of the counterfactual.  In reversed world, 
heterosexual voices are marginalized.  As we might 
expect, it seems likely there would be a call for these 
hypothetical marginalized heterosexual voices to be 
enfranchised simply because they are marginalized and 
the norms of this world should be torn down.  It may 
then be tempting to declare that we have our answer, but 
the next counterfactual will prove to be more revealing. 
 

Consider the Deweyan ideal world. John Dewey, the 
American pragmatist, conceived of a society in which a 
minimal number of voices are marginalized.1 In such a 
society, almost everyone is a stakeholder.   Privilege has 
been nearly eliminated.  The only marginalized voices are 
those that cry out in rancor and hate.  This hatred need 
not be overt.  As many social commentators have pointed 
out, marginalizing often acquires a dog-whistle quality.  
The dog-whistle may be preferable to overt bigotry, but 
the bigotry exists nevertheless.  Yet, in the Deweyan ideal 
world, even these bigoted voices are marginalized. 

If the true mission of Denny's queering writing center is 
to tear down any normativity and promote marginalized 
speech simply because it is marginalized, it seems in the 
Deweyan ideal world the queer theorist would find 
herself arguing that bigoted speakers be made 
stakeholders and the normativity of diversity be torn 
down.  Yet, I do not believe that Denny would be asking 
tutors to "come out" as bigots in the Deweyan ideal 
world.  Given the inherently marginalizing properties of 
bigoted speech, one may additionally worry that if the 
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writing lab, there was a discussion about adopting a 
policy of not writing on tutees' papers.  Proponents of 
adopting such a policy often cited ownership theory 
as a rationale.  As such, one might ask of this sort of 
theory: rather than only talk of why a tutor should not 
mark on papers, consider the counterfactual of what 
would happen if a tutor did write on a student's 
paper?  Since ownership theory implicitly or explicitly 
relies on the assumption that writing on papers is 
different than uttering sounds, one may want to think 
of counterfactuals where this might not be the case—
e.g. where the utterance and the writing are not so 
easily viewed as different in kind.  If these 
counterfactuals could be produced, it would expand 
our understanding of just precisely what our 
commitments should be.  During my lab's discussion, 
I proposed three counterfactual tutees that we 
examined in order to better understand the nature of 
policy and ownership theory:  

1. Conscientious Chronicler (CC) diligently 
records every word said in the session. Since 
every utterance is being recorded, what is the 
difference between the tutor's verbal 
utterances (which CC faithfully records) 
versus the tutor simply writing the statement 
down?  Given that every word is going to be 
chronicled one way or the other, why does it 
matter who is doing the physical act of 
recording?    

2. Acquiescent Author (AA) despite best efforts 
(still) views the writing tutor as an authority, 
and is therefore willing to cede many 
decisions about his papers to the writing 
tutor.  Worse yet, AA masterfully 
deconstructs any utterance the tutor makes 
into an implied suggestion.  It seems that an 
order is an order regardless of if it is given 
verbally or in written form. Given AA's 
willingness to take the tutors utterances as 
orders, it seems there is no real difference 
between the written and spoken.   

3. Wilting Wordsmith (WW) is all 
eggshells.  Where Acquiescent Author sees 
every utterance as an order, WW sees every 
utterance as an implied criticism (or consider 
Wilting's cousin, Wrathful Wordsmith who 
sees every utterance as an attack).  Given 
WW’s predisposition for gloominess, it is not 
apparent that the motion of the tongue is 
significantly different than the motion of the 
hand.  

Discussions about these counterfactual tutees helped 
my lab better make informed policy decisions and 
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writing center seeks to actively empower marginalize 
bigoted voices, then the project becomes self-
destructive.  As bigoted voices become stakeholders, it 
seems that tolerant voices would necessarily become 
marginalized, leading to the need to re-empower the 
tolerant.  Yet, as the tolerant were re-empowered, 
bigoted voices would again become marginalized, and 
so on for perpetuity.  I do not believe this is what 
queer theorists in general (and Denny in particular) 
have in mind.  Through the use of the counterfactual, 
it becomes clear that the writing center should not 
actively promote every marginalized voice simply 
because it is marginalized.  It seems that this 
counterfactual has revealed that the writing center 
cannot accept this sort of non-normative construction 
of queer theory.1  

As this counterfactual potentially reveals, it seems that 
the writing center may be normative in its 
commitment to certain kinds of outcomes.  Since 
bigoted speech is inherently marginalizing, the writing 
center (queering or otherwise) should never seek to 
promote such speech.  As Toni Morrison so elegantly 
remarked during her Nobel Lecture, "Oppressive 
language does more than represent violence; it is 
violence; does more than represent the limits of 
knowledge; it limits knowledge." Surely the writing 
center is committed to non-violence not simply due to 
fealty to a mere context-dependent cultural artifact.  
My colleagues, Sloan and Rihn, have argued that the 
writing center should actively engage and attempt to 
extinguish bigoted speech.1  Yet, the moment that we 
speak of 'should' is the moment that we leave the 
realm of dispositional talk and enter into the lexicon of 
outright normativity.  

Of the two theories (Denny's non-normative queer 
theory vs. a normative queer theory), both were able to 
adequately explain the real world situation.  Similarly, 
both were able to explain the reversed world 
counterfactual.  It was only when we considered the 
Deweyan ideal that a more normative queer theory 
seemed to be a better fit for a writing center's project.  
Through the use of counterfactuals, a more complete 
understanding of potential writing center responses to 
queer theory is realized.  I do not intend this example 
to be decisive nor exhaustive.  Indeed, much more ink 
must be spilled on the topic of queer theory in general 
(and its intersection with writing centers specifically), 
but the example should help to demonstrate the power 
of the counterfactual as a tool of examination. 

Whenever there seems to be an assumption about how 
something works, it is worth asking, "Yes, but what 
happens if things were different?"  Within my own 
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praxis. 

Thus far, I've provided examples of how counterfactuals 
may be used with regard to theory and policy, so I'll 
end with an interpersonal example.  In tutorials, we 
often confront privilege.  It can be difficult to know why 
a given phrase or topic makes one feel uncomfortable. 
When attempting to unravel privilege, I often use 
counterfactuals to help me make sense of why I found a 
section of a composition so challenging.  I often rely on 
the counterfactual, would my response/intuitions to 
this section be different if it had been written by [insert a 
privileged or marginalized group]? Why/why not?  By 
changing the facts on the ground, I can begin to test 
which of those facts are actually relevant. 

The power and flexibility of the counterfactual is how it 
attempts to transcend haecceity to capture quiddity—
move from thisness to whatness.  Writing center 
theory's historical reliance on descriptive discourse and 
hermeneutics is understandable given the writing 
center's project and given the types of philosophy that 
writing center scholars tend to rely upon.  One of the 
great strengths of description is that it concentrates 
nearly fully on what is—one might go as far as to say 
that a purposefully false description is not really a 
description at all.  Yet this same striving to capture that 

8

which obtains should not blind us to inquiring about 
that which does not.  For in absence there is a sort of 
knowing as well.  When considering the absence of 
what is believed to be true, it is possible to gain a 
greater appreciation for the true: the counterfactual 
potentially provides insight into what is not, in order to 
refine our theories on what is. 
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Reading the Writing Center 

Lou Ann Sears 
University of Pittsburgh at Greensburg 

Ah ha moments.  .  .  . Everyone has them. Writing 
center directors and tutors are no exception. 
Conference presentations and articles—in this case an 
article based on a presentation—should probably be 
based on them.  This article is based on my April 12, 
2013, presentation at the 2013 East Central Writing 
Centers Association Conference in Clarion, 
Pennsylvania. 

Ah ha Moment 1 February 2013  

At the table in my study, I am pouring over ECWCA’s 
2013 conference theme—commons activity.  I am not 
sure what that means. ECWCA’s 2013 call for papers 
defines commons as “resources owned and shared by 
everyone.”  Of the eleven thought-provoking questions 
listed on the call for papers, the third question stands 
out: “What is the role of the writing center as a site of 
language commons activity?”  

2

Ah ha Moment 2 

 My left elbow keeps bumping into something on my 
table: a copy of Toni Morrison’s A Mercy. Something 
urges me to open it.  On pages 1 and 2, I read Florens’s 
thoughts:  

I know you know. One question is who is responsible? 
Another is can you read? If a pea hen refuses to brood I 
read it quickly and, sure (1) enough, that night I see a 
minha mae standing hand in hand with her little boy, my 
shoes jamming the pocket of her apron. Other signs need 
more time to understand. Often there are too many signs, 
or a bright omen clouds up too fast. I sort them and try to 
recall, yet I know I am missing much, like not reading the 
garden snake crawling up to the door saddle to die. Let 
me start with what I know for certain. (2) 

This child in the 1600s is reading her surroundings. As if 
someone elbowed me in the side, I realize that writing 
center personnel also do that: We read people and 
situations. 
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Ah ha Moment 3 

 I realize that all the characters in A Mercy are journeying 
toward something. When the word journey pops into my 
head, so does Joseph Campbell’s Hero with a Thousand 
Faces—a classic piece you may have encountered 
somewhere on your educational journey. 

Through an overlay of A Mercy and Hero with a Thousand 
Faces, this article—like my session before it—will examine 
the four components involved in READING the writing 
center: reading the student, reading the language of the 
situation, reading the role of the writing center 
director/tutor, and sharing what Morrison calls the “magic 
in learning” (191). 

Phases of the Journey 

In case it has been a while since you have encountered 
Campbell’s work, allow me to summarize: The journey 
begins with a “departure” (51). Something “terrifying . . . 
begins” the journey (51, 53). A guide appears (55). The hero 
begins the adventure (58) and “sometimes refuses to answer 
the call” (59). The hero encounters “demons” (83) that can 
“swallow” him (91), faces “trials” (97), must put aside fear 
(147), seeks “sustaining substance” (187), and in the end, 
surpasses obstacles (201) and leaves fear behind (243). 

I asked my audience how the phases of the journey connect 
to our students. We agreed that students deal with “forces 
not rightly understood” (Campbell 51). For first-year 
students, college is a new experience. For many, writing 
papers is a mysterious “terrifying force.”  Sometimes the 
professor can serve as a guide, but often the writing center 
director or tutor is the guide. We agreed that students are 
heroes in their own journeys and should be working toward 
“accomplish[ing] the adventure” (Campbell 8). 

While on the journey of reading, writing, and learning, 
students encounter internal and external “demons.”  
Internal difficulties can stem from a negative mindset and 
lack of preparation. Some external problems include vague 
assignments and multi-tasking.  Rather than let the 
“demons” “swallow” (Campbell  91) students, we 
encourage students to put aside fear (147), and we try to 
provide them with “the power of sustaining substance” 
(182). If they are to be successful, they need to “toss 
delaying obstacles behind [them]” (201), “knit together . . .  
two worlds” (228), and leave fear behind (243). 

A Mercy 

Morrison’s text reminds us of the drastic effects of 
journeying.  Florens is trying to read her situation, 
determine why her mother gave her away to a stranger (3-
9). Jacob Vaark journeys into the American wilderness to 
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locate the land he has inherited, accepts Florens as 
partial payment for a debt (10-41). Florens realizes 
what she does not know (42-49), agonizes over the loss 
of her mother and of the blacksmith with whom she is 
infatuated (119-136). Florens suffers rejection (159-169) 
and will never be the same (168- 189). In the end, 
Florens’s mother speaks of the “magic in learning” 
(190-196). 

Reading the Student  

If resources are to be “owned and shared by 
everyone,” writing center personnel need to 
acknowledge that students are heroes who, like 
Morrison’s characters, are journeying. When helping 
students, we need to begin by reading the student. My 
audience offered possible definitions: asking students 
questions, thinking about ways students look at us, 
paying attention to their nonverbal behaviors, noting 
places where they are in the writing process, assessing 
their expectations, sharing professor tips, and using all 
the information we gain. 

I recommend assessing students’ pasts, presents, and 
futures. In assessing their pasts, we might take into 
account their high school preparation and age. While it 
is not possible to know all that much about their pasts 
just from spending a few minutes with them, we may 
know whether they are conditionally admitted because 
of low SAT score. We can ask them whether they 
believe their high schools adequately prepared them to 
write college-level papers. When I visit Freshman 
Seminar classes at the 4-year institution where I am the 
Learning Center Director and an Assistant Professor of 
English, most first-year students tell me that they do 
not believe they have been adequately prepared for 
college. 

Assessing the students’ presents often means keeping 
in mind a variety of other things: disability status (if 
you know it), English as a second language, and 
mindset.  Are nodding and agreeing students actually 
understanding, or is this a cultural practice? Are they 
interested in the assignment and/or topic? Do they 
know anything about the topic? Do they know their 
own learning styles? In my 16 years at the Learning 
Center, I have found that talking with students about 
these issues helps to build rapport and create ah ha 
moments at the same time. 

Finally, assessing students’ futures means looking at 
two things: the students’ chances of success with our 
help and without our help. Do some students become 
too dependent on us? The goal, as Campbell reminds 
us, is to give them the “freedom to live” (243) and help 
them gain “a vision” of becoming “master of two 
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worlds” (234). 

Reading the Language of the Situation 

If resources are going to be “owned and shared by 
everyone,” then we also need to read the language of 
the situation. My audience suggested looking at the 
real person and looking at the context of the 
assignment. What is the student trying to write? A 
lab report? Often I find that students are not sure 
what they are trying to write and they are equally 
unsure about ways to approach the assignment. 

To the audience’s ideas, I add the following: Have 
students waited until the last minute to get started? 
Are they silent? Does the assignment make sense? 
Have they read and made sense of the material? To 
gather this information, we can ask them when the 
assignment is due, what they believe they are doing, 
what the gist of the material is, and so on. Our goal is 
to become a bridge to help students get to the other 
side of whatever they are trying to do. Often this 
involves turning negatives into positives. 

Reading Ourselves 

If resources are to be “owned and shared by 
everyone,” then we, as writing center personnel, need 
to acknowledge that we need to read ourselves. On 
this topic, my audience suggested the following: 
reading our own body language, gauging whether or 
not we are helping too much, examining our own 
assumptions, and checking to see if students know 
what we mean. (To be fair, I may have failed to 
capture all of the audience’s ideas.)  

To the audience suggestions, I add these: Reading 
ourselves means checking on our commitment level. 
Are we equally committed to helping all students? If 
the answer is no, then we should examine reasons 
behind that: Are we avoiding certain students who 
do not want to write anything without first getting 
our approval? Are we avoiding students who have a 
tough time staying on topic? Are we avoiding some 
students because of their lack of grammatical 
expertise? Before we sit down with people, we 
should check on what is going on in our own heads. 

Once we do sit down with students, we can keep an 
eye on the image that we are conveying: Is it likely 
that students see us as patient, positive, and focused 
allies who believe in them? Do we really listen to 
them? Is it likely that they can see that we believe 
they are the heroes, or do we believe that we are? 

Beyond image, are they getting from us what they 
should be getting? Are we using plain English? Are 
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we starting at the beginning? Are we assuming anything that 
is blocking their progress? Are we showing instead of 
telling? Are we maintaining comfortable eye contact and 
space? Are we being clear? Are we being 
informal/approachable? Are we using real-life examples and 
stories to which they can relate? Are we repeating when 
necessary? Are we providing opportunities for hands-on 
learning? Are we helping them get past the fear? 

Helping the Student to Read the Academic World 

If resources are to be “owned and shared by everyone,” we 
need to share the “magic in learning” (Morrison 191): show 
students how to read the academic world. (At this phase of 
my presentation, time necessitated skipping audience input.) 
Instead, I shared the following: showing ways to learn, ways 
to read, ways to write, and ways to be ethical. To help 
students find ways to learn, writing center personnel can 
help with organizing, discovering learning styles, making 
connections, drawing visuals, seeing the value of self talk, 
and decreasing stress.  To help them find ways to read, we 
can introduce students to metacognition—thinking about 
thinking—and help them to see that leaving the comfort zone 
will be necessary. College does require that we read things 
we ordinarily might not want to read.  To help them find 
ways to write, we can use real-life examples to illustrate the 
writing process. For example, many students experience 
anxiety about writing introductions. I often explain that 
introductions are like icing on cake: They can wait until you 
have some cake. Finally to help them with ethics, we can 
show ways to evaluate and cite sources. 

Conclusions 

Why does any of this matter? It is hard to argue that we are 
all on a journey in life. If we read the student, the situation, 
and ourselves and if we help students to read the academic 
world, we will be doing for students what Florens’s mother 
did for her: offering a chance, showing “a mercy.” 
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Ebonics in the Writing Center: Tutees’ Rights 
to Their Own Languages 

Julie Saternus 
University of Akron 

Grammar is much more than just a prescription of what 
to do and what not do to. The structures that dictate the 
way humans speak and write are closely intertwined 
with personal identities. By the end of this article, I hope 
that you will see students’ grammar, not as mistakes, but 
as rule-governed and meaningful decisions. Specifically, I 
am asking you to consider the possibility that Ebonics is a 
language with equal rights to standard English.  

Tutors have the authority to give their opinions on 
language. As a tutor have you ever considered the 
language rights of your tutee? What rights do the tutees 
have in our writing centers to write in their own 
languages? What if their home language is not seen as a 
language by their instructor but instead as “errors”? 
Perhaps because audience is such a critical component of 
writing at the university level, home languages, like 
Ebonics, are often marginalized. Since the audience is in 
the academic arena, standard English is the only 
acceptable language.  In “Inventing the University” 
David Bartholomae explains that writing for him as the 
audience turns out to be a “problem of power and 
finesse” because understanding him as an audience 
member entails “knowing who [he] is” (9). The problem 
with allowing students to write in Ebonics is that the 
academic conversations are taking place in standard 
English.  

But what if the discourse practices were seen as 
something to be questioned instead of something to be 
worshipped through imitation? In Life in Schools, Peter 
McClaren describes the view that critical educational 
theorists have of the curriculum as a “form of cultural 
politics” that classifies school life “not as a unitary, 
monolithic, and ironclad system of rules and regulations, 
but as a cultural terrain characterized by varying degrees 
of accommodation, contestation, and resistance” (214). As 
a writing tutor it is easy to get caught up in the rules of 
the system. It takes less energy to enforce the rules of the 
dominant school culture than to question them, 
especially because most tutors know the rules well. It 
requires much more thinking to question why certain 
students’ writing just does not seem to fit neatly into 
what is acceptable at the university. Are the students 
simply deficient? Or can you blame it on previous 
schooling? Maybe the student is lazy. I challenge you to 
avoid blaming the students and the students’ histories, 
and instead begin to question the society in which certain 
students’ writing choices are “wrong.”  

2

The widespread belief that American culture holds equal 
freedom for all is really only a very thin mask; only a 
small amount of critical thought is required to see the 
disempowerment of non-dominant cultures in the 
hegemonic culture of America. McClaren says, “The 
dominant culture tries to ‘fix’ the meaning of signs, 
symbols, and representations to provide a ‘common’ 
worldview, disguising relations of power and privilege 
through the organs of mass media and state apparatus 
such as schools, government institutions, and state 
bureaucracies” (204). The view that Ebonics is less than 
standard English is only one part of the hegemonic 
process that maintains that white language is power in 
America. In the United States, it cannot be denied that the 
Ebonics-speaking African American culture is 
discriminated against because of their language use.  

In the arena of academic discourse it is clear that Ebonics 
is marginalized. Rarely is it even recognized as its own 
language before its use is denied. Instead, it is simply 
classified as an “error” of standard English. On top of all 
the other prejudices that Ebonics-strong students face 
from being a minority, the discourse of universities 
excludes them based on language, and worse yet, the 
teachers of that discourse often times fail to even 
recognize a student’s competence in Ebonics as an 
accomplishment. 

Language scholars and linguists have proven over and 
over again that language variety is not an outward 
display of “inherent lesserness.” For instance, when an 
Ebonics speaker says, “He in class,” he omits the copula 
because there is no emphasis on the action of “being in 
class.” If, even unknowingly, one considers the “is” 
missing, Ebonics is not being respected as its own 
language, and the speaker is seen as a deviant from the 
norm, instead of as a person with equal linguistic 
competence. This judgment causes the speaker to be 
viewed as inherently less because of his supposed misuse 
of a language that he is actually not speaking. 

In 1974, the Executive Committee for the Conference on 
College Composition and Communication (CCCC) wrote 
a language resolution that stated: 

We affirm the students’ right to their own patterns and 
varieties of language—the dialects of their nurture or 
whatever dialects in which they find their own identity 
and style…The claim that any one dialect is unacceptable 
amounts to an attempt of one social group to exert its 
dominance over another. Such a claim leads to false 
advice for speakers and writers, and immoral advice for 
humans. (1)  

Many writing instructors and writing tutors are not 
adequately prepared to differentiate dialects or 
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languages from mistakes. The instructors and writing 
tutors cannot be blamed for not following the CCCC’s 
initiative because the institutions in which they operate 
have not adequately prepared them to do so. However, 
individual writing centers do have the power to train 
tutors about linguistic diversity and how linguistic 
discrimination can negatively affect tutees. 

Like all languages, Ebonics is rule-governed and relies on 
the same Universal Grammar principles that Chomsky 
argues all languages follow. Ebonics is unique because it 
has a cultural history that reflects the hardships African 
Americans were forced to live through when exploited 
by slavers during the roughly 400 years that slavery 
lasted. While other language varieties, like Appalachian 
English, may face similar discrimination in academia, the 
use of Ebonics can arguably be more of a form of 
resistance because of its history. Explaining the Creolist 
Theory, In Speech Language, Learning, and the African 
American Child, Charles E. Debose explains, “Pidgin 
English was used by many of the ancestors of present day 
African Americans, and that creole English was acquired 
by many of the children of African captives born into 
slavery on American plantations” (Dillard qtd. on 51). 
The Creolist theory explains the linguistic African roots 
of Ebonics and demonstrates that the formation of 
Ebonics allowed members of different African tribes with 
different languages to communicate with each other and 
with the English-speaking slave traders.  

Without looking deeply into the grammatical structures 
of both standard English and Ebonics, it may not be 
apparent that the two languages are indeed syntactically 
and grammatically different. To many, the difference 
between Ebonics and standard English lies in the use of 
slang. This is a very limited view of both Ebonics and 
standard English. Charles Debose and Nicholas Faraclas 
look at the deep grammatical structures of Ebonics, in 
their chapter “An Africanist Approach to the Linguistic 
Study of Black English” and argue that Ebonics’ tense-
aspect-modality system is more similar to the substrate of 
languages on the West African Coast than to English 
(Debose 48). In an attempt to make advanced linguistics 
accessible, one example will be used to demonstrate that 
aspect and modality are primary in Ebonics and that this 
indeed differs from the grammatical structures of English 
that value tense before modality and aspect.  

Consider this example modified slightly from Martie 
Charles’ Black Cycle: “I been knowin her a while” (4). 
The modal “been” is used for emphasis and also marks 
the inception of the action at a “subjectively defined 
remote point in time” (Rickford, “Ebonics Notes and 
Discussions”). In Ebonics, “been” is an auxiliary that 
carries an emphatic perfect progressive aspect and holds 
no tense. In standard English, “been” can only be used as 
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a past participle in conjunction with the perfective 
HAVE. In standard English, a verb phrase’s first 
auxiliary (or in the absence of auxiliaries, the main verb) 
must hold tense. For example, one might translate the 
Ebonics sentence: “I have (present)/had (past) known 
her for a while,” or to keep the “been” from the original, 
“I have been acquainted with her for a while.” Not only 
does the last suggestion sound pompous and stilted, 
neither of these are accurate translations. There is not 
enough emphasis in these standard English 
translations—the translations would have to include 
adverbs or intensifiers to emphasize the duration of 
time and the progressive continuation of the event that 
the Ebonics “been” accomplishes.  

This observation suggests that Ebonics is only related to 
standard English through the surface feature of its 
shared lexicon. Arthur Palacas argues in “Liberating 
American Ebonics from Euro-English” that due to all of 
the hard linguistic facts that establish Ebonics as a 
language of its own, it is “deserving of the respect due 
any language or language variety; it is not just bad, 
broken, careless, or lazy English” (327). This means that 
when an Ebonics-strong student shares a paper with 
you that has Ebonics-influenced grammar choices, as a 
tutor, you should make no judgment whatsoever about 
them being a careless typist, a poor proof-reader, or a 
writer who is always leaving words out. Since copula 
verbs are used for emphasis in Ebonics, this version 
sounds (and is) right to students who follow the 
syntactical and grammatical structures of Ebonics. 

Ebonics and standard English each hold their own 
values about modality and aspect. When the syntactical 
rules of Ebonics are followed, the syntactical rules of 
standard English cannot be followed. When an 
authority of standard English judges a verb phrase that 
values modality and aspect over tense as incorrect 
because it is not tense primary, this is a reflection of 
how society views African Americans’ language.  
Society can accept African Americans who speak 
standard English, but it can be argued that society does 
not accept African Americans who speak Ebonics. 
Could this really be because the language’s preference 
over modality and aspect over tense? Can the 
differences between modality-aspect primary and tense-
primary languages justify linguistic discrimination? 
Clearly a person’s grammar, also known as “the little 
dinky things attached to words,” has a lot of power in a 
society that holds the tense-primary language of 
standard English in such high regards. 

So how can a writing center address Ebonics? In the 
classroom, writing instructors have the privilege of 
setting up a classroom atmosphere that critically views 
the use of language and the impact that different 
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languages have politically and socially. In the 
classroom, the impact of language use can be 
discussed at length and students can read assigned 
materials that demonstrate the power of some 
languages and the stigmas of others. However, does 
a writing tutor have the power to create an 
environment for tutees that challenges the common 
view that Ebonics is a defective version of standard 
English?  

Because so many tutors have “always been strong at 
English” or have nurtured “a love for writing” at a 
young age, it is important to consider Lisa Delpit’s 
advice in her article  “Lessons from Teachers.” 
Delpit says, “What we call basic skills are typically 
the linguistic conventions of middle-class society 
and the strategies successful people use to access 
new information” (loc. 2304 out of 6385). So as a 
tutor I am suggesting that you ask yourself, “Has 
my cultural background given me an advantage 
that my tutee has not had?” If you are a tutor who 
has yourself been oppressed by language stigmas 
because you are a speaker of something other than 
standard English, consider your own struggles. If 
your tutee’s goal is to have a polished paper written 
in standard English, how can you, as a tutor, make 
your language instruction accessible? By 
deconstructing what one sees as “standard,” it can 
be more clear what distinguishes it from “other.” By 
critically thinking about language, the tool of 
language deconstruction can be added to the 
tutoring toolbox. 

In the same article Delpit references the 
mathematics teacher Dr. Abdulahim Shabazz, who 
has been successfully teaching students “with 
deficits in math” at three historically black 
universities (loc.2338 of 6385).  Shabazz says that it 
is one of his goals to “give his students a sense of 
hope that they can become superior performers” 
(loc.2350 of 6385). If the tutor makes the assertion 
(no matter how “subtle”) that Ebonics is a negative 
quality in a tutee’s writing, the tutor is 
disempowering the tutee and subtracting from the 
tutee’s hope of being a superior writer. Instead of 
looking for the “errors” that Ebonics-strong tutees 
have written, look for avenues and strategies that 
can empower Ebonics-strong tutees as writers. 

It is not in the tutor’s power (nor should it be) to 
“save” the writing of any student from whatever 
doom the tutor may project onto the writing. In “To 
‘See’ Again,” Luis J. Rodriguez suggests the savior 
mentality that is often dramatized by Hollywood in 
movies like Dangerous Minds should be avoided. 
Rodriguez says, “This is not about ‘rescuing’ young 
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people. We can’t rescue them because they have to save 
themselves, tapping into their own creative energies” (loc. 
1186 of 6385). Tutors cannot make the switch from Ebonics to 
standard English for students. Nor am I suggesting that 
switching to standard English would “save” a student or his 
writing. It is not the right of any teacher or tutor to tell a 
student how to participate in society. Excellent instruction 
grows from a starting point of non-judgment and openness. 
Tutors can show that they value tutees by valuing their 
language. Mutual respect opens many doors to opportunities 
that are unseen in oppressive learning environments. 

For writing tutors pondering these issues, another layer of 
complexity is added by the fact that topics like code-
switching and the differences between Ebonics and standard 
English are rarely addressed in schools and universities. 
How would a tutor have time to explain these issues in a 
thirty-minute writing consultation?  

What can writing centers do as entities to promote the 
language rights of tutees? Do tutees have a right to their own 
language in the tutoring session? Are tutors trained to 
recognize linguistic diversity? I urge writing center directors 
to consider these ideas and to either adopt the standards set 
forth in the CCCC’s Students’ Right to their Own Language 
or to create your own document that sets forth policies on 
linguistic diversity for tutors to follow. 

Delpit says that in order to teach those who have 
“internalized racist beliefs about themselves” it is necessary 
to “understand that this system is set up to guarantee their 
failure,” and succeeding in school for minorities “is to cheat 
the system” (loc. 2409 out of 6385). I agree with her and 
suggest that we “cheat” this system that disadvantages 
people based on their cultural languages. Writing centers 
need to acknowledge the role it plays as disseminator of 
writing knowledge at the university and take a position on 
language diversity that makes clear its stance on the 
oppression of Ebonics speaking people that American culture 
endorses. 
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nominal reason for my job’s existence is to provide 
continuing education in English language and up-to-date 
second language pedagogy for public school teachers. In 
spite of our best efforts, the teachers feel enormous 
pressure to teach to high-stakes college entrance exams at 
the expense of their students’ communicative abilities. My 
supervisor and I learned that telling the teachers to 
abandon the grammar translation method leads to 
enormous pushback, and, much like college professors in 
the US, our jobs depend upon our students’ evaluations of 
the courses. The teachers like intensive writing courses. 
The best practices workshops fell victim to supply and 
demand. 

 

The teachers are shyly unaware of their own towering 
talent. All have olive-tinged skin varying in hue with dark 
or graying hair. All are Korean teachers of English and all 
have chosen, or been chosen by their principals, to 
participate in teacher training workshops. Regardless of 
pressure from superiors, they are self-motivated and 
encourage each other. Because I teach about twenty 
courses a year with about a dozen teachers in each class, 
many of my trainees’ faces blend together in my memory. 
A few stand out. There was the defiantly unmarried 
woman with a husky Kathleen Turner voice. There was 
Daeyong (his name means Great Dragon): a stately 
gentleman with graying hair who emailed me every draft 
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Writing Improvement Courses for 
Secondary School Teachers in Seoul 

Ashley Murphy 
BSU 

The classroom on the fifth floor of our training 
institute is a thin rectangle. Two long walls twice the 
length of the width lead to interesting problems with 
desk arrangements. I often have to turn sideways to 
walk past groups of desks. A window opposite the 
door offers a view of the surrounding mountain, 
Umyeonsan. Some of the tall deciduous trees lie 
sideways, scarring the view with evidence of the 
devastating landslide a year ago. The trees are green 
and brown. It’s an un-picturesque early winter 
evening.  

Inside, ten middle-aged women and two men chatter 
excitedly, their desks littered with pens, pencils, 
erasers, snack wrappers, smartphones, and a heavily-
annotated softcover textbook. The teachers are 
speaking mostly fluent but accented English, with 
some asides in Korean. Some voices are soft; their 
group mates fall silent to catch the hesitant words. 
Some voices soar self-deprecatingly above the din, 
earning laughter and encouragement from their group 
mates. They praise each other’s writing with both face-
saving bromides and genuine admiration. In a 
profession in which constant improvement is expected 
and “constructive criticism” is constant, the teachers of 
English bask in the warmth of abundant positive 
feedback.  

I walk around the desks as best I can, squeezing 
American thighs through spaces made for smaller 
people. I’m relieved that they are talking to each other. 
They’re excited about sharing their writing. They’re 
proud of their work and I’m proud of mine.  

I teach writing workshops for teachers. My most 
popular courses are the memoir writing courses. The 
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of his paper. There was the elderly woman who wiped 
tears away as she read her memoir to the class, her voice 
snagging on the memory of her mother and what went 
unsaid before she died. On the first day of the memoir 
writing classes, they often ask me if the task isn’t too 
large. “But do you think we can write like that?” one 
brave woman asked, holding up one of the examples we 
read in class. “I mean, we are not published authors.” 
They always underestimate their abilities. 

On the final day of class we arrange our desks in a circle 
and share our memoirs. After nine hours of guided 
writing instruction and countless hours drafting at home, 
I can see in their faces that they’ve accomplished 
something they never thought possible: a memoir written 
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in their second language. This is my favorite part: the 
culmination of three weeks of working on a single 
essay. On this day, hands and voices shake with naked 
emotion. We hang on every word. We go around the 
circle and praise the memoir. No constructive criticism 
allowed. This is not about improvement. It’s about 
encouragement. 

 After each teacher has read her or his memoir I 
give a short speech to close the class. I encourage them 
to share their memoirs with their families and even 
submit it to local zines for publication. Before they 
leave, most thank me personally. Everyone likes to be 
heard.  

1

Making Better Writers, Healthier Consultants? 
One Consultant’s Improved Well-being 

Darla Nagel 
Former Consultant, Central Michigan University 

My doctor should prescribe me a decade’s worth of Writing 
Center work. That would be more effective than any pill. 
Consulting has a miraculous health benefit for me that I 
wish to share and explore.  

Three months before becoming a consultant in 2009, I 
developed a condition that causes constant physical and 
mental exhaustion, among other minor symptoms. Getting 
out of bed each morning often takes half an hour of willing 
myself to move. Whenever I work in the Writing Center, 
however, I feel energetic, funny, all smiles, and on the ball, 
like my healthy self. No matter what time of day it is or 
how my sessions go, I feel terrific. When I shared this 
experience with the Writing Center directors after telling 
them about my condition a few semesters ago, both were 
surprised and stumped as to why working made me feel 
healthy. I acted on the suggestion of journaling to explore 
this effect.  

One of the first thoughts I wrote was that consulting was 
the best job I’d ever had. Was the energizing effect the joy 
of finding the perfect job for me? I didn’t see how merely 
passion for consulting could transform me, especially when 
I considered that I still felt tired when doing my favorite 
activities besides consulting. Even writing didn’t help. 
Simply switching jobs had not caused my relief because my 
moderately satisfying previous jobs of journalist and fast-
food worker had not caused my illness.  

In my journal, I listed what makes consulting different from 
other activities. I shape better writers, enhancing their 
academic and professional lives. Writers seek my advice. I 
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always learn. I’m in a positive environment. However, 
in other settings, these characteristics alone didn’t 
relieve my exhaustion. I concluded that if individual 
aspects of consulting weren’t improving my health, 
then it was the whole experience: working as students’ 
peer, coming up with ideas, talking about writing, 
letting my inner grammar freak speak, seeing 
improvement, developing relationships with regular 
students…  

Over the summer of 2011, I searched writing center 
publications’ archives to see if other consultants had 
experienced health benefits. I was certain others had 
noticed occasional energy boosts or mood lifts, but had 
experiences this wonderful ever happened? Surely, I 
wasn’t the only consultant blessed in this way. Not 
finding what I sought compelled me to share my story. 
Perhaps I could reach out to others quietly battling 
medical problems and gain more insight into why I feel 
better while consulting. Merely journaling confined my 
ideas to my weary mind, where they confused me.  

My illness was diagnosed as Chronic Fatigue 
Syndrome in 2011, so I will fight the exhaustion for the 
rest of my life. Knowing that has made me determined 
to consult or do something quite similar after I 
graduate. The Writing Center has given me more hope 
and support than any doctor has.  

It has taken me over a year to prepare this reflection 
because my condition has worsened with time. Even 
so, I remain curious about whether other writing center 
consultants have experienced significant improvements 
in their health. Please contact me if you have a story 
like mine: Nagel1dk@cmich.edu 
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The Impacts of Adapting to the Common 
Conventions of American Academia 

Abbie Gale Lemmon 
University of Michigan-Flint 

Introducing nonnative speakers of English (NNS) to the 
common conventions of American writing and rhetoric 
is a multidimensional phenomenon.  Perceptions of 
“good” academic writing are as vast and varied as the 
students we work with and the professors who evaluate 
the product. Some professors expect NNS students to 
fully assimilate into American academic discourse while 
others accommodate and celebrate the differences of 
NNS student writing. At the University of Michigan-
Flint, I work with a large international student body in 
one-on-one tutoring sessions and developmental 
workshops facilitated by the Marian E. Wright Writing 
Center.  In multiple conversations with our students, I 
have observed that most wish to reach a level of writing 
and rhetorical style that is based on their perception of 
“good” academic writing.  The NNS student’s ability to 
successfully communicate within a rigid perception of 
good academic writing is often difficult because it 
challenges their fledgling command of the English 
language and American culture.  Writing center tutors 
assist NNS students in navigating American college 
culture and (hopefully) reshape perceptions of good 
academic writing.  As tutors guide NNS students in the 
process of learning successful communication in 
academic discourse we need to be aware of the ways 
that cultural voice will be reshaped because of the 
cultivation of academic voice.  More importantly, we 
need to share this awareness with the students as we 
lead them through academic integration.     

The ability for an NNS student to effortlessly 
communicate in a foreign language and maintain an 
authentic cultural voice creates intriguing challenges for 
the tutor.  As we guide NNS students through the 
culture of American academia, tutors should evaluate 
the ways in which we assist the student’s 
conceptualization of their authentic cultural voice.  
Often, the ability to effectively communicate in 
American academia, which is regulated and policed by 
faculty’s perceptions of “good” academic writing, is 
valued by the NNS student as superior and in turn 
becomes a desirable skill.  In tutorial consultation, a 
tutor gives the NNS student access to the common 
conventions of academic writing and American culture 
by translating for the student the perceived expectations 
of good academic writing.  In other words, tutors 
translate the professor’s academic assignment sheet 
through colloquial conversation.  In conversation, a 
tutor should advise students of the potential for their 
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authentic cultural voice to be repressed as they grow in 
their novice scholarly voice.  If we don’t engage 
students in conversation, we risk inadvertently 
assisting students in homogenizing their differences 
rather than celebrating their unique perspectives.  If we 
overlook advising NNS students of the implicit effects 
of a tutor’s guidance in cultivating command of the 
English language, we may risk changing the meaning 
of their message and exercise control of their voice.  We 
should aspire to be humanitarian tutors, and guide our 
students in questioning conversations as a way to show 
the student that their voice has the potential for 
variability.  Consequently, the process of adapting an 
academic voice may have ramifications of reshaping 
the students’ heritage and native cultural identity. 

Any student, native to the United States or not, has the 
potential to lose part of their authentic cultural voice as 
they integrate into the common conventions of 
academic writing and rhetoric. Academic writing is 
expressed through an institution’s stylized 
standardization of lexicon, syntax, and rhetorical 
conventions of writing, which is further influenced by 
American culture and Western rhetoric.  In seeking a 
scholarly voice, most students share a universal goal to 
become diverse, yet integral members of American 
academic culture.  In order to achieve this all-inclusive 
goal, students must demonstrate a command of 
academia’s perspective of good writing. In 
conversations with students, I have learned they value 
broad lexicons, advanced syntax, and innovative 
rhetorical argument because they feel this is the 
singular foundation of good academic writing.  
However, they have yet to conceive the possible 
limiting factors of academia’s perspective of good 
writing.  Any student has the potential to be reshaped 
and redefined by the evaluative process of academia; 
consequently reshaping their identity.  As students 
master their academic voice, it is reasonable to believe 
part of their authentic cultural voice will be lost in the 
process of creating scholar identity.  Reshaping the 
student’s public, academic identity may have the 
potential to reshape private, cultural identity.   

I support tutor awareness of the multifaceted, long 
reaching effects of cultivating academic voice and to 
share with students the awareness of this phenomenon.  
Most students are seeking betterment of personhood 
through scholarship, yet they overlook potential loss of 
heritage and identity.  In becoming a member of the 
American academic culture, students may lose touch 
with native rhetorical conventions of argument and 
cultural perspectives of critical analysis.  I promote the 
celebration of cultural difference as we work towards 
cohesive goals of universal cultural scholarship within 
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the common conventions of American college culture.  
Yet, because I am not an evaluator of the product, I am 
limited in my advocacy.  Rather, I must focus upon 
guiding students as they navigate creation of scholarly 
voice. In doing so, I will be wary to not mold students 
in my perception of “good” academic writing. 

Writing tutors are guides within the common 
conventions of American college culture.  I believe it is 
our responsibility to share with students what we have 
learned regarding the development of personal 
scholarly voices, as a way to share how we have 
navigated the expectations of academia.  Tutors should 
share with students the ways in which we remain true 
to our identity as we integrate into the rigid 
standardization of good academic writing.  One way I 
believe this may be achieved is through collaborative 
conversation.  Through conversations with students we 
can share with them the ways that stylistic word 
choices, rhetorical moves, and sentence structure in 
academic writing will potentially change their 
personhood and may erase their unique, authentic, and 
personal cultural voice.  The way the message is written 
influences how the message is received, in turn creating 
a different voice.  As I applied my fledgling insights of 
theory to my tutoring sessions, especially sessions in 
which I watch a non-native speaker struggle to find 
words to express their ideas, I realized my ability to 
speak for the student is easily accomplished if I eagerly 
jump into their conversation with my definitive answer.  
I must remember to remain collaborative in 
conversation by guiding students through discussion 
because this will assist students in exploring the 
possible choices they have within the common 
conventions of writing.  In turn, as a tutor, I will 
empower NNS students to become confident in final 
decision-making of how to effectively communicate 
their meaning and message. 

What I had once believed as an humanitarian act of 
tutorship, giving NNS students a voice by putting my 
words in place of their thoughts, is actually upholding 
dominant control over the cultivation of scholarly voice 
and identity.  If I am not giving NNS students options 
and choices of how they would like to reinvent 
themselves in academia then I am not allowing them to 
become empowered in identity.  When thinking of how 
to honor the integrity of NNS voice, insights from Carol 
Severino’s article “Avoiding Appropriation,” will assist 
tutors in thinking of ways to cultivate conversations as 
a means to empower the NNS student—or any student 
for that matter.  Tutors should remember when 
working with any writer, it is our ethical responsibility 
to give the writer an explanation of their lexical choices 
and to share insights of the rhetorical significance of 
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navigating American academic culture.  A tutor should 
discuss the NNS writers’ expectations and share with 
the student awareness: cultivating an academic voice 
has the potential to reshape identity. Giving multiple 
examples to the student and explaining the rhetorical 
significance of each lexical choice and then guiding the 
student in elevation of syntax will allow the student to 
cultivate his or her own unique academic voice.  To 
lead by example—multiple examples—and model for 
the student through explanation of our experiences in 
developing our scholarly voice will reveal to the 
student the ways in which writing for academia will 
ultimately impact their identity.   

Collaborative conversation in consultation will 
empower the student to choose their own path in the 
development of their scholarly voice.  By sharing with 
NNS students the challenges they face as a developing 
writer of English, as well as extending this topic to 
native students integrating into the common 
conventions of academia, we will limit dominant 
control over the development of scholarly identity. 
Assisting students in realizing the ways in which their 
voice and identity may change as we guide them in 
navigating the common conventions of academic 
English language will empower the student with a new 
knowledge of themselves and their writing.   
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The Pen of Poiesis: Creative Consulting in 
Poetry 

Jason Michálek 
Grand Valley State University 

The writing center is often a place in which writers with 
varied genres of text can come together to seek help in 
creation, development, and improvement.  Through 
exposure to basic composition formats, consultants 
become primed to work with forms they may not be 
comfortable in composing—including narratives, 
reports, case studies, and business documents.  
However, a form of creative text that is often 
marginalized for its difference stands alone: poetry. 
 

For the purpose of this research, I defined poetry as “a 
genre of creative writing that focuses on aesthetic 
elements of language, negotiating their values with 
form.”  Even with a concrete definition such as this, 
students and English scholars alike tend to segregate 
the poetic form from every other composition.  Though 
the genre of poetry is often thought to be included in 
the writing that centers address, most consultants 
would be hesitant to approach and critique a poet in a 
session.  And with good reason.  Creative writing 
classes often silence writers in their workshops, poems 
are usually held to high esteem or marginalized in 
comparison to larger genres of creative writing, and 
even the most scholarly critics of poetry can withhold 
the opinion that poets give better critiques than non- 
poets (Perloff, 1999, p. 28).  However, consultants can 
still engage from outside the curriculum. 
 

At the same time that the creative writing community 
seems closed to the inexperienced, modern theory 
acknowledges the benefits of cross-curricular 
consulting.  In a recent study at Michigan State 
University, some of the main foci that allowed 
successful consultations—despite the distance, depth, 
or message of a piece—were the purpose, intent, and 
form of the writing (Jenkins et al., 2012).  Considering 
the general method of writing by Kenneth A. Brufee 
(1984), that writing is just “an internalized conversation 
re-externalized,” consultants are able to address the 
writer’s knowledge and improve the writing as a 
process by approaching writing as a product (p. 91).  In 
this view, the key to revision is to help the producer by 
engaging in his/her writing conversation. 
 

However, maintaining a distance from a piece of poetry 
is not the only way consultants can approach the genre 
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comfortably.  Though experience only with the narrative 
essay may not prime consultants to encounter the most 
figurative language of poetic forms, the acknowledgement 
of a writer’s creativity provides a framework from which 
to function in a poetry conversation.  Because the writer is 
able to discuss what s/he intends to create, a reader can 
determine if this is conveyed effectively and consult on 
ways to improve with the poet.  This element of poetic 
consulting is complementary to the more academic form of 
the silenced writer model in poetry workshopping. 
 

Perhaps the biggest barrier to engaging with poetry is the 
feeling of the genre being unfamiliar, which is only true in 
an academic sense.  Professor Jonathan Gotschall (2012) 
points out that, in addition to the fact that most poems tell 
a story just like common narratives, we engage with poems 
almost daily in the form of songs: “It is an age when most 
of us know hundreds of these poems by heart” (p. 181).  
Given that one of the main foci of creative forms is reader 
reception and the understanding that consultants could 
recite poems with the right music and setting, the most 
successful approach to a poetry consultation is through 
experience.  By focusing on aspects of the metaphor, irony, 
detail, nuance, and other portions of the content, 
consultants can give beneficial feedback by working with 
the mere experience of a poem. 
 

Though little can be said to prepare a consultant for the 
closer form aspects of many genres of poetry other than 
direct study, the experience of the writer is the foundation 
that all consultations can hinge upon.  According to 
Douglas Hesse (2010), creative writing belongs securely in 
the field of composition because of the way genres are 
linked by rhetoric, and poetry is no exception.  Even when 
poetry does not convey a message in familiar prose, 
consultants can focus on the creativity and rhetoric of the 
form that appeal to them as readers.  The poem then 
becomes a vessel to convey meaning in the same medium 
as all composition.  This approach benefits the session 
because every reader’s experience is an opportunity to 
validate the ideas of the writer and the way s/he 
communicates them through the genre. 
 

Fears of consulting in poetry result mostly from the 
difficulty of accessing the genre, but this barrier is largely a 
result of preconceived notions.  If the writing is 
approached as a creation intended to convey meaning with 
an unconventional aesthetic appeal, a consultant should 
feel comfortable discussing the ideas of a writer through 
this process of creation.  Likewise, writers should enjoy 
conversing with consultants as the audience of their poems 
in a flexible consultation.  As a goal, a poetic consultation 
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should help clarify the ideas of a piece and the readerly 
reception in order to help poets develop the clarity of their 
writing. 
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ECWCA Conference 2014 
Friday, March 28 - Saturday, March 29 

Miami University, Oxford, OH 
 

Summary: 

The Howe Writing Center and Miami University are hosting the 2014 ECWCA conference to facilitate conversations 
on every facet of writing center work, but especially on our individual and collective futures. As universities adjust 
to new technologies, new student demographics, and new ways of envisioning higher education, while still 
maintaining some sense of their own histories, so too are writing centers challenged to draw from their pasts to 
create their futures. 

Call: 

Our conference theme “Fostering a New History: The Next Generation of Writing Centers,” invites attendees and 
presenters to examine the past as an inspiration for the future. What can we—or should we—carry with us as we 
shape the “next generation”? How has our past prepared us for the future, as we welcome a growing number of 
NNES writers and nontraditional students, such as returning veterans, to our centers? What current practices will 
facilitate our increased use of new and exciting technologies, not only as a means of offering consultations but also as 
more and more writers—seeing the possibilities of digital technologies for meaning-making and presentation of new 
knowledge—bring digital projects to our centers? These questions offer opportunities to think again about the ways 
that we prepare Writing Center consultants, market the Writing Center across campus(es), and continue to conduct 
research into writing practices. 

As writing centers move further into this millennia, we’re daily faced with new challenges and new opportunities to 
support student learning, to promote writing across our campuses, and to shape the next generation of writing 
centers. We hope that ECWCA 2014 will foster the kind of conversations that respect our heritage and at the same 
time take the risks necessary to ensure our futures. 

We invite conference proposals that consider, but are not limited to, the following topics: 

• Risk taking and risk management 
• Adaptation to new models of university administration 
• Writing center administration 
• Student and faculty outreach and advertising 
• Networking with new audiences – writers, faculty, and publics? 
• Definitions of writing center space and writing center consulting 
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• Technologies in the writing center 
• Consultant training 
• New racisms; ethnicities, nationalities, gender, ageism 
• Multiple language learners as writers and consultants 
• The languages of the writer as student and as practitioner 
• Writing centers as communities of practice 

Proposal Guidelines: 

All proposals must be submitted through the 2014 ECWCA proposal form. Proposals should not exceed 500 words 
and should include the following: 

Description of Session: Include 1) a statement of the session topic and its relevance to conference attendees; 2) 
description of presenter roles and approximate time allocation; Works-in-Progress: Proposals featuring works-in-
progress should detail the scope of the project and its expected stage of completion by the conference date. 

Rationale for Format: Please include a succinct explanation of the format chosen and how this will best fit the needs 
of your presentation. Identifying specific breakdowns of time and activities will be beneficial to this purpose. 

Submission Instructions: Email proposals as PDF by 11:59 pm EST on December 1, 2013 to ecwca2014@gmail.com. 

Proposers will be informed of their participatory status by January 31st, 2014. We will finalize and publicize the 
program by February 14th, 2014. As you prepare your proposals, we encourage you to contact the conference chair 
(ecwca2014@gmail.com) with any questions you may have. 

Contact Information: 

Conference Chair: Joshua Kiger, ecwca2014@gmail.com 

Proposals Currently Being Accepted 
Deadline for proposals is December 1, 2013 

Visit ecwca.org for more details 

Call for Engagement! 
Submit content to ECWCA and keep the conversations going.  There are many ways to contribute and be 
heard.  ECWCA is a semiannual publication designed to open and extend conversations between people 
invested in writing center work in our geographic region.  Tutors, directors, assistant directors, 
administrators, tutees, and more are encouraged to engage in the dialogue.  Below are just some of the ways 
you might consider contributing.  We look forward to hearing from you all and advancing the work we do.  

Articles 
Topics: Issues relevant to writing center work. 
Length: 1000-2500 words. 
Style: APA or MLA. 

Tutor Voices 
Topics: Opinion pieces/reflection pieces relevant 
to you and your writing center work. 
Length: 500-750 words. 
 

 

Send submissions and inquiries to 
ecwcanewsletter@gmail.com.  Submissions are 
accepted on a rolling basis.  Newsletter issues 

are released in Fall and Winter. 

The deadline for the next newsletter is 
December 31. 

ECWCA is a newsletter published for the benefit of its members. Reproduction of its contents is permissible only for use by those writing center 
professionals in our geographic region.  All other reproduction requests should be made via e-mail at ecwcanewsletter@gmail.com. 


