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ECWCA 
The ECWCA Newsletter—Then, Now, and 

Upcoming Fall 2014 
In 2010, the ECWCA board wanted to find additional ways 
to add value to the ECWCA region and extend the important 
conversations that occurred at our annual conferences. We 
also wanted to create a forum in which new conversations 
could be started.  In January 2011, ECWCA was introduced.  
The newsletter was a meager six pages long, but it was the 
start of something great.  

Through countless volunteer hours and many more hours by 
the numerous authors, ECWCA has published more than 75 
pieces from undergraduate and graduate students to 
academics from within our region.  These pieces have 
received countless downloads and citations across other 
publications. 

Over the past 3 years, our region’s newsletter has blossomed 
to become a wonderful resource/outlet/ 
tool/accomplishment in which we can each take pride.  That 
is why we are excited to announce the next step for ECWCA. 

Starting with the next issue, ECWCA will be moving into an 
academic home--that of Michigan State University!  You 
will find the CFP for that issue at the end of this one. And 
you will not want to miss the opportunity to submit and 
publish in the first of many wonderful issues coming from 
ECWCA’s new home. 

With this change will come new editors, so I take this last 
issue and use it as a self-indulgent stroll through the past six 
issues—republishing just a few of the many highlights that 
have occurred.  There simply isn’t enough room to republish 
everything.  I thank all those who have contributed and wish 
I could republish all of them.  Luckily all pieces can be found 
online at www.ecwca.org. Each piece indicates which 
newsletter it comes from.  Institution names are listed but 
reflect only where the authors were at time of original 
publication.  

Enjoy this issue, full of excellent content, two important 
CFP’s, and my sincerest gratitude. 

Best Regards, 
Anthony Garrison 
Editor   
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East Central Writing Centers Association 

ECWCA 2015 Call For Papers 

 

 
WHAT:  East Central Writing Centers Association 2015 Conference 
WHEN: April 10-11, 2015 
WHERE:  University of Notre Dame, Notre Dame, Indiana 
PROPOSAL DEADLINE: December 15, 2014 

Conversations and Encounters: Exploring Ethics in the Writing Center 

We are pleased to announce that the University of Notre Dame will host the 2015 East Central Writing 
Centers Association conference.  We look forward to fostering ongoing conversations about writing centers 
and encourage participation from individuals interested in writing centers who are based at a range of 
institutions, including high schools and universities, and who are at any stage in their career.  

At the 2015 ECWCA meeting, we will pay particular attention to the role of ethics in writing centers. A core 
belief that many tutors share is that we strive to improve writers rather than to improve papers. This belief 
relies on the understanding that a writing center session is an ethical encounter between two individuals. The 
encounter is an “ethical” one because, for the tutor-student relationship to thrive, each participant must 
encounter another person, strive to both understand and communicate, and to be sensitive to that other 
person. Ethical considerations inform all of the work we do in the writing center, whether in an individual 
tutorial, in the workshops and events we offer, and in the training of new tutors. We seek papers that address 
these issues from a variety of angles.  

Presentations might address (but are not limited to) the following topics: 

• Ethical considerations for tutoring students working on high-stakes documents (e.g. application essays for 
college, graduate school, fellowships, or jobs) 

• Ethical considerations of long-term tutoring relationships 
• Definitions of ethics in the workplace, the academy, and the field 
• Ethical considerations for community engagement 
• Approaches for tutoring papers on controversial topics 
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• Foundationalist and antifoundationalist conceptions of ethics 
• Negotiating identity in the writing center 
• Structures of leadership and authority in the writing center 
• Teaching ethics to beginning tutors 
• Ethics in writing center publications 
• The ethics of researching writing centers, tutors, and students 

 
We also welcome submissions for posters, papers, and panels on any area of writing center practice and 
scholarship.  

 

Presentation Formats (all sessions are 60 minutes) 

• Workshops: Facilitators will provide a focused, activity-based exploration of tangible skills or strategies 
related to writing center work. Successful workshop proposals will include interactive and reflective elements 
in large or small group discussions.   

• Individual Presentations: Presenters should plan to speak for up to 15 minutes on a single topic related to 
writing center work. Each presenter will be grouped with two others to form a panel on related topics.  
Questions and discussion will follow the three presentations.  

• Panel Sessions: Presenters will address a specific issue or topic in writing center work as a group or from 
multiple perspectives. These sessions typically feature 3 speakers and include 15 minutes for questions and 
discussion.  

• Posters: Posters present research results or works-in-progress in a visual display and will be featured in an 
exhibition in the main conference hall. Presenters will have an opportunity to interact with attendees and 
answer questions during a designated poster presentation session. 

• Roundtables: These presentations feature several speakers addressing a specific theme or central question 
from a variety of angles, and then open the question to discussion with the audience. 

• Other Presentation Formats: If you have a presentation format in mind that is not included here, please feel 
free to propose it.  

 

 

Submission Information: 

Submissions are due December 15, 2014, at 11:59 PM EST.  To submit a proposal and for more 
information, please visit www.ecwca2015.org. If you have questions, please feel free to contact the 
conference organizers at ecwca@nd.edu. 

 

We look forward to seeing you at Notre Dame in April! 
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East Central Writing Centers Association 

Queer consulting: Assessing the degree 
to which differences affect a writing 

consultation 
(Reprint from Fall 2011 Issue) 

Curtis	  Dickerson	  &	  Jonathan	  Rylander	  
	  

In	  our	  discussion	  at	  the	  2011	  ECWCA	  conference,	  “Queer	  
Consulting:	  Assessing	  the	  Degree	  to	  which	  Differences	  
Affect	  a	  Writing	  Consultation,”	  we	  hoped	  to	  add	  to	  
conversations	  surrounding	  issues	  of	  difference	  and	  non-‐
normative/queer	  moments	  in	  the	  writing	  center.	  Through	  a	  
combination	  of	  our	  own	  experiences,	  interviews	  with	  other	  
consultants	  who	  identify	  as	  LGBTQ,	  and	  the	  experiences	  of	  
attendees	  to	  our	  panel,	  we	  hoped	  to	  provide	  new	  insight	  on	  
one	  essential	  question:	  How	  does	  a	  consultant	  react	  to	  
discovered	  differences	  in	  a	  writing	  consultation?	  To	  us,	  
focusing	  purely	  on	  student	  needs	  during	  a	  consultation	  is	  
dangerous.	  Or,	  perhaps	  better	  said,	  the	  student	  writer	  and	  
his	  or	  her	  development	  is	  certainly	  still	  important,	  but	  
equally	  as	  significant	  is	  the	  consultant	  who	  has	  inherent	  
rights	  in	  a	  workplace,	  namely	  for	  our	  discussion,	  to	  operate	  
in	  a	  space	  free	  of	  discrimination	  or	  perceived	  
discrimination.	  

	  	  
For	  individuals	  with	  queer	  identities,	  a	  discussion-‐based	  
occupation	  can	  seem	  like	  a	  daily	  minefield	  of	  taboo	  topics	  
and	  insensitive,	  off-‐hand	  comments.	  How	  can	  a	  queer	  
consultant,	  or	  a	  consultant	  who	  perceives	  a	  queer	  student,	  
possibly	  navigate	  such	  a	  potentially	  explosive	  landscape?	  	  
	  
No	  consultation	  is	  neutral—each	  one	  is	  full	  of	  identity	  
assumptions	  and	  the	  political	  biases	  of	  both	  consultants	  
and	  writers.	  Yet,	  should	  the	  inherently	  unstable	  and	  often	  
explosive	  situations	  that	  we	  confront	  alter	  our	  practice	  as	  
consultants?	  Although	  we	  do	  not	  know	  the	  answer	  to	  this	  
question,	  we	  have	  noticed	  moments	  in	  writing	  centers	  that	  
seem	  to	  disrupt	  notions	  of	  what	  might	  be	  perceived	  as	  
“normal”	  approaches	  to	  working	  with	  student	  writers.	  
Take,	  for	  example,	  Curtis’	  reflection	  on	  a	  consultation	  that	  
was	  suddenly	  thrown	  off	  track	  by	  a	  student-‐writer’s	  
comment:	  
	  
As	  one	  student	  read	  his	  work	  aloud,	  he	  paused	  for	  a	  few	  
seconds	  mid-‐sentence.	  I	  was	  looking	  at	  his	  computer,	  unsure	  
whether	  he	  was	  stuck	  on	  a	  word	  or	  thinking	  about	  the	  
phrasing	  of	  the	  sentence.	  As	  I	  looked	  up,	  he	  was	  staring	  off	  
into	  another	  part	  of	  the	  library.	  “Sorry,”	  he	  said,	  “Hot	  chick.”	  I	  
laughed	  politely,	  and	  tried	  to	  get	  back	  to	  the	  paper.	  But	  he	  
wouldn’t	  let	  it	  go.	  “Do	  you	  think	  she’s	  hot?”	  he	  asked	  me	  
directly.	  
	  
This	  was	  a	  problematic	  question	  for	  me	  as	  a	  gay	  man.	  I	  
laughed	  again,	  but	  as	  a	  consultant	  new	  to	  the	  job,	  I	  was	  not	  
comfortable	  with	  outing	  myself	  at	  that	  moment.	  Though	  I	  

doubt	  my	  face	  showed	  it,	  there	  was	  an	  intense	  war	  
happening	  behind	  the	  scenes.	  A	  split	  second	  calculation	  of	  
the	  pros	  and	  cons.	  Even	  if	  I	  did	  choose	  to	  out	  myself,	  how	  
would	  I	  phrase	  it?	  
	  
Besides,	  what	  would	  have	  been	  the	  point	  of	  overtly	  outing	  
myself?	  The	  paper	  the	  student	  brought	  had	  nothing	  to	  do	  
with	  LGBTQ	  individuals.	  This	  was	  less	  of	  a	  queer	  moment	  
and	  more	  of	  just	  an	  awkward	  moment,	  yet	  one	  that	  still	  
placed	  me	  in	  the	  position	  of	  deciding	  what	  parts	  of	  my	  life	  I	  
could	  and	  could	  not	  share	  in	  a	  professional	  setting.	  	  
	  
Since	  that	  moment	  happened	  two	  years	  ago,	  I’ve	  often	  
wondered	  whether	  there	  was	  an	  added	  level	  of	  complexity	  
to	  the	  situation.	  The	  student’s	  question	  was	  so	  far	  removed	  
from	  the	  subject	  at	  hand,	  I	  can’t	  help	  but	  wonder	  if	  he	  
placed	  me	  in	  that	  position	  intentionally.	  Perhaps	  he	  already	  
sensed	  that	  I	  was	  gay,	  and	  this	  was	  his	  clumsy	  attempt	  to	  
confront	  me	  on	  the	  matter.	  
	  
In	  the	  end,	  I	  ignored	  the	  question	  completely.	  I	  didn’t	  see	  
any	  benefit	  to	  the	  consultation,	  so	  I	  let	  it	  drop.	  
	  
What	  is	  most	  interesting	  about	  this	  student’s	  direct	  and	  
heterosexist	  question—which	  perpetuates	  not	  only	  
gender	  stereotypes	  but	  sexist	  thinking—is	  that	  it	  takes	  the	  
focus	  off	  of	  the	  writing	  project	  and	  seems	  to	  force	  Curtis’	  
queer	  identity	  into	  the	  spotlight.	  But	  should	  a	  consultant,	  
when	  confronted	  by	  a	  queer	  moment	  like	  this,	  try	  to	  
challenge	  the	  student’s	  (possibly	  misguided)	  normative	  
worldview,	  or	  is	  that	  not	  the	  consultant’s	  responsibility?	  
Does	  the	  inherent	  discussion-‐based	  nature	  of	  a	  
consultation	  put	  the	  consultant	  in	  an	  activist	  role,	  when	  
confronted	  by	  perceived	  narrow-‐minded	  or	  backwards	  
thinking?	  During	  our	  panel	  in	  March,	  one	  audience	  
member	  asked	  whether	  we	  thought	  it	  was	  asking	  too	  
much	  of	  consultants	  to	  become	  activists	  and	  disrupt	  the	  
kinds	  of	  normative	  and	  stereotypical	  thinking	  that	  could	  
potentially	  harm	  certain	  groups—especially	  when	  these	  
comments	  are	  not	  in	  the	  student’s	  actual	  piece	  of	  writing	  
but	  made	  during	  the	  broader	  discussion.	  As	  we	  reflected	  
more	  deeply	  on	  this	  question,	  both	  of	  us	  began	  to	  disagree	  
on	  the	  extent	  to	  which	  consultants	  should	  become	  
activists.	  
	  
On	  the	  one	  hand,	  Jon	  argues	  that	  we	  should	  view	  the	  
writing	  center	  as	  an	  activist	  space.	  In	  talking	  about	  
research	  that	  he	  conducted	  in	  relation	  to	  LGBTQ	  
consultants,	  he	  shared	  the	  following	  reflection	  to	  address	  
his	  point:	  
	  
When	  talking	  with	  other	  LGBTQ	  consultants,	  I	  was	  
surprised	  to	  find	  that	  Aloysius—a	  consultant	  I	  
interviewed—talk	  about	  ways	  in	  which	  his	  writing	  center	  
supported	  his	  activist	  actions	  on	  campus.	  He	  said,	  

	  	  
And	  while	  in	  working	  at	  the	  writing	  studio,	  well,	  it	  
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was	  kind	  of	  strange	  because	  during	  my	  senior	  year	  
at	  [my	  undergraduate	  university],	  several	  others	  
and	  I	  were	  also	  trying	  to	  create	  a	  group	  for	  gay	  and	  
lesbian	  students	  on	  campus.	  And	  [the	  writing	  center	  
director]	  was	  part	  of	  the	  effort	  for	  that,	  she	  was	  
really	  into	  it	  and	  	  thought	  it	  was	  just	  so	  wonderful	  
so	  she	  would	  cut	  out	  articles	  from	  the	  newspaper	  
and	  post	  them	  in	  the	  writing	  studio	  and	  things	  like	  
that.	  

	  
As	  I	  heard	  Aloysius	  say	  this	  I	  was	  immediately	  taken	  aback.	  
Whenever	  I	  had	  thought	  about	  queer	  issues	  and	  LGBTQ	  
identity,	  specifically,	  in	  the	  writing	  center,	  I	  often	  thought	  
about	  the	  negative	  or	  less	  desirable	  scenarios,	  such	  as	  how	  to	  
respond	  to	  a	  student’s	  homophobic	  piece	  of	  writing.	  I	  thus	  
did	  not	  expect	  to	  hear	  a	  consultant	  describe	  his	  writing	  
center	  as	  a	  space	  that	  helped	  him	  launch	  an	  on-‐campus	  
activist	  group.	  Yet	  since	  the	  interviews,	  this	  particular	  
response	  has	  led	  me	  to	  think	  about	  the	  potential	  of	  
consultants	  to	  become	  activists	  in	  ways	  that	  go	  beyond	  
helping	  students	  become	  better	  writers.	  
	  
On	  the	  other	  hand,	  Curtis	  finds	  that	  the	  consultant	  is	  first	  
and	  foremost	  a	  worker,	  an	  individual	  who	  was	  hired	  to	  
increase	  the	  quality	  of	  writing	  on	  a	  campus	  one	  student	  at	  
a	  time.	  He	  argues	  that	  asking	  consultants	  to	  engage	  in	  
activities	  or	  discussion	  beyond	  what	  is	  relevant	  to	  the	  
text—such	  as	  supporting	  the	  rights	  of	  LGBTQ	  people	  on	  
campus—is	  better	  left	  in	  the	  hands	  of	  student	  

organizations	  and	  support	  resources	  for	  queer-‐identifying	  
individuals.	  Yet	  this	  is	  not	  to	  say	  that	  he	  believes	  employees	  
should	  be	  indifferent	  or	  unsympathetic.	  Ideally,	  all	  
institutional	  employees	  would	  be	  strong	  advocates	  for	  non-‐
normative	  identifying	  peoples,	  but	  he	  also	  thinks	  that	  asking	  
a	  consultant	  to	  view	  himself	  or	  herself	  as	  an	  activist,	  when	  
the	  vast	  majority	  of	  employees	  are	  not	  expected	  to	  have	  this	  
mentality,	  is	  unfair.	  For	  him,	  either	  all	  employees	  within	  an	  
institution	  should	  be	  charged	  with	  combating	  backwards	  
worldviews,	  or	  none	  should.	  The	  consultant’s	  position	  has	  
clearly	  stated	  goals,	  but	  forcing	  consultants	  to	  view	  
themselves	  as	  an	  instrument	  of	  change	  in	  the	  social	  and	  
political	  climate	  of	  an	  institution	  is	  an	  unreasonable	  request	  
for	  a	  part	  time	  employee,	  and	  potentially	  disruptive	  to	  the	  
consultation.	  
	  
If	  authors	  within	  a	  collaborative	  article	  disagree,	  then	  surely	  
an	  easy	  answer	  will	  not	  be	  found.	  The	  debate	  is	  particularly	  
muddled	  when	  a	  consultant	  is	  expected	  to	  be	  an	  activist,	  but	  
does	  not	  feel	  comfortable	  promoting	  the	  social	  and	  political	  
direction	  that	  the	  writing	  center	  director	  seems	  to	  be	  
advocating.	  We	  merely	  pose	  these	  questions	  for	  
consideration	  and	  discussion,	  in	  the	  hopes	  that	  a	  consensus	  
can	  eventually	  be	  reached.	  More	  study	  is	  certainly	  necessary,	  
but	  the	  issue	  remains	  a	  current	  and	  important	  one,	  
particularly	  for	  queer	  identifying	  consultants.	  
	  
-‐This	  piece	  is	  an	  extension	  of	  a	  group	  presentation.	  We	  would	  like	  to	  
thank	  Chelsea	  Milligan	  and	  Lucy	  Manley	  for	  contributing	  to	  our	  
presentation	  and	  discussion	  in	  Kalamazoo,	  MI.	  

Renegotiating “Nontraditional” 
Identity in the Writing Center: What 
it Means to Be a Peer or the Center as 

Mentor 
(Reprint from Fall 2012 Issue) 

Jennifer Finstrom and Lisa D. Lenoir 
DePaul University 

 
Nontraditional students who are also tutors in the 
setting of a university writing center may find 
themselves negotiating a plurality of identities: 
adults, students, peers, mentors, and mentees. 
Before beginning as peer writing tutors at our 
university’s writing center, we entered our 
respective programs of study. At this point, we 
became aware that we carried the identity of 
nontraditional students, though we did not fully 
understand what that definition entailed or that it 
was actually a subject of some debate. One of us 

entered the English undergraduate program with a 
large number of transfer credits, and, after completing 
the degree, immediately began a master’s program in 
writing and publishing. The other had already 
received a bachelor’s degree in journalism, worked as 
a journalist at a prominent newspaper for several 
years, and finally entered a master’s program in 
international public service as a returning student. But 
despite our different courses of study at our large 
urban university, we both felt that something essential 
was missing from our experience. However, we were 
unable to articulate what that element might be until 
we began doing writing center work as peer writing 
tutors. 
 
After returning to academic life, we both felt that 
simply identifying as traditional or nontraditional was 
not only limiting, but also didn’t tell the whole story, 
and that this applied to other students, both 
traditionally aged and otherwise. When we entered 
our programs, we identified both as adults in the 
world outside of academia and as students in a 
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specific discipline. And later, when we entered the 
writing center, we began to identify as peers. This last 
identification, though gradual, was a turning point.  As 
we continued negotiating our multiple identities, it was 
writing center work that showed us how this could be 
done.  
 
First, we asked ourselves what exactly was meant by 
“nontraditional.” We wondered if graduate students 
could be considered nontraditional as well, and in the 
course of our research, we learned that they could be. In 
“Teaching, Advising, and Mentoring the Nontraditional 
Graduate Student” by Benton H. Pierce and Melissa J. 
Hawthorne, the authors write that, “According to the 
Council of Graduate Schools (2009) . . . By 2018, 
approximately 3.4 million graduate students will be age 
35 and older. These students are likely to encounter 
different obstacles in completing advanced degrees 
than traditional students who move from 
undergraduate programs directly into graduate 
school.” While twenty-four or twenty-five seems to be 
the age dividing traditional from nontraditional 
undergraduates, thirty-five seems to be the age at which 
a graduate student is considered nontraditional. Laura 
J. Horn and C. Dennis Carroll in The National Center 
for Education Statistics report from November of 1996 
define nontraditional students through any of the 
following criteria: “delayed enrollment into 
postsecondary education, attended part time, 
financially independent, worked full time while 
enrolled, had dependents other than a spouse, was a 
single parent, or did not obtain a standard high school 
diploma” (2). Horn and Carroll go on to explicate that 
these criteria fall into a continuum of three categories: 
minimally nontraditional (one of the above mentioned 
criteria), moderately nontraditional (two or three of 
these), or highly nontraditional (four or more) (2). What 
we took from this system of classification was that a 
student might be more or less nontraditional, and if that 
student’s circumstances change, the roles that he or she 
negotiates might change as well. For example, 
transitioning from a part-time undergraduate student to 
a full-time graduate student (as one of us did) 
effectively changes the status from moderately to 
minimally nontraditional. But an alteration in these 
outward factors isn’t the only way that a change in self-
perception can come about—the way that a student 
locates him or herself in an academic setting is also of 
importance.  

In his article “Location, Location, Location: The "Real" 
(E)states of Being, Writing, and Thinking in 
Composition,” Jonathan Mauk writes of the 
“placelessness” of many college students, mentioning 
nontraditional students in particular, and proposes that 
what is needed is a new pedagogy that will connect the 

academic with the student’s everyday life (369). While we 
both had initially worked at reconciling our academic 
identities with “real world” identities—Mauk’s 
“placelessness” did not last long. After beginning work as 
peer writing tutors, we saw the connection between this 
sense of dislocation and Kenneth Bruffee’s ideas in 
“Collaborative Learning and the Conversation of 
Mankind.” Bruffee writes that, “Students’ work tended to 
improve when they got help from peers; peers offering 
help, furthermore, learned from the students they helped 
and from the activity of helping itself. Collaborative 
learning, it seemed, harnessed the powerful educative 
force of peer influence…” (638).  

At our university, there is an academic program 
specifically for adults, focusing on the idea of students 
utilizing their abilities and experiences. Entering students 
are provided with a faculty mentor who lends support as 
skills develop for both academic and “real world” 
success. Conversely, a returning student who enters a 
more traditional academic discipline would not have this 
mentorship, and we both feel that being mentored might 
have aided our negotiation of our various roles. 
However, in our writing center work, we have found 
mentorship in the center itself: not only did its physical 
and conceptual locations help us to “locate” ourselves, 
but working with peers of every age and discipline 
helped us to define ourselves as “peer” as well.  We felt 
ourselves moving away from the limitations of 
nontraditional just as the traditionally aged peer writing 
tutors that we worked with negotiated their own 
identities. In the Center for Women in Technology’s “Peer 
Mentoring Toolkit,” mentoring is expected to “generate 
both a desire and an ability to succeed personally and 
professionally”: exactly what we see writing center work 
doing (5). By viewing the self through the lens of writing 
center work—replacing the identity of “nontraditional” 
with that of “peer”—our perceptions changed and new 
self-definitions became possible, providing us with 
greater confidence to take on new roles either in 
academia or elsewhere.  
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Community Literacy Can Operate 
within Writing Centers 
(Reprint from Winter 2012 Issue) 

Christy Oslund 
Michigan Technological University 

 
Community Literacy is usually considered the domain 
of the composition classroom and teacher. Some writing 
centers, such as Michigan State’s, reach out to the wider 
off-campus community.  But there is a group of writers 
who are present on campus who would benefit from 
the services of the writing center in a community 
literacy context.  This group consists of campus-staff 
who are from the working class community. I have 
worked with such a group of working class campus-
staff in the Michigan Technological University Writing 
Center; their peers can be found on campuses across the 
nation. These working class writers are waiting for 
writing centers to recognize the larger literacy needs on 
our own campuses. 

In Ways with Words (1983), Shirley Brice Heath showed 
that professional class and working class communities 
and families differently prepare their children when it 
comes to expectations regarding what the uses of 
literacy are and what the relationship of student and 
school will be. Deborah Brandt has shown that socio-
economics also affect the types of “literacy sponsors” a 
person will encounter not just in childhood but 
continuing into adulthood. In Literacy and Learning 
(2009) for example, Brandt observed that a professional 
class family was able to introduce their child to 
computer literacy and a home computer in grade 
school; that child’s same age peer from a working class 
family did not have her first computer experience until 
high school.  

In thirteen years of teaching at three different Michigan 
universities, I’ve observed that students in the Mid-
West seem uncomfortable with the idea that class and 
socio-economics will play a role in the potential futures 
they will enjoy – this seems to be the anti-American 
dream. Those who rise from working-class status to 
wealth and power, or Ivy League educations, are the 

notable exceptions; it is more myth than reality that 
anyone can rise to any social level in the U.S.. The 
class we are born into is the first, and arguably 
strongest determinate of how we will be taught to 
use literacy and, therefore, what our economic 
potentials will be. Writing centers can play a specific 
role in helping working class campus-staff break 
through these invisible literacy barriers. 

The first step a writing center can play in both 
community literacy and in breaking these invisible 
barriers is to open their doors to the working class 
campus-staff to perform a job audit. Most 
institutions use some type of job audit review form. 
These forms are designed to guide employees 
through a process of self-review related to the duties 
they complete. These completed reviews in turn, 
often impact the job and pay level an employee will 
obtain. Such forms commonly ask for the number of 
people one works with and supervises, the 
departments or other work areas one interacts with, 
the seasonal nature of one’s responsibilities, how 
often one has contact with the public, the 
confidentiality of the material handled, and the 
amount of money generated by the position, or 
handled by the employee.  

For those of us educated from childhood to think 
about literacy as a daily practice, these seem like 
straightforward questions with straightforward 
answers. I was required to examine these 
expectations more closely though, when some 
women in the United Auto Workers (UAW) union 
approached Michigan Tech’s writing center during 
the summer I was the coordinator, and asked me to 
explicate what our local job audit form “was really 
asking for.” It was then I became aware that the 
implicit literacy expectations between the 
professional class staff who had designed the form, 
and the implicit literacy expectations of the working 
class staff who had to fill out and file the form, were 
not the same. In fact, they were so different that ‘my 
job’ as a writing center consultant became 
verbalizing, leading discussions about, and giving 
examples that clarified these differences. This is 
work that more writing centers and consultants 
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should be taking on. 

 In order to facilitate a conversation about this kind of 
community literacy within the writing center, I will 
offer a few examples of the differences in literacy 
expectations I found and some examples of how we 
worked through them. I should also clarify that while 
the staff I worked with were UAW members, this may 
sound deceptive; at least when I think of the UAW, I 
think of auto plants. These women worked in offices as 
support staff. Their supervisors assumed that because 
the UAW staff handled paper and worked with the 
public, that they also shared similar literacy 
expectations and experience with their managers. Most 
people are not aware that different social classes use, 
and teach their children different uses for literacy. As 
Heath noted, while professionals expect to use reading 
and writing daily as a way of learning and 
communicating, working class families are more likely 
to value teaching and communicating through hands-on 
experience and observation. Working class families – 
including families like my grandparents – use reading 
and writing for newspaper advertisements, letters or 
seasonal cards to family, recipes and grocery lists. When 
teaching me to do something, my grandparents had me 
practice alongside them. In a working class 
environment, if I want to learn how a worker does her 
job, I would either watch her work, or work alongside 
her learning what she does by having her teach me. 

Guidance 

There was a guide provided to accompany the job audit 
form that was meant to support the staff in filling out 
the form. Analyzing an excerpt from the guide is 
another way to understand the difference in literacy 
uses and expectations between managers and working 
class staff. 

There are no ‘magic words’ to move a position 
to a higher level.  The purpose of this guide is to 
assist the office professional in completing their 
audit form.  Use the areas listed in each of the 
headings as a beginning for the completion of 
your audit form.  Feel free to use other words 
that may better describe what is required for 
your position.  There is a list of action verbs at 
the end of this guide. (1) 

For those of us used to working with words, this may 
seem like a very clear and self-explanatory paragraph. 
After working with the UAW staff, though, I found that 
there were a number of implicit literacy expectations 
they did not share. The managers who wrote this 
paragraph share the following expectations: 

Everyone learns to do by reading 

Everyone knows the difference between “magic 
words,” their own words, and action words 

Everyone already knows how to describe with 
language 

Everyone already knows how to effectively use 
action words 

Everyone has a complex enough understanding 
of literacy contexts to “make choices” about 
how they will write something, e.g. “Feel free to 
use words that may better describe…” 

Again, these may seem like “safe” assumptions. 
Everyone, for example, knows what an action word is, 
right? We’ve all been exposed to action words since 
elementary school. 

The viewpoint that we all know action words comes 
from growing up with literacy as part of daily life. 
Telling someone who doesn’t use written words to talk 
about his own daily actions, that he needs to sit down 
and describe what he does using action words, would 
be like a farmer telling the average person to sit down 
and milk a cow. While the words are comprehensible, 
how to carry out the act is not explained by the words. 
Consider if the cow is out in a large field. How are you 
going to sit down and milk it? Do you find a bucket and 
bring it out to the field? Do you try and move the cow? 
How do you move a cow? Now consider, if I am not 
even certain what you expect to read when you ask me 
to “describe” what I do in my job.  How am I supposed 
to know what you expect when you ask me to use 
“action words” in that description? If writing about 
myself and my work is not something I’m familiar with 
– in fact it may be something I’ve never even done 
before – how does telling me to “just do it” help educate 
me? 

In order to explain what the expectations were to UAW 
staff, I realized we first needed to think about the bigger 
picture, i.e. let’s start by talking about what a staff 
person does every day. We began with talking because 
this was how the UAW staff implicitly expected to tell 
someone what their job is – talking, not writing. Even 
talking is secondary; as said earlier, if you really want to 
know what someone does, the implicit expectation is 
that you work alongside them, or observe them. I used 
what I had seen of office work, what I had experienced 
by working in an office, to ask more questions about 
what they told me. As they spoke about their work, I 
wrote down lists of “job duties” they were describing. 
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Once we had a list of the duties associated with a job, 
we began to practice writing about the duty, and again I 
showed examples—writing alongside them—of how we 
could describe the job. In other words, we were writing 
about the same thing at the same time. This is an 
exception to how literacy education is usually carried 
out in a writing center.  However, I think it is a critical 
part of making implicit literacy expectations explicit. 
Just as a farmer wouldn’t really be helping me if she just 
said, “Get the bucket, milk the cow, it isn’t hard” just 
saying, “Now write a few sentences about that part of 
your job using action words” is not helpful to someone 
who does not have a background in writing about her 
own work. Seeing an example and then having the 
opportunity for hands-on practice makes a world of 
learning difference. This is also how working class staff 
might implicitly expect to learn new things – through 
hands on practice, working alongside the person 
teaching them. 

After we had written about a duty for a while, we 
verbally compared our responses, and I showed them 
what I valued in their written response by repeating 
phrases I found effective in their writing, and sometimes 
writing down key words they had used. I was 
consciously making explicit the kinds of word choices 
that my experience had taught me managers would 
value. They followed my example and would make 
notes of particular phrasings I wrote that they thought 
“sounded good.” The campus-staff worker would then 
take their notes home from one session, revise what they 
had written, and return in a following session with a 
revised description of the job duty. The work became 
their own through the revision and redesign process 
(New London Group). 

Every campus employs working class staff; often these 
staff members will be expected to meet professional 
class literacy expectations without having been given 
enough training or education in how to meet these 

literacy expectations. I am not talking about word 
processing other people’s words. I am specifically talking 
about work-literacy tasks such as filling out a personal 
job audit review form. The individual worker’s economic 
well being in such cases is tied to meeting professional 
class/managerial staff’s literacy expectations, which they 
often do not share and for which they may not have been 
prepared. When a writing center consultant writes 
alongside a working class client, explicating literacy 
expectations and providing hands-on practice and real 
time examples makes a learning difference. This is a form 
of literacy education with social justice implications. By 
speaking the unspoken literacy understandings of 
professionals, we can unlock literacy doors for working 
class campus members. This is challenging work with 
further reaching potential, work that could be carried 
beyond campus and beyond the writing center. The 
writing center is well suited however, to hosting a fruitful 
discussion about how such concepts can be applied 
uniquely on a range of campuses. I hope this is a 
conversation more people will take up. 
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Identifying the Writing Center 
(Reprint from Winter 2012 Issue) 

Nicole I. Caswell & Courtney L. Werner 
Kent State University 

At the 2011 Northeast Ohio Writing Centers 
Association conference (NEOWCA), tutors and 
directors from the area joined for a day of reflection 
on tutoring practices. While the conference focused 

on identity, Jay Sloan’s keynote presentation, “The 
Myth of Writing Center Neutrality,” pushed us to think 
about the theory behind our presentation and to borrow 
ideas about reflective theory and practice from Louise 
Phelps’s “Images of Student Writing.” Phelps presents 
teachers, tutors, and directors a way to further 
understand the theory behind our practice with an arc 
moving from practice to theory and back to practice: 
PTP (37). This arc allows individuals to “look beyond 
behavior per se to define the underlying conceptual 
schemas that shape the attitudes and choices of both 
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teachers and students (37).” We use the reciprocal arc 
to understand what shapes our decisions in the 
writing center.  Sloan’s presentation, while not 
focused on reflection, had us thinking about writing 
center theory and reflecting on why tutors make 
certain decisions in tutorials. What was most 
interesting to us in Sloan’s presentation was the 
concept of identity, which led us to think about our 
presentation on identity in a different way. Sloan’s 
presentation focused on contact zones and the 
misguided notion of the writing center as a safe 
place. His conclusion was a push for a new model of 
the writing center tutorial, and in our eyes, a new 
identity for the writing center. 

Our focus on identity fits nicely with Sloan’s call for 
interpreting the writing center through a critical lens. 
While we did not challenge the “tutorial” 
necessarily, we did challenge our participants to 
engage in reflective practice of their intellectual work 
as tutors and directors, and we challenged tutors to 
be more critical of the identities they present during 
conference—a challenge that works nicely in 
conjunction with Sloan’s. We focused on identity in 
the writing center in two parts: (1) tutor training and 
(2) the writing center as a whole. This article is 
organized around these two focal points. First, we 
discuss why identity is relevant and important for a 
writing center to consider. Then, we discuss tutor 
identity formation as a form of tutor training. Finally, 
we present identity-related issues writing centers 
benefit from considering. Our goal in this article is to 
provide writing centers with a few identity-related 
tutor training activities and a few thought provoking 
identity-related questions with the intent of 
improving the writing center in multiple ways.  

Tutors, Identity, and Tutor Training 

According to Anne Ellen Geller, Michele Eodice, 
Frankie Condon, Meg Carroll and Elizabeth H. 
Boquet, identity relates to what tutors bring into the 
center: “When we come together in a writing center, 
we bring with us those naming and framing 
practices in which we have been schooled as well as 
those we have cultivated based on lived experience” 
(54). Thus, what tutors bring to writing centers - 
either new tutors bringing experiences from the 
outside or veteran tutors merging their identities 
with their experiences - led us to understand identity 
as a meaningful aspect that we may or may not 
consider. In particular, Malcolm Gladwell considers 
identity to be “immediate, automatic associations,” 
“[tumbling] out before we’ve even had time to 
think” (as qtd. in Geller et al. 85). He also argues, 
“our unconscious attitudes may be utterly 

incompatible with our stated conscious values” (as qtd. in 
Geller et al. 85). What we consider an important aspect in the 
discussion of identity (aside from how it connects to 
reflective practice) is that identity is not static: “writing 
center practices that merely focus on the individual as he or 
she is at any one point in time may prevent tutors’ identity 
formation as writers and as participants in the writing center 
community of practice. Identity is not static” (Geller et al. 75). 
We may or may not be aware of our identities, and, because 
identities are so often taken for granted, we may not be 
aware of how our identities shift over time as numerous 
tutors come in and out of the center. With ever-evolving 
identities, the discussion of identity formation can become a 
constant aspect of tutor development and not a single topic 
to be covered and moved on from.  

For us, identity relates to reflective practice because we want 
tutors to consider their identity and how their identity 
shapes the decisions they make, the practices they engage in, 
and the activities they present to student-writers. While 
tutors may not need to be familiar with every theory behind 
every writing center practice, it is important for tutors to 
reflect on the choices they make during tutorial sessions. It is 
with this connection to reflective practice that identity can be 
understood as a valuable component of tutor training. For 
example, by considering their identities, tutors could: 

• Understand their own personalities and how they 
feel about their work in the center. 

• Consider ways to “market1” themselves to student-
writers when beginning tutorial sessions. 

• Understand how to adapt their practices to meet the 
writers’ identities and needs as sessions progress. 

A writing center is only as helpful as its tutors. Because every 
tutor brings a particular identity to the writing center - a 
particular set of experiences, both academic and personal, 
each tutor is different and approaches the tutorial in a 
different way. Like the authors of The Everyday Writing Center 
(Anne Ellen Geller, Michele Eodice, Frankie Condon, Meg 
Carroll and Elizabeth H. Boquet), we too “want tutors to see 
themselves, the writers with whom they work, and the 
complex and dynamic conditions within tutorials through 
Coyote eyes--not as old problems with fixed solutions, but as 
moments of intrigue and as opportunities for wonderment 
and becoming” (55). In particular, we want tutors to embrace 
their identity and use it as a means to improve their tutoring. 
Many tutor training books (The Bedford Guide for Writing 
Tutors, The Allyn and Bacon Guide to Peer Tutoring, and The St. 
Martin’s Sourcebook for Writing Tutors, to name a few 
examples) offer tutors ideas about how to develop their 
tutorly identities, but none of these books asks tutors to 
critically examine the identities they present to the student-
writers with whom they work. We suggest tutors need to 
take a critical approach to acknowledging their own 
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identities and how those identities play out during the 
tutorial.  

During our presentation, we asked our participants to 
consider what their identity was in the writing center. 
One of the first topics of discussion was considering what 
tutors are called: consultants, peer tutors, tutors, or 
something else altogether. Inherent within each of these 
terms is a particular identity. During our discussion, 
participants linked “peer” with a undergraduate student 
staff, while “tutor” seemed to imply a more professional 
staff (perhaps comprised of adjuncts, NTT, and TT 
faculty). Some participants suggested “consultants” 
worked around this problem, putting both 
undergraduate and other types of staff in the same 
category of “writing expert” who would “consult” with 
students in an effort to improve that student’s writing 
abilities (and the paper in front of them). Participants in 
the session did not have the power to necessarily change 
their “titles,” but they did tell us that it was a discussion 
they wanted to have with their staff. Titles seemed to be 
one of the few moments of identity that seemed static in 
the center. Tutors do not move to consultants to peer 
writers over time; however, participants mentioned that 
they may embrace the identity of a consultant or writing 
expert even if they were given the title tutor.  

One way we envision capturing identity as it shifts over 
the span of a tutor’s career in the writing center is 
through an identity log. In this log, either completed after 
every session, daily, or weekly, tutors write down their 
thoughts and reflections about their identity during 
tutorials. Tutors could be prompted with a question (for 
example, what writerly or tutorly identity did you 
embrace during the tutorial? What evidence do you have 
to support that identity?), which they respond to every 
time—possibly making it easier to look for patterns 
throughout their sessions. Similarly, tutors can free-write 
on decisions they made during the tutorial. At the end of 
the semester, or during staff meetings, tutors could be 
asked to reread and reflect upon their entries seeing how 
their identities have shifted, developed, or remained 
static. Then, they can use these moments to consider how 
identity may relate to their strengths and weaknesses in 
tutorial sessions. However, it is equally important to 
make sure tutors do not feel as though their identity is 
wrong or should change, only that the situation and their 
new experiences are helping them shape and grow as 
tutors. Tutors should feel free to critically explore their 
identities while aiming to shift their identities where and 
when they see fit.  

Some other ways tutors could consider their tutorly 
identity are by considering, at different points in their 
careers, the answers to inventory-like questions: 

1. What are your greatest strengths as a tutor?  

2. What are your biggest challenges as a tutor?  

3 a. What kinds of writing are you most 
comfortable tutoring? Why do other types of 
writing make you uncomfortable? 

3 b. What kinds of writing are you least 
comfortable tutoring? What specifically makes 
you uncomfortable when tutoring in regards to 
this type of writing? 

4. What are your goals as a tutor? 

5. What, for you, would be the best possible 
outcome of a tutoring session? 

After tutors answer these questions, they could consider 
where their answers come from (linking back to Phelps’s 
PTP arc). Then, their answers can help tutors articulate 
their tutorly identities.  

To help tutors generate even more ideas about their 
tutorly identities, we suggest one activity in particular: 
have tutors create their own logos. Their logos should use 
shapes, images, colors, and text that are meaningful to 
them yet convey to a wide audience their tutoring styles, 
practices, and values. During our presentation some 
participants mentioned staff pages on their centers’ 
websites. The tutors’ logos could be added to the staff 
page as another medium of expressing their identity and 
communication styles. We asked the participants in our 
session to design and explain their tutoring logos. While 
our designing was limited to crayons and paper, the 
logos participants created expressed their identity in 
ways they said they never considered before. One 
participant chose to situate herself within the rhetorical 
triangle while another selected a blank page with a mini-
wordle and blooming flowers. A third likened herself to a 
super hero, complete with mask and cape. This activity 
may come in handy for the center as well as its tutors, as 
we discuss in the next section. 

Writing Centers and Identity  

What we call our tutors and how our tutors define 
themselves matters, but how we project our centers to 
our campuses matters even more. Many scholars have 
commented on the need to have a space fostering the 
right sort of creativity--the right sort of identity--through 
its physical design: “space and design decisions should 
result in a space where people enjoy spending time and 
where they are happy, productive, creative, and social” 
(Hadfield et. al. 170). Then, in 2005, Jackie Grutsch 
McKinney pushed us to think about the identities our 
writing centers portray in “Leaving Home Sweet Home: 
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Towards Critical Readings of Writing Center Spaces.” At 
the 2011 NEOWCA, Sloan also pushed attendees to move 
beyond the typical “safe” iterations of writing center 
spaces. We take their discussions farther, moving beyond 
the need to identify and label a physical space or tutors 
identities. Instead, we suggest writing centers take a 
proactive approach to crafting their identities; after all, 
what good is an inviting workspace if the center itself 
lacks a cohesive, concrete identity? A number of factors 
contribute to writing centers’ identities including the 
tutors who work there, the needs of the student body, the 
limitations of the space and resources available, and the 
objectives and goals the administration might have for 
the center. All of these factors come together to form the 
center’s identity. 

In order to be proactive about this identity, writing 
centers can take some of the same steps we’ve suggested 
for tutors above. Rather than having tutors reflect 
individually about their personal identities, holding staff 
meetings and listserv discussions about how tutors view, 
interpret, and advertise the writing center is an excellent 
place to begin. The director should also consider 
assessing the center’s identity as the campus understands 
it. Through adding a brief survey question on in-take 
forms to speaking informally with students and faculty, 
to hosting focus groups of multiple audiences, directors 
can develop a sense of what various constituents 
understand the center’s identity (and role) to be. The 
identity the center thinks it is projecting may or may not 
be the image and identity the campus perceives. From 
there, the director can balance the tutors’ and campus’s 
perceptions against her own conceptions of the center’s 
identity. After a clear identity is outlined and articulated-
-perhaps put into writing through a mission statement--
directors can begin using this identity to reinvigorate 
their centers.  

Tutors might be asked to collaboratively construct (or re-
imagine) a writing center’s logo or consultants from 
across campus might be able to be called in. Our 
presentation asked audience members to think about the 
current logos or marketing materials of their writing 
centers, even the words used to describe their centers 
(writing lab, writing center, writing commons, and 
writing studio were some of the titles given to 
participants’ centers). The words we label our centers 
with and the ways in which outreach develops (through 
YouTube videos, Facebook, flyers, classroom 
announcements, emails, and word-of-mouth) are all 
indicators of a center’s identity. One center’s identity, in 
the form of marketing and space, stuck with us post-
presentation: Eastern Kentucky University’s Noel Studio 
for Academic Creativity utilizes a Lady Gaga-esque 
promotional video (http://youtu.be/Mz8CklP3Ai0) to 

get the word out. Another identity-related collaborative 
activity for tutors could be to compose a promotional 
video portraying a particular center identity.  

Identity comprises all aspects of the writing center: 
tutoring, marketing, location, space, services, etc. And, 
identity does not just stem from a central location, nor is 
it consistent. As the conference theme suggests, 
“Negotiating Identity and Ideology: Writing Centers as 
Agents of Change,” considering a center’s identity is a 
way to begin thinking about change in the center. 
Without knowing the center’s identity, how can the 
center be changed? It is better to determine the identity, 
articulate it, and then reshape that identity. Directors 
may discover the identity the center projects is 
successful. On the other hand, the center may be 
unwittingly projecting an image not aligned with its 
identity. Still, the center’s visible identity may not have 
to change: the identity can be reaffirmed in the 
fulfillment of its mission. Asking tutors to be critically 
aware of their tutorly identities and of the center’s 
identity can help clear up misconceptions about the 
center, reinvigorate already thriving centers, and 
become a component of ongoing tutor training.   

1 We use the term “market” as a way for tutors to highlight 
their strengths on different genres of writing or parts of the 
writing process. We do not use it in the typical, sales-oriented 
connotation. 
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Reading the Writing Center 
(Reprint from Fall 2013 Issue) 

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?”  

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. 

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 
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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 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 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 
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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 
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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CFP: Millennium Rhetoric in the Writing Center 
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What does this mean? We are using millennium to help us think about the different forms of 
writing that have occurred since the turn of the century. We, as rhetoricians, began to think 
about other forms of composing with the invention and subsequent dissemination of the 
personal computer. Before we knew what was happening, a few brave souls were suggesting 
that writing could be interactive with the inclusion of hyperlinks to other texts, to images, to 
videos, to audio files. Likewise, new forms of writing have continued to spring up and we 
would like to challenge you to think about how these new forms have affected the work you 
do in the writing center. 
 
As writing mediums evolve and transition, the writing center adapts to these changes to 
provide new consulting experiences and pedagogies for all disciplines. The progression of 
these new forms of writing and changing technological advancements have furthered the 
capabilities of millennium rhetoric, for example: digital, visual, multi-modal, queer and 
cultural. These advancements continue to shape Writing Center pedagogical practices that 
inform how we consult with and learn from international, ELL, and other historically 
marginalized people.  
 
We invite you to submit articles that engage in this conversation about Millennium Rhetoric 
by challenging current theories and pedagogical practices and by thinking outside the box of 
what Millennium Rhetoric means. Share your experiences, thoughts, and practices, as we 
continue to transition into the new Millennia and expand the roles that the writing center 
embodies. 
 
Submission Guidelines: (http://ecwca.org/newsletter/publication-opportunity/) 
● Please send your submission in the form of an article (1000-2500 words), Tutor Voices 

(500-750 words), or a multi-media format (3-4 min Podcast, 3-4 min video, etc). We 
highly recommend playing with form. (MLA or APA for citations) 

● Please email your submissions to writing@msu.edu. If the files are too large, link them 
via dropbox to dbaldwin831@yahoo.com 

 
 


