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NEWSLETTER
 A Publication of the South Central Writing Centers Association

SCWCA
Greetings from the Editor
by Alanna Bitzel

 2014 marked the 25th anniversary of  the 
South Central Writing Centers Association 
(SCWCA). The theme of  our annual conference 
was: Participate! The CFP asked us to explore the 
writing center’s “participatory work: engaging 
different kinds of  knowing, producing practical 
knowledge, working in the community, and 
privileging democratic peer relationships at 
every level.” The SCWCA Newsletter team took up 
the theme of  participation by re-launching our 
regional publication with this inaugural issue, a 
blend of  tradition and innovation that celebrates 
our regional writing center history and showcases 
current research and scholarship.
 Writing centers in our region exist today 
because of  the efforts of  those who came before. 
Therefore, in this inaugural issue, we commemo-
rate the founding of  SCWCA 25 years ago. We 
thank founding members—Martha Dale Cooley, 
Sally Crisp, Allison Holland, Joe Law, Barry 
Maid, and James McDonald—for taking the 
time to meet with the SCWCA Newsletter team 
both in person at the conference and via phone 
and email. From these founders, we learned 
about the region’s writing center origins, how, 
through trial and error, like-minded educators 
forged an association of  writing center practitio-
ners, a community to support student writing as 
well as our professional aspirations. Still active 
in the writing center community, these founders 

continue to educate and inspire future generations 
of  writing center leaders. Assistant Editor Jarod 
Daily shares excerpts of  interviews with two 
founders in this issue.
 Last year’s conference attendees participated 
in the SCWCA Newsletter by reflecting on the type 
of  writing they were doing 25 years ago. In this 
issue, Assistant Editor Sara Kelm has amalgam-
ated attendees’ responses to represent the variety 
of  experiences and ingenuity of  our writing center 
community members. We also encouraged partici-
pation by asking presenters to adapt their talks 
for publication, so that we could compile a form 
of  conference proceedings, and we invited other 
members of  the region to share written work. 
 After SCWCA president Steve Sherwood’s 
reflections on the 2014 conference, this inaugural 
issue begins with Articles. These are relatively 
formal pieces related to adminsitration, training, 
and programming. Todd Womble, Assistant 
Director of  the English Writing Center at The 
University of  Texas at Arlington, describes how 
his tutor training program mirrors the continual 
and ongoing nature of  the writing process. 
Jeaneen Canfield, from the English Department 
at Oklahoma State University, engages a quintes-
sential component of  writing center practice, the 
dialectic; she discusses how those outside of  the 
writing center—namely those who teach first-year 
composition—can benefit from dialectic practice. 
The next two articles deliberate over how writing 
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centers can remain vibrant and relevant in the 
contexts of  today’s multi-mediated, budget-
constrained realities. Denise Rogers, from the 
University of  Louisiana at Lafayette, describes 
her writing center’s experience starting an online 
writing lab. Then, Louisiana Tech’s Paula Brown 
explains how adopting a business model can 
help writing centers strengthen their institutional 
standing. 
 The Tutor Columns section features reflective 
pieces written by tutors for tutors. The two 
columnists in this issue, both from The University 
of  Texas at Austin, emphasize the lessons we 
can learn from students and how we can adapt 
writing center practices to enhance our work with 
them. Examining writing centers through a black 
feminist perspective, Shantel Buggs discusses 
how writing centers can draw on experiential 
knowledge to empower students in marginal 
positions. Mary Hedengren reminds us how truly 
personal writing is through her work with students 
on personal statements.
 In the final section, we bring you Writing 
Center Spotlights: short pieces highlighting 
initiatives and developments at individual writing 
centers in the region. Julie Platt and her staff  at 
the University of  Arkansas at Monticello bring us 
their work from the 2014 conference. By telling 
us about their Center for Writing and Communi-
cation, they recognize a broader understanding 
of  what constitutes writing. The inaugural issue 
concludes with a spotlight on Xavier University of  
Louisiana, in which Angelle Scott describes how 
the Writing Resource Center at this Historically 
Black College or University (HBCU) has created 
a program to support students in developmental 
and intensive composition. The program guides 
students through their own learning via reflection 
and practice, cornerstones of  effective writing.
 As the SCWCA region continues to grow and 
change, we hope that this publication can serve as 
another venue for sharing knowledge and building 
community. This is our invitation to participate. 

As E.M. Forster writes in Howard’s End, “Only 
connect the prose and the passion . . . Live in 
fragments no longer. Only connect.” Enjoy!
~ February 2015

Editor Bio

A native Texan and true Longhorn, Alanna 
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Writing Program Coordinator for Texas Athletics 
Student Services. Alanna is secretary of  the Inter-
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on the editorial board of  several writing center 
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athletes, writing center administration, change 
leadership and management, learning centers/
commons, and tutor professional development 
models. She and her partner, Aaron, enjoy good 
food, live music, fonts, and quality time with their 
parrot and menagerie of  (mostly orange) cats.
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President’s 2014 Remarks 
by Steve Sherwood 

 Twenty-four years ago, I made my first 
scholarly presentation to the South Central 
Writing Center Association’s inaugural conference 
in Little Rock, Arkansas. What I remember 
most, besides the fear and the dry mouth, is the 
audience’s kind reaction to my essay. Since then, 
I’ve watched dozens of  other budding scholars 
take their first step into the profession at SCWCA 
conferences, including our most recent one at 
Oklahoma State University.  
 At this year’s conference, our members enjoyed 
a Thursday evening plenary session with founding 
members Sally Crisp and James McDonald, who 
reminisced about SCWCA’s origins and first 
conference. We also heard speakers ranging from 
new peer writing consultants to such luminaries as 
Michele Eodice, Writing Center Journal editor and 
former International Writing Centers Associa-
tion (IWCA) President. Michele’s keynote address, 
titled “Participatory Hospitality and Writers 
Writing,” highlighted the work of  Genevieve 
Critel, who interrogated and extended the notion 
of  what it means to participate in the composition 
classroom and the writing center. Other presenters 
addressed such crucial issues for writing center 
practitioners as assessment, multimodal tutorials, 
and the transfer of  skills learned in the writing 
center to other work settings. After hours, Chloé 
Diepenbrock sponsored a wine tasting party in 
her hotel suite—an event that began in Corpus 

Christi and, in two years, has become something 
of  a tradition. Before the glow of  our good times 
in Stillwater fades, please join me in thanking 
Rebecca Damron (our vice president) and her 
hard-working writing center staff  for planning 
and hosting the conference.  
 As current president, I would be remiss if  I 
failed to mention some members of  SCWCA 
whose contributions have, over the years, helped 
our organization thrive. First, I’d like to thank 
Allison Holland, our longtime treasurer. Her 
financial acumen has led to SCWCA’s current 
fiscal health. Allison is also striving to preserve 
and digitize documents from the Writing Centers  
Research Project archives, an effort toward which 
SCWCA has provided some sorely needed funds.  
Every president of  SCWCA in recent memory has 
leaned heavily on the expertise and sage advice of  
Allison, of  Carolyn Kinslow, who recently stepped 
down as secretary, and of  Martha Dale Cooley, 
who retired this year. Whether as officers, board 
members, or conference hosts, each has helped 
SCWCA to grow. Finally, I wanted to mention 
our past president, Valerie Balester, who could not 
come to Stillwater this year, but who has continued 
to contribute her invaluable advice, participate 
in executive board discussions, and maintain our 
association’s website. 
 Meanwhile, several other members have in 
recent years taken on important responsibilities. 
As our IWCA representative, Kristen Garrison 
guards our interests and conveys our members’ 
sometimes controversial points of  view to the 
IWCA executive board. As the current issue 
illustrates, Alanna Bitzel has taken the SCWCA 
Newsletter to a new level (while simultaneously 
serving as IWCA’s secretary). Finally, Alice Batt 
is already planning next year’s conference, which 
she and Alanna will host at the The University of  
Texas campus in Austin.  
 Since SCWCA’s inaugural conference, then, 
our organization has benefited not only from the 
ongoing contributions of  colleagues such as these, 
but it has also continued to offer new scholars a 
showcase for their ideas. 
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SCWCA’s Founding Rooted in a Desire for Community: 
Interviews with Sally Crisp and Joe Law
by Jarod Daily

“The whole thing was selfish from the beginning,” 
says Sally Crisp, founder of  the South Central 
Writing Centers Association, in an interview with 
me in Fall 2014, “because I wanted colleagues.”

Crisp, who along with Barry Maid started the 
University Writing Center at the University of  
Arkansas at Little Rock (UALR) in 1981, felt 
a need to be able to talk to others doing similar 
work.

“In those early days, and still to some extent today, 
if  you were running a writing center, you were the 
only person on your campus” who knew anything 
about writing center work, she says. “So if  you had 
a problem or an issue or just wanted to talk with 
someone else who was doing something like you 
were doing,” seeking out peers at other institutions 
was necessary.

“If  you were teaching comp, there were other 
people teaching comp. If  you were teaching 
nonfiction, there were other people teaching 
nonfiction,” Crisp continues. But because “the 
writing center movement was still fairly new, even 
at the end of  the ’80s,” few people had experience 
doing such work.

Furthermore, before email and the World Wide 
Web, getting in contact with such colleagues at 
other institutions was difficult—finding a phone 
number for another writing center, or even finding 
out whether one existed at a particular college or 
university, could be a Herculean task—so Crisp’s 
first contact with other writing center directors 
came at a conference.

“The Midwest Writing Centers Association, I 
went to one of  their conferences not long before 
this whole thing appeared to me as an idea,” she 
says. “I came back thinking about . . . the concept 
of  these regional organizations.”

Soon afterward, she had a conversation with 
Maid, who was her department chairman at the 
time, and another UALR colleague, Michael 
Kleine, and brought up the idea of  setting up an 
association for writing centers in Arkansas.

“By this time, Barry and I had done a little 
consulting with schools in the state, and there 
were several that had writing centers,” she says. 
“I thought it would be good for all of  us to be 
colleagues and to know each other. … Barry and 
Michael said, ‘Never mind a statewide organiza-
tion, that would be fine, but why not go regional?’”

After a little research, Crisp found that there 
was no regional organization that really served 
Arkansas; there was a Southeast organization, a 
Midwest organization, and Texas may have had 
its own because “Texas is a region unto itself,” she 
says.

So Crisp used departmental and library resources 
and “old-school research” to find contact informa-
tion for writing centers and English departments 
at every college or university she could think of  in 
Arkansas, Louisiana, Oklahoma, and Texas. She 
then sent out blind letters asking whether there 
would be any interest in a regional association. 
Before long, plans were made to meet in Little 
Rock to start the organization. 

Crisp says attendees of  that initial meeting in 
1989, some of  whom “came from as far away 
as Lady Falls Brown from Texas Tech [or] Jim 
McDonald from the University of  Louisiana at 
Lafayette,” agreed that they should start an annual 
conference. So after drawing up a charter for the 
SCWCA and appointing officers, they set up the 
first conference for the next summer, in 1990, 
again in Little Rock.

Joe Law, who at the time of  those early meetings 
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ran the writing center at Texas Christian 
University, says, “At the time, we were really 
pleased with the turnout we had. A number of  
people from a number of  places made presenta-
tions.”

Crisp remembers how many students attended 
and presented at the early conferences.

“There were not many conferences in those days 
that students went to,” she says. “I think [writing 
center associations everywhere] really set a 
precedent by putting an emphasis and priority on 
having peer tutors not only come but present, lead 
discussion groups. I think that’s been a value that’s 
been terrific in this organization.”

What Law remembers is the early sense of  
community.

“I think getting the chance to go to the conferences 
and talk to other people at other schools and 
finding out what they were doing” was important, 
he says. “Writing centers were really starting to 
develop an identity. We were starting to ‘get out of  
the basement.’”

That community was exactly what Crisp had been 
craving for years.

“You can’t even imagine what having colleagues 
felt like,” she says, adding that establishing contact 
with people she could call or, later, email when 
writing center issues arose was invaluable. 

However, Crisp says, when she got the ball rolling 
on what became the SCWCA, “I didn’t really 
know that I was stepping into a pretty big job for 
myself. But it was a labor of  love.”

“Every group that’s been willing to be on the 
leadership team . . . that’s a commitment that 
people make, it takes time, and it keeps the 
organization alive and vibrant and important to 
people.”

According to Crisp, the people who have helped 

run the organization over the years are an 
invaluable part of  its history and legacy.

“Any one person, or two people, or three people 
can have an idea. But you’ve always got to have 
support from the start,” she says. “If  you have an 
idea,” people have to take an action, and then that 
action leads to, hopefully, community, which then 
snowballs into several generations of  community.

Crisp says that 25 years later, she is pleased with 
how far the organization has come. What sprang 
forth from her own desire for colleagues, she 
says, is vibrant, energetic, exciting, and “retains 
so many of  the values that we started with, the 
collegiality, the sense of  community.”

“It warms my heart that this thing is still vital.”
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At the 2014 SCWCA Conference, we asked attendees what they were writing when the 
association began twenty years ago in 1984. The variety of responses reflects the diversity of 
ages and experiences that now represent the SCWCA. Many good things have been written 
over the last twenty years; here’s to writing for twenty more! 
 
 

by Sara Kelm
At the 2014 conference, we asked attendees what they were writing 25 years ago, which was when SCWCA 
began. The variety of  responses reflects the diversity of  ages and experiences that now represent our associa-
tion. Many good things have been written over the last 25 years; here’s to writing for 25 more!  



Issue #1 7

Assistant Editor Bios

Jarod Daily graduated from Texas Christian 
University (TCU) in May 2006 with a bachelor’s 
degree in news-editorial journalism and from the 
University of  Arkansas at Little Rock in December 
2014 with a master’s degree in professional 
and technical writing. His experience includes 
professional writing and editing, composition 
instruction, and writing center tutoring. In his 
spare time, he just can’t get enough of  college 
football, especially those TCU Horned Frogs.

Sara Kelm is a master’s degree candidate at 
Baylor University, where she teaches writing 
and studies creative nonfiction, spirituality, and 
pedagogy. She’s worked in writing centers both 
at Baylor and at George Fox University. Sara 
graduated with a bachelor’s degree in English 
from George Fox University, and she later worked 
there as a higher education professional, focusing 
on adult degree completion students. Sara has 
called home the Midwest, the Pacific Northwest, 
central Canada, and now central Texas, and she 
loves any place that has a good tea selection and 
the occasional rainy day.
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ARTICLES

Learning through Participating: 
A System of Ongoing Tutor Training
by Todd Womble

 In recent years, the English Writing Center 
at The University of  Texas at Arlington (UT 
Arlington) has been a place of  transition; from 
the ways in which we promote our services across 
campus, to the size of  our staff, to the color of  
our walls, we have transformed and continue to 
do so. Recently, we made a transitional decision 
concerning our process of  new consultant 
training. What was once a rather typical weekend 
of  reading articles and talking about procedures 
is now an ongoing system of  various activities 
in an effort to actively work towards ensuring 
our consultants are consistently questioning and 
building their tutoring strategies. Piggybacking 
off  John Heron and Peter Reason’s categoriza-
tions of  learning, I hope to explore the benefits of  
a participation-based model of  tutor training—
one in which new and experienced consultants, 
while still being exposed to important theoretical 
principles, are able to develop their own tutoring 
methods based on firsthand experiences. 
 In their essay “A Participatory Inquiry 
Paradigm,” Heron and Reason present their 
argument about paradigms of  learning as a 
response to the positivism and constructivism at 
the heart of  theories from Guba and Lincoln. 
According to Heron and Reason, whereas the 
constructivist stance leans towards relativism and 
“mechanical abstraction” (275), the participative 
paradigm is a more rewarding worldview with 
its basis on collaboration and relationships. For 
Heron and Reason, the participatory paradigm 
“allows us to join with fellow humans in collabora-
tive forms of  inquiry” (275-76). At the heart of  this 
paradigm of  participation is a unique structure of  
knowledge, which they map as four different types 
of  knowing: propositional, experiential, presenta-
tional, and practical. These four types of  knowing 
work together cyclically in order to “enrich their 
congruence” (283), creating a better system of  
inquiry and more productive communication 
between people. In this paradigm, “Proposi-

tional knowledge is knowing in conceptual terms 
that something is the case” (281); but this type of  
knowledge is limited: it “can only give mediated-
subjective and intersubjective—relativistic 
accounts” (278). In contrast, experiential knowing 
“means direct encounter, face-to-face meeting . 
. . It is knowing through participative, empathic 
resonance with a being” (280-81). Propositional 
knowledge is more theoretical, while experiential 
knowledge comes from lived experience. This is 
not to say that propositional knowing is completely 
removed from participation; as Heron and Reason 
point out, “Propositions themselves are carried 
out by presentational forms” (281) and are thus 
simultaneously founded upon our “experiential 
articulation of  a world” (281) through a process 
of  participation. Each of  these types of  knowing 
comes from participation; they differ in the type 
of  participation employed. 
 Our past system of  training involved both 
propositional and experiential knowing. After 
conducting interviews and offering positions in 
early August, we had a two-day training session 
the weekend before the start of  the semester. Last 
fall, consultants had a total of  seven hours of  
required training over the weekend. After some 
introductory activities, we then jumped straight 
into an hour-long discussion of  our policies and 
procedures, which included candid discussions 
of  our expectations of  consultants. The last two 
hours of  Saturday focused on critical articles 
in writing center theory (e.g., North, Lunsford, 
etc.). Sunday morning consisted of  small group 
presentations on more critical articles, along with 
a general discussion of  common challenges and 
issues faced by consultants. In conjunction with 
these two days, we then had a “training week” 
during the first week of  classes in which each 
consultant—new and experienced—was required 
to participate in two 1½ hour sessions of  mock 
tutoring. Between the weekend and the training 
week, each consultant underwent a total of  ten 



Issue #1 9

hours of  training. 
 This system of  training involved both proposi-
tional and experiential knowing. For example, 
our strong emphasis on theoretical articles forced 
consultants to confront fundamental concepts 
of  writing center theory. This was a first step 
towards the “mastery of  concepts and classes 
that language bestows” (Heron and Reason 
281) in that our consultants gained “knowledge 
by description” (281)—descriptions given by 
writing center scholars. At the same time, we did 
enact experiential knowing through our require-
ment of  mock tutoring sessions. Our consultants 
were required to act as both tutor and client, 
thus experiencing what it is like to be in both 
roles. Although these were mock sessions, our 
consultants still were demonstrating and enacting 
the fundamental strategies discussed in the articles. 
To a certain extent, this model of  training worked 
towards enacting the different types of  knowing in 
consultants, with productive results in many cases. 
 At the same time, in subsequent discussions 
about our training process and our consultants’ 
performance, we realized that we were not 
particularly thrilled with this freestanding, 
one-week training model. While our discussions 
of  procedures and theory were fruitful, the most 
helpful aspect of  our training was the three hours 
of  mock sessions done during training week; our 
consultants echoed these sentiments when they 
completed required evaluations towards the end 
of  the fall semester. It seemed as if  our consultants 
were much more inclined towards activity-based 
training than simply reading and responding to 
articles. To a certain extent this was expected, 
and it came as no surprise that our particular 
consultants were more inclined towards doing 
something than reading something. But beyond 
this, we felt that perhaps this doing somehow 
connected more with our consultants in terms of  
actual application to their tutoring strategies. The 
job to which they applied—and the job for which 
we hired them—involves active engagement 
with students and peers; thus, we knew before 
the semester started that our consultant expecta-
tions revolved around action and participation. 
Accordingly, we felt that our training system 

should similarly adapt a nature of  participation. 
This is not to say that policies and procedures 
would no longer be discussed, or that theory 
would be ignored. Both of  these are integral, as is 
propositional knowing in the participatory inquiry 
paradigm. But while propositional knowing 
remains an important piece, we decided to widen 
the scale of  experiential knowing in our training 
process, specifically through the implementation 
of  a comprehensive system of  ongoing, semester-
long training. 
 The idea of  ongoing training is by no means 
a new one, as evidenced by various articles from 
The Writing Center Journal and Praxis: A Writing 
Center Journal. Evelyn Posey introduced her ideas 
on ongoing training almost thirty years ago in her 
article, “An Ongoing Tutor-Training Program.” 
Posey’s thoughts on training are in contrast to 
the “general training program” (29), which she 
describes as “[including] two to three hours of  
orientation focusing on procedures, tutoring roles, 
responsibilities, and policies” (29). Instead, Posey 
proposes ways to involve tutors in “daily, ongoing 
training” (29), some of  which we also incorpo-
rate in our new system and will be discussed later. 
In “Tutor Training and Reflection on Practice,” 
John Bell reflects on his incorporations of  
“reflection on practice” (82)—a system based on 
reflection exercises for tutors—in an attempt at 
ongoing training. His system is grounded in the 
theory of  reflection on practice, which “is based 
on the assumption that changes in thinking will 
lead to changes in behavior” (82), and involves 
scheduled reflection exercises for tutors. Another 
example comes from Jessica Chainer Nowacki, 
who discusses her own system of  ongoing training 
in “An Ongoing ESL Training Program in the 
Writing Center.” Nowacki’s training program is 
geared specifically towards training tutors to work 
with ESL students, and she describes the ongoing 
training of  her tutors “to deliver fast-pace, 
ongoing training without additional coursework 
or expenditure. The program consists of  two 
10-week modules, the first of  which introduces 
the fundamentals of  writing center consulta-
tions and the second of  which features seminal 
theoretical texts” (2). Each of  these scholars points 
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out successes and failures in their systems; after 
thinking about these previous models, we have put 
in place our own system of  ongoing training at 
UT Arlington. 
 Rather than have a weekend-long training 
at the beginning of  the fall semester, we have 
instead decided to designate one day to discuss 
the central policies and procedures of  our writing 
center. There is no substitution for this discussion, 
as we find it absolutely necessary to speak directly 
to our consultants about these topics. This time 
will also consist of  discussions of  fundamental 
writing center elements: directive vs. non-directive 
strategies, the first five minutes of  a session, ESL 
clients, and so on. Again, these training modules 
do remain within the propositional category 
of  knowing. But rather than stopping here and 
hoping that our consultants continue to develop 
and revise their strategies throughout the semester, 
we have instead introduced a semester-long series 
of  assignments that forces our consultants to think 
about and build upon their tutoring strategies. For 
example, we have built two separate quizzes—
one on our consultant handbook and the other 
on “safety and sexual harassment”—structured 
in a way that forces even the most experienced 
of  consultants to actually consult the handbook; 
the quizzes result in physical action from our 
consultants, with the end result being a firmer 
knowledge of  these policies. We have also put 
together a variety of  administrative tasks. Posey 
suggests, “The first method of  training involves 
the participation of  tutors in writing center 
development and administration” (30). We have 
involved a number of  our consultants in the 
construction of  promotional materials for dissemi-
nation across campus, such as “top 10” flyers 
for faculty and students; we have also had them 
look at specific pages on our website, checking 
for grammatical and stylistic errors. Along with 
getting our consultants active during times in 
their shifts in which they would otherwise be 
inactive, these activities also give them a deeper 
sense of  responsibility and a personal stake in 
what we do. Along with the quizzes and the 
administrative activities, each consultant also has 
required reading assignments, which we label 

“canon readings.” Each consultant reads and 
then responds in writing to specific articles in 
an attempt for us to compile a larger database 
of  relevant critical approaches to writing center 
work. Again, rather than simply giving them 
articles to read, this system puts the onus directly 
on the consultant, giving them the opportunity to 
both evaluate and synthesize what is being done in 
writing center theory with their own experiences 
as consultants. 
 Bell reports rather unsuccessful conclusions 
about the efficacy of  his attempts at ongoing 
training, but I attribute this lack of  effective-
ness to a lack of  experiential knowing. While 
personal reflection is undoubtedly a useful 
exercise, consultants—just like our clients—
respond better when put in situations based on 
participation and action. This belief  is at the 
heart of  what we have decided to do in our own 
writing center. As mentioned above, we feel that 
many of  these training activities instill a stronger 
sense of  ownership and responsibility on behalf  
of  our consultants for the writing center in 
which they work and the work they do, but this 
ongoing training has also benefitted the sessions 
our consultants are having with clients. Along 
with the quizzes and tasks mentioned above, 
our consultants are also required to complete 
multiple peer evaluations each semester. These 
evaluations are straightforward—one consultant 
sits in on a fellow consultant’s session, and then 
they give oral and written feedback—but our 
consultants have consistently expressed to us the 
ways these evaluations have been helpful. They 
allow less-experienced consultants the chance to 
observe more-experienced consultants and gain 
firsthand knowledge of  how to handle sessions 
in general, and they offer all of  our consultants 
the opportunity to get direct feedback from their 
fellow tutors and executive staff  members about 
their tutoring styles and strategies. An increased 
sense of  ownership in their role as tutor, along 
with systems of  continual feedback and dialogue 
about the tutoring process, are outcomes of  our 
system of  ongoing training that we see as directly 
improving our consultants’ experiences and their 
tutoring sessions. 
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 This is not an argument away from proposi-
tional knowing in tutor training; even in our 
system of  ongoing training, propositional knowing 
plays an integral part. Instead, our hope is that 
this new system of  continual training, consisting 
of  a variety of  activities from online grammar 
quizzes to monthly peer observations, will instill a 
more consistent sense of  the process of  developing 
as a writing tutor. We always speak about the 
writing process and our goal of  helping our clients 
grow in their mastery of  this process. Similarly, 
developing as a writing tutor is a process of  its 
own, and we hope that this system of  training 
will foster a sense of  participation in which our 
consultants can continue to grow in their mastery 
of  their own tutoring process. 
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The Writing Conference: 
A Practice in the Dialectic
by Jeaneen Canfield

 After I completed 15 years of  teaching 
English in grades 7-12, I re-entered the world 
of  higher ed to begin pursuing my advanced 
English degree. Similar to other universities, the 
English department at Oklahoma State University 
(OSU) in Stillwater requires new English teaching 
assistants (TAs) to tutor in the Writing Center 
(WC) before entering the first-year composition 
(FYC) classroom. My first semester TA duties 
were split between the WC and a section of  FYC. 
 Even though the learning space of  the WC 
is different from the learning space of  the FYC 
classroom (WC is a tutor-student relationship, and 
FYC an instructor-student relationship), I began 
to realize a connection between the pedagogy of  
the WC and that of  FYC. This connection was 
the writing conference. Through my personal 
research interests and subsequent readings, I 
was impressed by Henry Giroux’s argument 
that teachers must find ways to help students 
“critically interrogate their inner histories and 
experiences” (150) and to become transformers of  
society instead of  continually reliving history. The 
resulting conclusion for me during this time was 
to begin to explore the dialectic as a pedagogical 
tool.  
 For my purposes here, I define the “dialectic” 
as a practice of  reflexive conversation between two 
people. The genesis of  this notion is in Western 
rhetoric. The ancient Greeks explored techniques 
that would benefit their rhetorical practice. 
In Gorgias, Plato explored the richness of  the 
dialectic through the dialogue between Socrates 
and Callicles. The strength of  rhetoric was not 
in finding an end to a discussion of  issues but 
in finding new avenues of  thought and pushing 
for new questions. Socrates questions Callicles’s 
meaning behind the words “stronger” (79) and 
“superior” (79), and the discussion turns toward the 
application of  the words, which leads to different 
words (“superior” versus “mightier,” “ruler of  
others” versus “ruler of  self,” “scratching” versus 

“itching,” etc.). Socrates continues to challenge the 
concepts behind Callicles’s terms, and he does not 
allow Callicles to end the dialogue until all aspects 
have been explored. This concept of  constant 
searching and seeking provides the basis for my 
definition of  the “dialectic” as I use it here. And 
the more I explored the dialectic as practice, the 
more I saw its usefulness in both the WC consulta-
tion and FYC writing conference.
 The dialectic differs from collaboration in 
that it maintains a hierarchal setting with the tutor 
or instructor guiding the conversation through 
inquiry.  A practice of  the dialectic is characterized 
by finding new avenues of  thought and pushing 
for new questions. It is beginning with a student 
at their current level of  writing and challenging 
them to consider additional thoughts, ideas, and 
information—whether that be exploring differing 
viewpoints on the issue at hand or seeking more 
effective grammatical construction. The student 
then explores the new information and inquires 
into the potential furtherings of  those ideas. I wish 
to forward the dialetic as a productive practice in 
a writing consultation because, as Berlin explains, 
when language is perceived as a social action, 
there is a practice of  a “dialectical interaction” 
(477). I posit that through the use of  dialectic 
tutoring (be it consultant-to-writer or instructor-
to-student), the result is a social construct—it is 
a dialectic practice. In this way, the nature of  the 
WC consultation provides a model for a pedagog-
ical use of  the dialectic within FYC instruction.
 Returning to my discussion of  the dialectic 
as a pedagogical tool, I first wish to explore 
its usefulness in the WC consultation. Andrea 
Lunsford’s article “Collaboration, Control, 
and the Idea of  a Writing Center” argues for a 
“Burkean Parlor” (drawn from Kenneth Burke) 
writing center that is “informed by a theory of  
knowledge as socially constructed, of  power and 
control as constantly negotiated and shared, and 
of  collaboration as its first principle”(8). The 
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“Burkean Parlor” is described by Burke in this 
way: a speaker/writer/discussant/etc. enters a 
parlor with a conversation already in progress. 
The person sits down and begins to participate 
in the discussion. After some time, the person 
gets up to leave while the conversation continues; 
there is a never-ending conversation. It changes 
and develops as new information comes to the 
forefront with new viewpoints and thoughts of  
discussion. There is a circuitous movement of  
information and knowledge and possible applica-
tions. We recall the reflexivity of  the conversation 
in the Gorgias—there is never a set conclusion, 
only continual circulation and exploration.  
 This cycle is perhaps an early example of  what 
would lead to Burke’s cycle of  terms in which he 
identifies a term, explores the term, finds a new 
term, explores that term, finds a new term, and 
so on. This gives a clear picture of  the nature of  
the dialectic for composition. A written composi-
tion is not an end to an assignment; rather it is one 
component in the grand scheme of  the conversa-
tion that has been going on and will continue to 
go on. As a word of  caution, though, when we 
encourage student-writers to engage with the 
process of  a composition rather than seeking a 
product of  an assignment, we must continue to be 
mindful of  the preconceived notion about writing 
consultations and conferences that many students 
have.  
 I continue to work with students who expect a 
sort of  “fix-it shop,” as described by North in his 
1984 College English article. Some of  my students 
(and writers during my time in the WC) do not 
expect a consultation that calls for a conversation 
about their composition. Instead, just as North 
describes (437), they tend to expect me to find 
sentence-level problems. To push against this, 
I see the use of  the dialectic beneficial to move 
student-writers toward a conversation-tutoring 
session that draws on their strengths and pushes 
them to self-correct sentence-level issues, as well 
as other potential problems. Let me offer, as an 
example of  what I mean, a brief  examination of  a 
past consultation that was successful in moving the 
student-writer from a customer at a fix-it shop to a 
practitioner of  the dialectic.  

  Gerry (pseudonym) came to my WC session 
with the initial comment that she “only need[ed 
me] to give this a quick once-over and correct any 
fragments or run-ons that needed to be fixed so 
[she could] get this turned in and get on with more 
important homework.” My first response was to 
ask myself  “what could be more important than 
writing?” However, I kept that thought to myself. 
I first calmly explained the purpose of  the writing 
conference. I described it as a type of  conversa-
tion between the writer and the tutor who will 
work together to clarify meanings, to check for 
paragraph coherence, and to seek ways to improve 
organization of  paragraphs for overall improve-
ments. I explained that if  she would agree to this 
kind of  session, she would find the grammatical 
errors correcting themselves as we conversed 
through the composition. I also explained that I 
would be asking questions and that I did not want 
her to interpret those questions as challenges 
toward her writing. They were intended, instead, 
to foster a conversation between us that would put 
her in more control of  the session and not in the 
role of  an unintelligent customer and me in the 
role of  an expert “fixer.” She agreed to partici-
pate. As I guided our conversation with questions 
that sought her thoughts and ideas about gaps in 
the information or issues with the ordering of  the 
information, she began to offer suggestions for 
improvements even before I would ask a question. 
Together, we consulted a grammar handbook for 
the grammatical questions and issues she had. Our 
session ended with her visibly becoming more and 
more confident in thinking of  ways to improve 
her composition and to correct her sentence-level 
problems.
 This story does not end here, though. 
When she returned to the WC for a consulta-
tion on another assignment, she and I were able 
to work together again, and she came with a 
list of  suggested improvements that she wanted 
to discuss. In addition, her writing had fewer 
sentence-level issues than in her previous paper, 
and she expressed that she remembered many 
of  the issues we had looked up in the handbook 
and corrected errors as she wrote. She said that 
it was more “fun” to sit and talk through her 
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paper instead of  listening to me find problems 
and correct them (which is what she had at first 
expected). For this student, the WC consultation 
was no longer a “fix-it” appointment—it was a 
practice of  dialectic—and she felt empowered to 
actively participate in the writing process.  
 Furthering this notion of  empowerment, 
Elbow, in his article “The Music of  Form: 
Rethinking Organization in Writing,” explores the 
question of  finding the energy that “binds written 
words together so as to . . . make us feel that all the 
parts are held together into a magnetic or centrip-
etal whole” (625). Even though he builds his 
argument on the assumption that student-writers 
have been exposed to enough Western music that 
they unconsciously understand certain rhythms 
and cadences, there are interesting applications 
that can be useful for our work.  For example, when 
a student-writer reads aloud their composition 
in a writing consultation, the rise and fall of  the 
musical cadences (that Elbow argues exist within 
the energy of  each sentence) are what direct the 
necessary punctuation. The practice of  reading 
aloud allows for the student-writer to experience 
the opportunity of  hearing the “music” of  their 
composition, and they will catch many sentence-
level problems through this practice. This is the 
practice that empowered Gerry to self-correct her 
grammatical errors. She may not have had the 
knowledge to know how to correct every error, 
but she could sense that something was in need 
of  revision—and that was when we consulted the 
handbook to find options. When instructors and 
students work together on writing compositions by 
reading the work out loud, this is a move toward 
the dialectic, since the instructor situates themself  
in the role of  a Parlor member.
  I found through my own experience that 
this empowerment could also be realized in the 
FYC classroom. My students have consistently 
commented on end-of-term evaluations that one 
of  the most beneficial strategies in my FYC course 
is the writing conference they participate in with 
me for each major writing assignment. They grow 
in confidence as writers with individual voices. 
Therefore, I wish to further Lunsford’s concept 
to include the use of  the dialectic in FYC writing 

conferences. In other words, I combine a Burkean 
Parlor pedagogical approach with a practice in 
the dialectic for FYC writing conferences. The 
result is that there are two people who engage in 
meaningful conversation in a parlor. This may 
sound a little strange when we first hear it, but I 
posit that when instructors are able to position 
themselves as members in the parlor and have a 
conversation with students about their writing 
compositions, they create a classroom space that 
allows students to practice collaborating and 
“joining ‘the conversation of  mankind’” (Bruffee 
215). Put another way, there is no established 
instructor who is the “knowledge-giver” and no 
student who is the “knowledge-receiver.” The 
instructor guides with purposeful inquiry in 
order to create an opportunity for the student to 
explore and re-evaluate. This is how the notion of  
the dialectic as a pedagogical tool fosters a social 
construct of  the classroom space. Admittedly, 
the role of  the tutor differs from the role of  the 
instructor; yet through my experiences in both 
roles, I saw a significant pedagogical similarity 
between them in the writing consultation/
conference.
 While I am fully aware that student-writers 
need to have sufficient knowledge of  punctuation 
marks and of  effective sentence construction, my 
experience has shown that when I concentrated 
on marking grammatical errors, students became 
more concerned with being “correct” instead 
of  finding their place in the larger sense of  the 
conversations going on around them. They 
entered the parlor with their minds set on the 
rules of  correct grammar and sentence construc-
tion, and they were completely unaware of  the 
ongoing conversation. Instead of  engaging in 
the parlor conversation, they sat in a corner—by 
themselves—and studiously wrote well-structured 
sentences and paragraphs that were isolated 
compositions: they never became a member of  
the parlor. In fact, they came and went, and no 
one even noticed. This, I would say, is the great 
travesty of  not practicing the dialectic in FYC 
writing conferences. This also provides support 
for English TAs new to FYC writing instruction to 
spend time in the WC and gain experience



Issue #1 15

engaging with student-writers in a dialectical 
writing consultation. It is time that we empower 
our student-writers to actively engage with their 
society, to find something productive to say, to 
participate in critical thinking, and to clearly 
articulate their thoughts and ideas. Let’s bring our 
students to the table of  conversation in our parlors. 
Let’s continue to practice the dialectic within the 
WC consultation and extend its practice to the 
FYC conference—thus realizing it as an integral 
component of  the writing process that can 
contribute toward creating a classroom culture 
characterized by conversation, collaboration, and 
citizenship. It is then that we can empower our 
students to realize their potential to effect change.
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Our First Steps in Establishing an Online Writing Lab at the 
University of Louisiana at Lafayette
by Denise Rogers

 In Summer 2012, I became the director of  the 
Writing Center at the University of  Louisiana at 
Lafayette (UL). I was not new to the university or 
the Writing Center; I had been a faculty member 
since 1996 and held other administrative positions 
in the department. So when I stepped into the 
position, I had some ideas of  what I wanted to do 
to expand our center. One of  the things I was most 
interested in was developing an online tutoring 
service for students. As I began the fall semester, 
I thought I would have plenty of  time to develop 
it; I saw it as something that we would launch in 
perhaps the next year or so. But it turned out we 
needed to develop it much sooner than that. So in 
a sense, this is the story of  developing an online 
writing lab (OWL) on the fly. 
 One thing important to know in this story is 
that there are two tutoring facilities on campus: 
the Learning Center—where students can receive 
help in mathematics, science, and accounting—
and the Writing Center—where students and 
faculty can get help with writing projects. We are 
located in different buildings, and we answer to 
different bodies. We try to work together where 
we can. That fall, I was new to my position, and 
the director of  the Learning Center was new to 
his. 
 For some years prior, the university had 
contracted out online tutoring support. In Fall 
2012, our institution was using Brainfuse. It was 
a service that replaced Smarthinking, which had 
become too expensive for us with the budget 
crisis during the recession. While the service was 
primarily used for students needing help with 
math, accounting, and biology courses, it did 
provide help to students who wished to submit 
essays and other kinds of  written assignment for 
comments. Initially, the Learning Center, Distance 
Learning, and the Academic Success Center 
believed they had budgeted enough funds so that 
tutoring would be available to students 24/7 for at 
least a trial semester. By mid-October, the funds 

were nearly expended (a half-hour tutoring session 
was $22.50). The Learning Center had no choice 
but to cut back on the hours of  availability to 
evening hours only. And more importantly to my 
story, I learned that the services were not being 
provided or were not easily accessed by certain 
populations in the university.
 One of  those populations was our nursing 
program, which had launched an RN-to-BSN 
program and an MSN program a year earlier. 
Nursing has always placed a strong emphasis on 
students developing strong writing skills, and so 
by mid-semester, I was hearing from students in 
the online program who wanted help with their 
written assignments. Many of  these students work, 
and, moreover, are scattered around the country; 
they could not visit the on-campus Writing Center 
if  they wanted to. I directed them to Brainfuse and 
quickly learned it was not easy for the graduate 
students in particular to access the service. One 
of  the administrators of  the nursing program 
contacted me with the problems students were 
having, chiefly with accessing the system (e.g., 
graduate students in the program were not able to 
upload papers to the system, and the system only 
served lower-division students in introductory 
courses). We had students who needed help, and 
we both wanted to find a way to give them that 
help.  
 I had bought and read Beth Hewitt’s book 
The Online Writing Conference, which discussed the 
basics for both asynchronous and synchronous 
tutoring and provided plenty of  sample exchanges 
between clients and tutors as well as a hefty section 
on potential problems and how to handle them. 
 I realized the easiest and quickest solution 
to our immediate situation was asynchronous 
tutoring. I would invite students to email me their 
essays, which I would then pass along to a tutor 
for comments (which made me rather nervous, 
I must say, anticipating a flood of  papers). But 
I went ahead and set up an alias for my own 
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university email account, and using the suggestion 
of  Dr. Luke Niiler at The University of  Alabama 
(personal conversation with author at the IWCA 
Summer Institute, August 1, 2012) that I use 
his institution’s online tutoring page as a guide, 
I crafted a policy page and worked out some 
realistic turnaround times. I shared the draft with 
the senior instructional and administrative staff, 
and after a few days of  polishing, we shared it with 
the nursing faculty. They made some suggestions, 
and while we were waiting for submissions, I 
selected and trained one tutor initially; basically 
the two of  us learned by doing. The assignments 
came in fairly slowly, and we were able to become 
comfortable with the process, and within a couple 
of  weeks, my tutor was replying to submissions 
independently. As the submissions picked up, she 
and I trained two other tutors. Thankfully, we 
were always able to stay ahead of  the game. We 
had a relatively long turnaround time (48 hours), 
which doubtlessly discouraged all but the most 
organized and prepared students, but the nursing 
faculty and the students were satisfied that the 
help was there. 
 We asked for feedback regularly, and we 
were pleased to find that students had very few 
complaints except for the long turnaround time 
and the fact that we did not “correct” everything.  
We usually returned assignments much sooner 
than the stated turnaround times except when we 
were deluged, and as far as “correcting everything” 
goes, we referred them to our notice on our 
policy page about not being an editing service. 
Most students were grateful to have any kind of  
feedback, and they occasionally wrote us notes 
to that effect. In the small window of  operation 
between October 1 and December 6, we tutored 
11 students and reviewed 16 assignments. 
 We were successful enough that I thought it 
was time to find a way forward. My department 
head, Dr. James McDonald, suggested I meet with 
the director of  Distance Learning and the director 
of  Online Support Services. The director of  
Distance Learning suggested the Writing Center 
craft a budget and apply for funds from the online 
student support committee to hire tutors plus 
reimburse the Writing Center for any tutoring 

services we provided to the online students. He 
also suggested we move our tutoring operations 
to our learning management system (Moodle), 
explaining how we would set up an OWL 
“course” and enroll classes within that course. He 
also suggested a plan of  growth in stages:
 Stage 1:  Support the nursing programs  
   (RN-to-BSN and MSN program)  
   and the new health and wellness  
   online BS degree.
 Stage 2:  Expand the program to all online  
   programs.
 Stage 3:  Expand the lab to all online   
   courses.
 Stage 4:  Expand the service across the 
   university, department by   
   department (if  feasible).
 In Spring 2013, after receiving authoriza-
tion to hire two tutors for a total of  24 hours per 
week of  tutoring, we launched the OWL on our 
Moodle platform to the nursing programs and the 
online health and wellness program. The transfer 
was relatively easy; the Moodle administrator 
worked with us to make the transition to Moodle 
as efficient as possible. After all of  the classes were 
added, this meant 600+ students had access to 
the OWL. This was because almost all health and 
wellness classes at the university are online, and 
it is impossible to discriminate between students 
enrolled in the online program and those simply 
taking a course as an elective or to fulfill a require-
ment.
 Our only snag was that instructors in the 
health and wellness program did very little to 
explain or promote the service. Students were 
confused about having the UL Online Writing 
Lab listed as one of  their courses. I frequently 
received emails from students complaining about 
being enrolled in a “lab” they didn’t ask to take. 
Although our introductory page explained what 
and who we were, I spent a good bit of  time 
telling students they were not required to use 
our services. Students in the nursing programs, 
however, began submitting their papers without 
many questions. Many of  our first clients were 
those who had participated in the email version of  
the service during the previous semester. 
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 By the end of  the spring, we found that we 
had doubled the number of  users to 30 and tripled 
the number of  submissions to 51. We had very 
few submissions from the students in the health 
and wellness program, and while I did make the 
service available to English faculty teaching online 
courses because some of  those courses served the 
nurses, it became clear that our primary users 
were going to be students in the nursing programs. 
 During Summer 2013, we narrowed our 
tutoring focus to the nursing programs and the 
online English courses. For the two summer 
sessions, we had 36 submissions from 22 clients. 
Fourteen of  those clients had used the OWL in the 
spring semester, so we felt this demonstrated that 
we had proven ourselves to the nursing cohort at 
least. 
 Since our client numbers were still relatively 
low, in Fall 2013 I budgeted for only one dedicated 
tutor (at 15 hours per week) and asked for 90 
hours of  reimbursement funds for Writing Center 
tutors. During the summer we had experimented 
with shortening turnaround times from 48 to 30 
hours. Perhaps because of  this, demands for our 
services grew, and by mid-semester, we had to 
hire another tutor. And for the first time since 
we started, we began asking Distance Learning 
for reimbursement funds (37 hours worth that 
semester). Because of  the demand, the tutors 
had some difficulty at times keeping up with the 
submissions. A few times we missed our deadlines 
by a few hours. Once or twice a submission 
fell through the cracks because of  an error in 
communications. But generally, students were 
happy with the service. By the semester’s end, we 
had received 179 submissions from 92 students, 
plus or minus two or three. In Spring 2014, we 
had received 79 submissions from 58 students, 
many of  them visitors from the summer and fall 
semesters. (It should be noted that at the time of  
this writing this spring data isn’t quite complete; 
nursing operates in terms, with the last spring term 
beginning in early May when the regular semester 
was in session.) Nonetheless, we have helped 115 
students with 258 submissions. 
 I am proud of  what we have done with a very 
small staff  and limited funds. But I believe this 

piece I have written may be more of  a memorial 
to our efforts than the story of  our beginnings. 
Despite our successes, it is likely that the university 
is going to contract out online tutoring services, 
including those that serve the nursing programs. I 
do not know what the nursing faculty thinks about 
this. The faculty and administration in nursing 
have been our champions, and they may not want 
or like a change even if  one is available. It may be 
that our tutoring service is not dead yet.
 My purpose for writing this piece was to at 
least document the story of  our first efforts of  the 
UL OWL, as the history of  our writing center is 
also an important part of  writing center research. 
Melissa Ianetta, a presenter at the 2012 IWCA 
Summer Institute and former editor of  The Writing 
Center Journal stressed how important it is for us to 
do this. Much of  the history of  the UL Writing 
Center has yet to be rediscovered. I wanted to be 
sure that whatever happens, this part of  it doesn’t 
get forgotten. 

Addendum: Fall 2014
 The university went forward with a plan to 
purchase a two-year subscription to NetTutor 
(www.NetTutor.com). Despite my fears that this 
would mean the end of  our tutoring service, the 
director of  Distance Learning agreed that the 
service was an important one for the professional 
development of  our tutors. Our costs were low, 
so he saw no reason why we couldn’t offer both 
services to students. In fact, he asked that ours be 
the preferred tutoring service for the first course in 
the RN-to-BSN sequence (retention is a problem 
there). 
 A new concern that came up with the purchase 
of  NetTutor is that online tutoring is available for 
any course that has an online equivalent. Thus, 
all ENGL 101 courses (online, hybrid, or lecture) 
have access to online tutoring because we offer 
two sections of  ENGL 101 online. All ENGL 211 
courses have access to online tutoring because we 
offer an online 211. It remains to be seen how this 
will impact our face-to-face operation, though 
so far this semester, we seem busier than ever, 
perhaps due to our publication efforts.  
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Operating a Writing Center as a Node in the 
Business of Academia
by Paula Brown

 Jeffrey Pfeffer, author of  the recently published 
Power: Why Some People Have It—and Others Don’t 
maintains that crucial qualities for holding onto 
power are “drive and self-confidence,” as well as 
strategic positioning within a key department; the 
ideal position is one that pays very well and that 
also seems to be popular or “on the rise” (qtd. 
in “Will” 80). Once established within this nook, 
one must remember the following: to “manage 
upwards,” to demonstrate loyalty, and to become 
a “node” or a locus of  activity for a whole network 
of  departments (Pfeffer 1-3). The business world is 
not that different from academia. Pfeffer’s insights 
into the importance of  departmental relation-
ships, loyalties, and networking as a node are 
highly applicable to running a successful writing 
center as a business. 
 Writing centers historically have been weak 
rather than powerful in the world of  academia. 
One of  the primary reasons for this sad fact is the 
traditional hierarchy of  English departments, in 
which the study of  literature has been regarded 
as more important than the teaching of  composi-
tion. E.D. Hirsh in the 1980s was one of  the first 
to note that “Our profession . . . divide[d] itself  
into two classes—an anti-utilitarian [sic] literary 
elite and an underpaid coolie class who labored 
in the fields of  composition” (qtd. in Waldo 
171). Mark Waldo observed that historically 
whenever writing “centers” were “appendages 
to the programs,” whether English Literature 
programs or writing programs, there developed 
an inevitable prejudice against such appendages 
(171). By 1990, as Waldo points out, many writing 
centers evolved into another kind of  service 
“appendage,” this time to writing programs. 
Again, Waldo mentions the development of  class 
divisions, with the writing center perceived as 
“taking care of  problems beneath the concern 
of  classroom teachers” (171). Waldo in 1990 
described a hierarchy that was already outmoded 
in many writing centers and English departments, 

but class divisions still haunt certain universities. 
Valerie Balester and James McDonald’s research, 
published in 2001, also demonstrates a bias 
against writing center directors, who tend to be 
underpaid, under-tenured, and under-qualified 
compared to writing program directors, who have 
become entrenched in the hierarchy of  English 
departments and who are expected, like literature 
professors, to hold Ph.D.s and to gain senior status 
(69). Evidence of  bias against writing centers 
in Louisiana is easy to collect in recent years. 
Louisiana State University’s writing center was 
dismantled a few years ago in the severe budget 
cuts hitting the state in the recession because it 
was what Waldo would call a “service appendage” 
of  its English department, which marked it as 
unessential to the core of  its mission. Funding 
decisions such as these demonstrate the weakness 
of  writing centers as appendages of  literature 
departments.
 At Louisiana Tech (Tech), on the other hand, 
the writing center is seen as essential to the core 
of  the university’s mission, and thus its funding is 
on surer footing. That is partly because the writing 
center is not managed by the English department, 
which is traditionally and chronically underfunded 
here and elsewhere in the state. Tech lagged 
behind other major state universities in opening 
a writing center, announcing the opening of  its 
writing center only in 2006. It opened then only 
because the dean of  retention happened to attend 
a conference at which the effectiveness of  writing 
centers in retaining students was emphasized. The 
dean, Pamela Ford, succeeded in making her pitch 
to the president for a tutoring center that would 
include a writing center, and she also succeeded 
in her request that the writing center would be 
managed by the department of  retention. The 
president listened because Ford made the idea 
seem like good business: the center would stabilize 
at-risk students in danger of  dropping out so they 
could negotiate through gateway classes. At a 
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time when so many universities and colleges are 
facing frightening economic times, pleasing the 
customer, also known as the student, seems like 
a no-lose proposition. The mission of  the writing 
center was to offer the entire university a great 
service that would translate into increased profits 
by:

* Appealing to all students, not just 
freshmen;

* Helping those most at risk of  dropping out 
or leaving Tech; and

* Assisting all departments, not just the 
English department.

 The coordinator of  the writing center would 
teach part-time in the English department 
but would be funded through retention. Ford 
herself  interviewed the candidates for the job, 
although she accepted nominations from the 
English department and has maintained amicable 
relations between retention and the English 
department. The mission of  the writing center 
has from the start been closely entwined with the 
quality enhancement program calculated to lead 
to increased funding. 
 Thus, a writing center in one campus in 
the state is viewed as central, powerful, and too 
important to cut, whereas another center that 
is an “appendage” to a writing program in an 
English department is fated to be slashed or 
reorganized into a subcategory of  communi-
cations in a budget crisis. Though this is not 
inevitably the case, the dependence of  writing 
centers on English departments in universi-
ties lacking a firm commitment to liberal arts 
may leave them vulnerable in tight situations. 
As Pfeffer would say, the writing center at Tech 
succeeds because it has become a “node” that 
connects a relatively low-ranking department—
the English department—to a powerful adminis-
trative department—retention—making a unique 
niche for itself. Defining and defending the writing 
center as a center of  power within an academia 
that has sold out to the world of  business is 
unfashionable in academia, but that does not 
mean that academics themselves are incapable 
of  manipulation of  power-politics. For the typical 
academic of  the humanities, power is a dish 

that becomes palatable and even tasty through 
an ironical presentation. Those who achieve 
power convincingly master a rhetoric claiming 
empowerment of  the powerless. As Shannon 
Carter writes in “The Writing Center Paradox: 
Talk about Legitimacy and Problem of  Institu-
tional Change,” writing centers should “resist the 
systematic and institutional forces that oppress the 
powerless” (135). 
 Applying Carter’s message to a university like 
Tech is problematic, however. Keeping in mind 
Pfeffer’s dictum to “manage upward” and to 
be loyal to the company, the coordinator of  the 
writing center should be sensitive to the individual 
missions of  their university, embodied in the goals 
of  the president. The current president of  Tech, 
Les Guice, is an engineer, as was the previous 
president, Dan Reneau, who served for over thirty 
years. Tech is highly regarded for its engineering 
program. Engineers tend to be practical and to 
value technology and mechanics highly. They also 
take the mechanics of  grammar seriously because 
they regard fluency as one of  the chief  hurdles 
barring their international students (who form a 
high percentage of  their graduate students) from 
success in graduate school. These students struggle 
to express their research in the academic world 
without a deeper understanding of  the conventions 
of  the English language. They have difficulty 
expressing themselves in English, orally as well as 
on paper. Yet these students are frequently lost in 
the academic institutions that take for granted a 
fluency they have never achieved. Everyone in the 
engineering and biology departments knows that 
these students need help. They know that without 
a writing center, these students are lost. Teaching 
Standard English grammar to these students is not 
perceived as bowing to “systematic and institu-
tional forces” that are intent on oppressing them 
or silencing diversity on campus.
 In contrast to the scholarship resisting the 
casting of  writing centers as institutions catering to 
power politics, some writing center directors have 
defended writing centers in economic terms as 
places of  business. Ron Scheer, Sara Kimball, and 
Aubrey Rhodes have all published articles in the 
Writing Lab Newsletter that argue that the mission 
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of  writing centers is primarily to identify the 
customer and to please them—in other words, to 
be practically effective in giving students, adminis-
tration, and faculty what they want rather than 
undermining their expectations. Scheer writes, 
“I am ambivalent . . . about the literature that 
models the writing center as a center of  subversive 
activity, challenging the ethos of  the university 
power structure” (2). He even adds, “the customer 
is always right” (3). Kimball compares the writing 
center to a small business with a manager/
coordinator who hires and fires, consults, buys 
equipment, keeps statistics, cultivates “good 
publicity” and worries about marketing and 
“image” (2). Rhodes views the writing center as a 
space that must be “sold” to academia and argues 
that in order to make the right pitch tutors must 
be competent, with a “tight grasp of  the writing 
process and of  the English language—grammar 
included” (10). Rhodes believes that tutors need 
to not only understand the mechanics, but they 
have to “make it appeal to the consumer’’—i.e., 
they must make tutees enjoy using the language 
and applying grammatical concepts. In other 
words, in order to keep the customer happy, we 
must make them enjoy doing what we do, infusing 
them with enthusiasm for writing by providing 
an experience of  “professional” service. Only 
this kind of  experience, she claims, will generate 
“repeat business” (11).
 In addition to “managing up,” Pfeffer 
recommends identifying a niche market as an 
essential step in becoming a node in the business 
world. Such a niche is ideally one that is both 
in demand and not duplicated elsewhere. ESL 
departments in other universities traditionally 
occupy one niche that the writing center at Tech 
has had the obligation to supply. At Tech, ESL 
is not a part of  the English department. That is 
another reason that international students often 
struggle, as they need help with oral as well as 
written English. International centers do not 
systematically correct oral skills. A certain degree 
of  mystification often results from a polite pretense 
of  understanding informal conversation with 
students. Korean, Sri Lankan, Nepalese, Chinese, 
Thai, and Indian students have requested help with 

accent modification at the Tech Writing Center. As 
Tech’s English department does not have an ESL 
program, I contacted the speech department to 
see if  they provided services for accent reduction 
that I could recommend to international students.  
My initial reluctance to help these students, I 
have come to realize, was what Bokser, Boquet, 
and Grimm had called the “low risk/low yield 
model” of  tutor training. Instead of  the “chaos” 
of  a writing center that “operate[s] on the edge 
of  . . . expertise,” I preferred a tidy world in 
which students at the writing center were helped 
in ways I felt comfortable with, such as grammar, 
organization, style, or thesis statements (Bokser 
44). I felt out of  my league as a speech professor 
or as an accent coach. I consulted with a speech 
professor and explained the requests of  interna-
tional students for speech assistance at the writing 
center. The speech department representatives, to 
my surprise, recommended that the writing center 
help students because the speech department 
does not recognize accent reduction as a problem 
that needs addressing. From the perspective of  a 
department specializing in speech pathologies 
(problems such as recovering speech after strokes), 
accent reduction seems trivial. Additionally, I was 
informed that in the past when accent reduction 
had been offered by the department, certain 
students tended to become offended if  professors 
with southern accents, which were stigmatized as 
inferior, taught them. Indian students in particular 
expect to learn British accents, which they regard 
as standard. The speech department represen-
tative advised me on techniques, methods, and 
resources to use in order to reach out to those 
students who asked for help in clarifying their 
communications skills.
 By “managing up” to administration, the 
Tech Writing Center is in no danger of  betraying 
its allegiance to the students. Market demand 
coincides perfectly with the mission of  the institu-
tion. In examining the records of  the writing 
center from the last five years, I have observed 
a consistent increase both in the number as well 
as the percentage of  international clients at the 
writing center as opposed to the number of  any 
other group, including freshmen. International 
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students comprise the majority of  graduate 
students seeking help in the writing center, and the 
number of  graduate student visits has increased 
from below 3% in 2005 to about 19% of  the total 
visits in 2014. Data collected from winter quarter 
2014 indicate that 194 visits to the writing center 
were classified as visits from non-native speakers. 
The total number of  visits that quarter was 490, 
so approximately 40% of  the visits, whether from 
graduate students or from undergraduates, was 
from international students. That represents a 
sizable number of  clients. In responding to market 
demand, the Tech Writing Center has adapted 
tutor training sessions to target trouble-shooting 
with international students. These training 
sessions focus on typical problems with which they 
struggle, especially article use. Without extensive 
understanding and application of  article rules, 
most tutors can only advise international students 
where and when to supply an article, but cannot 
explain why it is necessary. In addition, the writing 
center offered dissertation and thesis boot camps 
for the first time in 2014, which have proven to be 
a success mostly in the international community.
 At Tech, the new buzzword is communi-
cations, and all departments are supposed to 
demonstrate a commitment to it. English may 
in the future be perceived as merely a subcate-
gory of  this field, which has been traditionally 
allied with journalism and business. The new 
quality enhancement program (QEP) for 2015 
will integrate speech much more fully into the 
undergraduate experience. The hope is that the 
university will consider writing (just as speech) 
a communications skill that needs additional 
emphasis in curriculum design and funding.
 There are many advantages to the business 
model in academia, despite the wariness most 
academics feel about adopting it. Everyone is 
familiar with one major disadvantage of  the 
corporate paradigm: the tendency to reduce 
educational outputs to financial ones. Students are 
individuals, not bank accounts. Measuring results 
is not as simple as counting grammatical errors 
on the page or heads of  students in the university. 
Measuring true learning through statistical analysis 
continues to challenge the best minds. However, 

certain features of  a pragmatic economic perspec-
tive are relevant to academic accountability. A 
big advantage of  a marketing archetype, for 
example, is its flexibility and openness to meeting 
the challenges of  regional differences. What works 
in a writing center in Massachusetts will probably 
not work in one in the South. A regional university 
with few international students will find another 
niche to fill than the one the Tech Writing Center 
occupies. Knowing the market, understanding the 
current economic situation and changing trends, 
networking, as well as finding a niche in which to 
offer a unique service are keys to preserving and 
strengthening the position of  writing centers in 
any state. 
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TUTOR COLUMNS

Experiential Knowledge in the Writing Center: 
From a Black Feminist Perspective
by Shantel Buggs 

 I am new to the world of  writing centers, 
though not so new to working with undergraduate 
populations. As a graduate student in sociology, 
I have interacted with students as a teaching 
assistant and a subject tutor before becoming 
a writing tutor at The University of  Texas at 
Austin. Due to my interests in feminist, critical 
race, and queer theories, I have found my time as 
a writing tutor to be an opportunity for reflection 
on privilege and reflexive contemplation about 
positionality. My intersecting identities of  writing 
tutor, instructor, and first-generation college 
student of  color have allowed me to reflect on 
the relationship(s) between students of  color, the 
academy, and constructions of  knowledge. Specifi-
cally, my personal experiences and observations as 
a writing tutor have led me to focus on two central 
questions: how can students of  color feel comfort-
able in the writing center, and how can the writing 
center encourage these students to embrace their 
own epistemological standpoints? Therefore, 
I will be drawing upon Patricia Hill Collins’s 
concept of  black feminist thought in order to 
guide my analysis of  how experiential knowledge 
is operating in the writing center. While I believe 
there are several ways in which tutors and others 
involved in the writing center can effect change, 
in this essay,  I will focus on diversity in the center; 
writing from a marginalized standpoint; and the 
utility of  mentorship.

What is Black Feminist Thought?
 Black feminist thought can be “defined” as 
a perspective that centralizes the experiences of  
black women and their ideas, experiences, and 
skills, situating their experiential knowledge as 
“legitimate.” Collins notes that the invisibility of  
women of  color and their ideas has been critical 
in maintaining social inequality; this is why an 
intersectional paradigm—one that recognizes 
interconnecting systems of  oppression—is crucial 
(Lorde; Crenshaw; and Collins). Challenging 

issues of  discrimination and privilege are not 
necessarily new when talking about writing 
centers (Greenfield and Rowan), as it has been 
noted that students of  color in majority white 
spaces have significantly different experiences 
from white students (Barron and Grimm). Thus, 
it is important for writing centers to consider how 
the particular positionality of  a tutor can facilitate 
productive and supportive writing relationships. 
By considering knowledge through a black feminist 
perspective, I argue that we—as tutors, mentors, 
instructors, or administrators—can develop and 
implement strategies and protocols to not only 
build rapport with students, but to create spaces 
where students of  varying marginal positions can 
feel empowered through their writing.

Case Study: Working with Student-Athletes
 As a tutor, I have worked with a specific 
population of  undergraduates: student-athletes. 
Catering to this population within an academic 
center allows for the fostering of  ownership of  the 
writing center and academic space; by having their 
own center, the visibility of  certain identities—
such as being a student-athlete—can decrease 
due to being part of  the “in-group” within the 
center. This deindividuation makes the members 
of  the in-group—student-athletes—more visible 
to each other and increases their ability to support 
each other against the out-group (Reicher et al.), 
which in my experience comprises non-athlete 
undergraduates and academic figures like 
professors and teaching assistants. Outside of  the 
academic center, student-athletes may be hypervis-
ible (e.g., as people of  color, as athletes); within 
the space, their privileged and also, marginal-
ized, status becomes normalized. The collective 
identity of  the students becomes intertwined with 
the identity of  the academic center (Deener). This 
conflation of  identities creates tensions that writing 
tutors must wade through. It becomes incumbent 
upon the tutor to devise ways to connect and build 
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rapport. Making tutors an ever-present fixture in 
the center—having them interact with students 
on a consistent basis and circulate throughout the 
center to check in with mentors and advisors to 
see who might need assistance with their writing—
for example, allows the center to create a different 
dynamic for writing sessions, one that fosters a less 
negative association with seeking help with writing 
assignments.
 
Incorporating a Black Feminist Perspec-
tive
 While black feminist thought is an intellec-
tual perspective that centers on the experiences 
of  women of  color, I believe the perspective is 
transferrable to the experiences of  other marginal-
ized populations. By centering on the student’s 
personal experiences, the knowledge that they 
have amassed can be legitimized. (In particular, 
it is important to recognize that student-athletes 
hold a simultaneously privileged AND marginal-
ized position; they are often afforded resources that 
many other marginal populations do not receive, 
and yet, their hypervisibility on college campuses 
and the litany of  assumptions made about their 
academic abilities and character make their 
ability to seek help from somewhere like a writing 
center especially difficult.) Therefore, writing 
centers can consider several potential strategies 
for improving the experiences of  marginalized 
populations within the space, such as (1) increasing 
the “diversity” of  tutors, mentors, and administra-
tors (see Ahmed; Puwar), (2) encouraging students 
to articulate thoughts through their particular 
experience(s), and (3) providing reference points/
mentoring. 
 As an initial strategy, writing centers should 
make increasing diversity in the center a priority. 
Though it obviously should not be assumed that 
being black or being queer or any other marginal-
ized identity automatically makes one “better 
suited” to work with marginalized populations, 
having this kind of  diversity in the writing center 
space is a helpful strategy for several reasons. 
For instance, it allows a variety of  experiences 
and perspectives to contribute to the everyday 
operations of  the writing center, enabling an 

interrogation of, as discussed in Writing Centers 
and The New Racism, how the space may or may 
not be engaging with issues of  race and racism 
(Greenfield and  Rowan), among other forms of  
structural discrimination. Of  course, we must 
be careful of  how we utilize what Sara Ahmed 
calls the “language of  diversity” and avoid using 
“diversity” as a means of  putting a positive spin 
on things. We must strive for actual inclusivity and 
use it as a tool to produce real equality, rather than 
simply window dressing. I have had the experience 
of  working in a writing center that works toward 
accomplishing this by pulling tutors from a variety 
of  backgrounds other than English or rhetoric and 
by engaging in program training from university 
centers for diversity, disability services, and 
LGBT allyship. Diversity of  backgrounds could 
be prioritized in more administrative positions in 
writing centers as well, but I believe starting with 
tutors will have the most immediate impact, as we 
have the most one-to-one time with students. 
 My experiences as a tutor in Fall 2013/Spring 
2014 led me to make a passing observation about 
how students of  color seemed to respond to my 
presence. It seemed to me that my blackness, 
knowledge of  sports (when working with student-
athletes), and the fact that I was a first-generation 
student were enabling me to build rapport quickly. 
It is not necessarily surprising that the students 
of  color would be drawn toward tutors who they 
felt were similar to them in some way; like many 
undergraduate students, finding authority figures 
who “look like them” can be challenging. Being 
able to connect based on similar life experience(s) 
can be reaffirming and assuage the ostracism that 
many marginal populations must contend with on 
college campuses (Barron and Grimm; Campbell 
and Campbell; and Sedlack et al.).
 Secondly, writing tutors should encourage 
their students’ framing of  knowledge through 
their own experience(s), in what Collins calls 
“standpoint” theory. Acknowledging students’ 
intersecting identities is imperative; the 
experiences of  students of  color on a majority 
white campus, those of  athletes or first-generation 
students, will likely lead to a hesitance to enter 
certain spaces; even coming into the writing center 
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can be viewed as an “admission” that they cannot 
write. By allowing students to speak through the 
lens of  their own experiences, they are implicitly 
being told that what they have to say is important. 
Sitting back and allowing students to articulate 
their thoughts and perspectives is a strategy that 
works against the “fix-it shop” notion and makes 
the interaction between student and tutor a 
conversation, while also opening up the door for 
myriad modeling and scaffolding techniques. 
 Even in preparing this piece, I had to consider 
the ways in which I could balance what constitutes 
“valid” evidence and my personal experience. 
I often ask the students I work with to talk out 
loud when framing their ideas, asking questions 
about how their own life experiences relate to 
their topics. This proves to be a useful starting 
point. For example, the student-athletes I have 
worked with have chosen to write on topics that 
directly affect their own lives, such as pay-for-
play or the way that student-athletes are viewed 
by non-athletes on campus. While students should 
be shown how to work within the constraints of  
“proper” writing, they must also be encouraged 
to challenge these constraints by privileging their 
own knowledge.
 Lastly, writing centers should be open 
to mentorship as a strategy for building and 
maintaining rapport and for facilitating repeat-
sessions with students. First-generation students 
can often be unsure of  how to approach college 
writing and studying. Many students of  color can 
be unsure of  where to turn for help or support 
when they are underrepresented on campus. I 
have personally experienced how large universi-
ties often are unable to provide the type of  
mentoring support that marginalized populations 
need to thrive in the college environment; thus, 
I strive to mentor students in all of  my roles on 
campus. This is where the writing center, and 
tutors especially, can intervene. As Sedlack, et 
al. note, successful mentoring relationships allow 
the protégé to develop a positive self-concept and 
to understand how to handle the “system” (e.g., 
racism, sexism, or homophobia) amongst other 
skills. To incorporate mentoring as a strategy, I 
recommend asking questions—Does the protégé/

student feel confident? Can they make positive 
statements? Do they expect to achieve goals? Are 
they able to overcome challenges or obstacles? 
Do they understand the role of  the “system” in 
their life?—that allow tutors to adopt a mentoring 
relationship with the students who seek their 
help. This approach not only prepares students 
to become more confident writers, but more 
confident members of  the collegiate community.
 As a new member of  the writing center 
community, my experiences have led me to 
conclude that writing centers have the potential 
to create greater opportunities for mentoring 
in particular, in addition to doing the work of  
consulting on writing. Institutionalized mentoring 
might be useful for marginalized populations 
in terms of  adjusting to college and developing 
their identities as writers, as well as to have an 
impact on the structural inequality inherent in 
the writing center. As some anti-racist social 
scientists advocate (e.g., Bonilla-Silva; Zuberi and 
Bonilla-Silva), to make real change in the system 
of  racial inequality (and other forms of  inequality) 
it is important to no longer prioritize equality of  
opportunity, but to focus on equality of  results. I 
believe this ties in nicely with Michele Eodice’s 
2014 SCWCA keynote, which called for all of  
us to be “makers of  hospitality” in the writing 
center; making the space hospitable for marginal 
populations requires a dedication to challenging 
institutional and structural inequality, and these 
strategies can be a step in that direction. 
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Making Writing Personal:  
Lessons from Personal Statement Consultations
by Mary Hedengren 

 Just as the bluebonnets give way to orange-
and-red firewheels, as spring turns to summer at 
The University of  Texas Undergraduate Writing 
Center, the final papers and take-home essays give 
way to a steady flow of  personal statements. I love 
working on personal statements, so I don’t mind 
the frequent back-to-back consultations. Nervous 
students give their best firm handshake in the 
reception area with one hand, while the other 
clutches a printed copy of  the 500-word justifica-
tions for their next stage of  life. You can always 
tell the personal statement writers.
 Personal statement consultations are so 
different from many of  the consultations we do 
for schoolwork, and that difference reflects itself  
in the comportment of  the writers as well as in 
the flow of  the consultations themselves. When 
I reflect on why I enjoy personal statements, I 
realize I most enjoy the writer’s engagement in 
a high-stakes project that relies on their own 
long-term goals and achievements as well as their 
awareness of  an actual audience. Why leave these 
elements exclusively in the purview of  personal 
statements when they can be highlighted in any 
type of  writing, including school genres?

Real High Stakes from a Real Audience
 The stakes in school writing are high, just 
as applications to medical school or a graduate 
program are high stakes, but students find the 
application formidable because it feels like they 
only get one shot. Of  course this isn’t true, and 
many people find success after several attempts. 
But applicants are gravely serious about their 
applications. If  they do get accepted or rejected, 
they get very little feedback; in most cases, their 
acceptance or rejection is the only feedback they 
get. This is not an ideal pedagogical setting, 
but the methods that people writing personal 
statements use can be illuminating for teachers 
and writing consultants.
 One strategy that personal statements 

engender is to envision the real audience as much 
as possible. Our consultants often encourage 
students to imagine the committee reading 
applications in a large stack, in the middle of  
the afternoon with empty coffee cups around. 
“If  they’ve read two dozen applications before 
yours,” we ask, “how are they going to encounter 
your essay?” A similar question could be altered 
for other writing projects including school 
assignments: “If  your TA is reading many reports, 
what will they be looking for in yours?”
 Another strategy that applicants employ is to 
talk with people who have served on admissions 
committees. This failing, many of  them will talk 
to people who have successfully gone through the 
process themselves. Consultants can encourage 
students writing in school genres to do likewise; 
ideally a student might talk to the instructor or TA 
about a project, or otherwise talk with classmates 
who have previously been successful in their 
writing. 
 But students don’t have to necessarily 
meet with someone to see a successful personal 
statement. Writers can also explore sample essays. 
These sample essays not only provide useful 
models, but also can demonstrate the broad 
variety of  what “successful” looks like. One of  
the texts that I often use emphasizes the diversity 
within successful essays:
 We hope [our book] will show you how wide  
      the boundaries are.  [. . .] The essays are not  
 all literary masterpieces, by any means. In  
 fact, after you read seven or eight in a row,  
 you’ll gain sympathy for the admissions   
 officers faced with a stack of  200 applications 
 [there’s that imagined audience again].   
 But if  you  read them all, you should get an
 excellent sense of  how you can craft your
 unique experience into a coherent, interesting  
 personal statement. (Jones and Baer 2)
This honest assessment of  variety can be very 
relieving for stressed applicants who only imagine 



Issue #1 28

one ideal essay. Our writing center tries to include 
samples, whether a whole document (e.g., a 
sample resume) or just sample thesis sentences, 
but I wonder if  looking at one sample is enough 
to demonstrate “how wide the boundaries are.” 
When I show the writer of  a personal statement 
various effective possibilities, I see them situate 
their own writing within wider boundaries.

Who You Are and Who You Have Been
 Sometimes in personal statement consulta-
tions I find myself  drawing stick figures. “This is 
you right now,” I say, drawing one. Then I draw 
an upward arrow leading to another stick figure 
with brilliant lines sparking off  it. “And this is you 
once you get to become what you want to become. 
The things you’ve done in the past are leading 
you along a path to your future.” The applicant 
begins to think about their next educational step 
as one more in a trajectory formed from past 
experiences. Personal statements, because of  their 
focus on looking backwards to move forward, 
recognize the process of  becoming.
 Wouldn’t it be great if  we could bring 
that emphasis into other consultations? What 
if  the midterm essay a student in a biology 
class is writing wasn’t just one isolated writing 
experience? Instead that essay can be part of  a 
trajectory of  science writing. As consultants we 
can ask questions of  students about their previous 
literacy histories before consultations, including 
previous assignments in a given class or their 
experience with a specific genre or method of  
writing. If  a student learned the five-paragraph 
essay as a strategy to write AP exams quickly and 
clearly (as I did), then building on that past can 
help illuminate why the form should be altered 
and expanded in writing, say, a ten-page research 
paper. An individual’s literacy history is no more 
“wrong” than are winding paths of  a professional 
journey.
 What that developing journey leads to is a 
major element of  most applications. The most 
common prompt we see in personal statements 
is something that asks simply, “Why do you want 
to become a nurse/dentist/advertising major?” 
This is a question worth asking in consultations 

beyond the personal statement. Talking with 
students about what their plans are for the future 
and how writing fits into those plans creates vital 
connections. One writer I worked with centered 
all of  his education on the goal to return to his 
parents’ hometown in Palestine and improve the 
quality of  life there. Every assignment he worked 
on became part of  that vision. Not every student 
has such a completely altruistic motivation, but in 
working on personal statements, we hear about 
the importance of  setting an example for younger 
siblings, of  wanting to help people, of  expanding 
possibilities through research. Framed properly, 
the motivations that encourage someone to apply 
to medical school or a study abroad program can 
inspire and provide perspective in even quotidian 
writing projects.
 Every project has the opportunity to 
illuminate another aspect of  a student’s growth. 
Most applications include multiple points of  
access for the admissions committee; personal 
statements—and there are sometimes several 
of  them—triangulate with resumes, letters of  
recommendation, transcripts, and writing samples. 
The portfolio mentality of  an application lets 
writers see their personal statements in context. If  
they want to talk in depth about their childhood 
experiences but they also want to make certain 
the committee knows about their many student 
activities, they can choose what belongs on the 
resume and what will go in one of  their personal 
essays. Applications include many venues in 
which to express various parts of  their experience, 
and this same portfolio mentality can be applied 
to other writing projects. Discussing with a writer 
how one assignment fits in with other assignments 
provides a big-picture view of  a course or even 
their entire area of  study. A consultant might ask 
a writer why their instructor might want them to 
write a book review after a semester of  lab reports 
or how successive assignments complement each 
other and highlight new skills and knowledge. 
Writers can then consider their writing projects 
more holistically as evidence of  abilities they are 
developing. Ultimately, though, the writers we 
work with are developing personal attributes. 
That’s what I love most about personal statements;
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the resume and the transcripts may be about 
what they’ve done, but the personal statement 
is about who they are. In personal statements, 
we encourage writers to think about how their 
experience shapes their personal character, 
and such conversations could be a part of  more 
consultations, regardless of  topic. Dedication, 
humility, empathy, precision, and curiosity are 
characteristics that exist beyond an assignment, 
a grade, or a degree. Consultants and writers can 
ease anxiety when they take a step away from the 
assignment to talk about the way a writing project 
has impacted who they have become and where 
they are going. Talking with students about who 
they are, rather than just what they’ve done, opens 
up the perspective on the consultation.
 Personal statements are personal. They 
acknowledge that writing is about writers, about 
people who have aspirations and histories, who 
are making a journey that is at once communal 
and individual. To recapture the personal in any 
type of  writing, consultants can refocus writers on 
these same elements, helping them to recognize 
that all writing is about writers, all writing is 
personal.
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WRITING CENTER SPOTLIGHTS

Spotlight On: The University of Arkansas at Monticello 
Center for Writing and Communication
by Julie Platt and Shane Curry, J.T. Henderson,
Franz Zeppelin Holthoff, Jennifer Jackson, and Brontë Spencer

 Tucked in the heavily wooded southeastern 
corner of  Arkansas, the University of  Arkansas at 
Monticello (UAM) is a small regional branch of  the 
University of  Arkansas system. UAM, established 
as Arkansas Agricultural and Mechanical College 
in the early 20th century, is renowned for forestry 
and wildlife management programs that regularly 
attract national and international talent. Addition-
ally, UAM features strong pre-med, nursing, and 
music programs. UAM’s writing culture is also 
growing as the university has recently added 
a creative writing MFA program delivered 
completely online and is currently in the process 
of  establishing an undergraduate professional 
writing concentration for English majors. 
 While the UAM Center for Writing and 
Communication (Center) has been part of  the 
writing culture on campus for at least 20 years, its 
functions have historically been somewhat limited. 
The Center was established by several now-retired 
faculty and administrators, and for many years 
the Center functioned primarily as a computer 
and document printing lab. While undergraduate 
student consultants staffed the Center from year to 
year, their training was also limited, and consulta-
tions frequently consisted of  copy editing sessions, 
with little generative questioning. Administration 
of  the Center fluctuated, and past directors lacked 
the time and training to develop the Center’s 
services. This led to confusion among staff  and 
students about the Center’s purpose and the most 
effective ways to use its resources. As a result, the 
Center played a very limited role in fostering the 
growth of  student writers. 
 In Fall 2013, Julie Platt, Ph.D., arrived to 
begin directing the Center. Platt, a recent graduate 
of  the rhetoric and writing program at Michigan 
State University, met with returning consultant 
Shane Curry and Assistant Director Jennifer 
Jackson to assess the Center’s identity, history, and
place in the writing culture at UAM. Platt, 

Jackson, and Curry agreed that in order for the 
Center to thrive, it would need to be reinvented 
as a dynamic and professionalized space, one that 
would play a significant role in shaping writing 
pedagogy, in building and nurturing faculty and 
student relationships, and in promoting a strong 
and healthy writing culture at UAM. Thus, they 
planned significant changes to the Center’s 
services and management. 
 One of  their first acts was to draft a mission 
statement. Platt and Jackson strongly declared 
that instead of  being a copy editing service and 
printing lab, the purpose of  the Center was to 
promote stronger, more confident, and more 
engaged writers by providing a space for explora-
tion, collaboration, and reflection in critical and 
creative writing. This mission was met with warm 
approval by university administration, but enacting 
it would be another matter. Students and even 
some faculty were used to the Center’s previous 
identity as an open computer lab with limitless 
free printing, and they responded to the changes 
with confusion and displeasure. One particularly 
contentious change was the introduction of  an 
electronic scheduling system (the ever-popular 
WCOnline) to capture richer and more accurate 
data about Center usage. Many clients who were 
used to signing in to the Center on a paper log 
protested the use of  WCOnline, complaining 
that registering and making appointments took 
too much of  their time. According to consultant 
Brontë Spencer, one student was so upset that she 
made angry, negative remarks about the system 
for several minutes, while Spencer attempted to 
explain the purpose of  the system and why it was 
important. Another change that some resisted was 
the shift in services from copy editing to generative 
writing consultation. In the past, students would 
sometimes drop off  papers at the front desk and 
leave, expecting Center staff  to correct them in 
the student’s absence. Requiring students to be 
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present for consultations and having a consultant 
ask them questions about all aspects of  their 
writing was difficult for some to accept and led 
to many strained encounters between consultants 
and students. By the middle of  Fall 2013, students 
were complaining that Platt’s leadership had 
“ruined” the Center. Fighting misinformation 
about the Center’s purpose in pursuit of  a better 
space was fatiguing for the entire staff.
 In February 2014, the Center staff  traveled 
to Stillwater, Oklahoma for the SCWCA annual 
conference. For some, it was their first experience 
at a professional conference, and UAM was 
welcomed enthusiastically. As the staff  shared 
their stories and struggles, and listened to the 
stories and struggles of  other centers, they 
discovered that they weren’t alone. They made 
connections, exchanged ideas, and returned to 
UAM encouraged. By that time, too, appoint-
ments at the Center had increased significantly, 
and word began to spread to faculty and students 
that the “new” Center was indeed a helpful place. 
The Center ended the 2013-2014 academic year 
on a high note, hiring new consultants, improving 
the Center’s physical space, and winning a small 
internal grant to build up the Center’s resource 
library. In late Summer 2014, Mark Spencer, 
Dean of  UAM’s School of  Arts and Humanities, 
suggested that the name of  the space be changed 
from “the UAM Writing Center” to “the UAM 
Center for Writing and Communication.” Dean 
Spencer and the staff  agreed that the new name 
reflected the Center’s new identity, as well as its 
more expansive understanding of  what “writing” 
can be and mean.
 The UAM Center for Writing and Communi-
cation has come quite a long way in one year, 
and the staff  is working on learning more about 
what came before and planning what lies ahead. 
Consultants Franz Zeppelin Holthoff  and Sarah 
Sayyar are interviewing students and staff  in 
order to build an oral history of  the Center, and 
Platt is working closely with UAM Athletics to find 
ways to better serve student-athletes. For the first 
time, it seems, the UAM Center for Writing and 
Communication has a vision for the future and 
can translate that vision into workable goals. While 

there will inevitably be frustrations and setbacks, 
the tide has turned; the English department, the 
School of  Arts and Humanities, and the UAM 
administration now have high expectations for 
the Center. In turn, the Center has high expecta-
tions for the culture of  writing at UAM. With the 
support of  regional and national writing center 
networks, the UAM Center for Writing and 
Communication is bound to meet those expecta-
tions, and perhaps even exceed them.
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Xavier University of Louisiana’s Writing Resource Center
by Angelle Scott

 Xavier University of  Louisiana’s Writing 
Resource Center (WRC) falls under the auspices 
of  the university’s Student Academic Success 
Office (SASO), which aims to promote student 
success and retention via academic support, 
mentoring, advising, and other support services. 
As an academic support service, the WRC 
provides writer-centered, collaborative writing 
assistance to freshmen, at-risk students, and the 
general student population. In particular, the 
WRC collaborates with the English department 
to provide structured assistance to students who 
are enrolled in first-semester developmental and 
intensive English composition courses, as well 
as students enrolled in other first-year English 
composition courses who have been identified as 
needing extra academic support.
 Xavier University of  Louisiana is an HBCU, 
or Historically Black College or University, 
located in New Orleans. It is the only historically 
black, Catholic university in the United States 
(“Overview”). Xavier was founded in the early 
20th century by Saint Katharine Drexel and the 
Sisters of  the Blessed Sacrament. Today, Xavier 
primarily continues to serve minority populations, 
with 71.5% of  the student population being 
African-American and 12.6% being Asian (Office 
iii).
 In the early 1970s, a tutorial program was 
formalized for students who placed into remedial 
English or into the intensive, four-day-a-week 
section of  English 101-D or 102-D (a for-credit 
sequence); one of  the class periods for English 
101-D and English 102-D was dedicated to 
students meeting with tutors in the Writing 
Lab, according to Xavier professor emeritus Dr. 
Thomas Bonner, Jr. (e-mail to author, August 
14, 2014). Students in the remedial or intensive 
English courses needed to attend the tutorials for 
the duration of  the course (Cheramie 156, 157). 
According to Dr. Bonner, Xavier’s Writing Lab  
“was the first one of  its kind in Louisiana” (e-mail 
to author). At present, the WRC primarily works

with students enrolled in English 0990 (prepara-
tory English), who meet with their instructor three 
days a week and with a writing tutor one day a 
week, as well as with students enrolled in ENGL 
1000 (intensive composition and rhetoric) courses, 
who meet with their instructors four days a week 
and with a writing tutor one day a week. We also 
work with other students who seek assistance. 
The WRC works to serve the needs of  our varied 
student population. 
 The structured assistance we provide for 
students in developmental and intensive composi-
tion is student-led and aims to develop students’ 
self-knowledge of  their writing abilities through 
reflection and practice. Students in the targeted 
English composition courses must attend weekly 
tutoring sessions in the WRC. These tutoring 
sessions are 45 minutes long, as opposed to general 
tutoring sessions, which are 30 minutes long. One 
of  the goals of  these required tutoring sessions is 
to help students become stronger writers in terms 
of  idea development, organization, citations, 
grammar, and style; another is to help students to 
become more cognizant of  their writing processes, 
strengths, and weaknesses through reflection. 
They develop knowledge of  themselves as writers 
and intentionality in their writing and revision 
choices.
 During developmental/intensive composi-
tion students’ first visit to the WRC, they write 
diagnostic essays and complete goal sheets for 
their WRC portfolios. The goal sheets ask them 
about what areas they would like to improve about 
their writing and help tutors to set weekly tutoring 
agendas with students. These diagnostic essays and 
goal sheets are the baseline for their progress over 
the semester. Each student works with a particular 
tutor or staff  member during the semester. Over 
the course of  the semester, students write short 
reflections about three of  their class essays using 
a set of  questions, which ask about what they 
think the strengths and weaknesses of  their essays 
are and what they would do differently with the 
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essays. These 15-minute reflections help them to 
think critically about their writing processes and 
to fully engage with their progress in general, 
which may help them with revisions and future 
essays. In addition to essay-specific reflections, we 
ask them to write two general reflections—one 
at midterm and one at semester’s end—about 
their attitudes toward their writing, the ways their 
writing has changed in general, and if  they feel the 
WRC’s assistance has affected their writing skills. 
At the end of  the semester, students write a final 
diagnostic essay, so that we can see if  their writing 
has changed from the beginning of  the semester. 
WRC staff  communicates with the students’ 
instructors about their students’ progress. All of  
this is in addition to general tutoring regarding all 
stages of  the writing process; tutors ask students 
what they would like to focus on at the beginning 
of  each tutoring session, and students may bring 
up other writing issues as they arise. Students in 
the developmental/intensive composition courses 
have responded well to this structure, and their 
reflections mirror our observations about their 
progress.
 The WRC also provides weekly tutoring 
for students who are in the second half  of  the 
composition course sequence who received a 
grade of  D in the first half  of  the course sequence. 
This tutoring focuses less on reflection and more 
on reviewing the writing process and helping 
them to successfully navigate the writing process 
and develop their critical thinking skills. This 
aids in retention because students who receive 
regular tutoring tend to do better in the targeted 
courses, which helps them to have better GPAs. As 
we all know, maintaining a high GPA is essential 
to students who want to stay enrolled in college 
and to maintain scholarships and other kinds of  
tuition assistance.
 In addition to providing targeted support for 
first-year composition courses, the WRC provides 
general writing tutoring, workshops, and resources 
to Xavier’s students. Students who are on strict 
probation (with GPAs under 2.0) or who are in 
SASO’s Student Success Academy program (a 
program for students enrolled in developmental 
courses) must attend a set number of  workshops or 

tutoring sessions; they may attend our workshops 
on MLA, APA, organization, or other topics to 
fulfill their academic success plan requirements. 
We advertise our workshops via fliers, Twitter, 
and campus news blasts. Also, students enrolled 
in writing-intensive courses, such as theology 
or African-American studies courses, come and 
receive one-to-one tutoring assistance or attend 
our workshops on an as-needed basis or via 
instructor referrals. 
 The WRC’s staff  consists of  full-time 
professional staff  members and several student 
tutors. The student tutors are “model” students: 
they received As in the courses we target, they have 
high GPAs, and they come with high recommen-
dations from on-campus references. The tutors 
major in different disciplines and can address a 
variety of  writing types. Both the full-time staff  
and the student tutors work with students who 
seek assistance.
 In short, Xavier’s WRC helps students to 
become independent, confident, strong writers 
and critical thinkers who can reflect upon their 
individual writing processes and become adept 
at addressing issues with their writing. The WRC 
works with the other programs within the SASO 
and with Xavier’s English department to ensure 
that students have resources that can help them to 
become successful students overall.
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Author Bios
Articles

Todd Womble is a doctoral teaching fellow in 
the English department at The University of  
Texas at Arlington and is the assistant director of  
the English Writing Center. Along with his work 
at the writing center, his research interests include 
contemporary American literature and narrative 
theory, and he is currently writing his disserta-
tion. Outside of  school, he enjoys playing golf, 
watching films, and spending time with friends 
and family.

Jeaneen S. Canfield is a Ph.D. student at 
Oklahoma State University. She earned her 
M.S. in educational leadership from Cameron 
University and her M.A. in English from 
Oklahoma State University. Her research interests 
include pedagagogical approaches to forms of  
classroom resistance, visual rhetoric, multimodal 
composition, and critical pedagogy. She has taught 
English in grades 7 through 12 and currently 
teaches first-year composition, multimodal 
composition, and technical writing courses.	  

	  

Jeaneen	  S.	  Canfield	  is	  a	  Ph.D.	  student	  at	  Oklahoma	  State	  University,	  Stillwater,	  OK.	  	  
She	  earned	  her	  MS	  in	  Educational	  Leadership	  from	  Cameron	  University,	  Lawton,	  OK,	  
and	  her	  MA	  in	  English	  from	  Oklahoma	  State	  University.	  	  Her	  research	  interests	  
include	  pedagogical	  approaches	  to	  forms	  of	  classroom	  resistance,	  visual	  rhetoric,	  
multimodal	  composition,	  and	  critical	  pedagogy.	  	  She	  has	  taught	  English	  in	  grades	  7	  
through	  12,	  and	  currently	  teaches	  First-‐Year	  College	  Composition,	  Multimodal	  
Composition,	  and	  Technical	  Writing	  courses.	  
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Denise Rogers is the director of  the Writing 
Center at the University of  Louisiana at Lafayette 
and a long-time instructor in the English 
department, teaching courses in composition, 
literature, and the humanities. She is also the 
author of  The Scholar’s Daughter, a book of  poems 
published by Louisiana Literature Press. Her 
poetry, book reviews, and essays have appeared in 
The Alaska Quarterly Review, Louisiana Literature, Glass 
(an online journal), Word-River, and The Southern 
Poetry Anthology, Vol. IV: Louisiana.

Dr. Paula Brown is director of  the Writing 
Center and English instructor at Louisiana Tech. 
She is interested in developing superior quantita-
tive assessments of  writing improvement as well as 
discovering best methods for assisting the interna-
tional student in the writing center. Eighteenth 
century philosophy, as well as fantasy and science 
fiction, are additional topics of  interest. She 
has published work on David Hume’s Dialogues 
Concerning Natural Religion, Neil Gaiman’s Stardust, 
and Susanna Clarke’s Jonathan Strange and Mr. 
Norrell. The influence of  Gnostic, platonic, and 
Aristotelian ethics on the modern world is a 
persistent theme in Paula’s work.
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Tutor Spotlights

Shantel G. Buggs is a fourth-year doctoral 
student in sociology at The University of  Texas 
at Austin. Her research interests include race, 
ethnicity, gender, and sexuality, particularly in 
respect to mixed-race lifecourse processes, interra-
cial relationships, and popular culture. She has 
worked as a subject tutor for over three years, 
working at the University of  Houston prior to her 
time at UT.

Mary Hedengren is a doctoral candidate at The 
University of  Texas at Austin who just finished 
her two-year tenure as an assistant director at 
the Undergraduate Writing Center. Her research 
interests in writing center studies include nascent 
tutor identities and student feedback.
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Writing Center Spotlights

University of Arkansas at Monticello: Julie Platt is assistant professor of  English and 
director of  the Center for Writing and Communi-
cation at the University of  Arkansas at Monticello. 
Her research and teaching interests include digital 
and visual rhetoric, multimodal composition, 
creative writing studies, composition pedagogy, 
professional writing, and writing center theory and 
pedagogy. She is a published poet and essayist and 
serves as the state representative from Arkansas 
to SCWCA. Julie has a fiancé named Phill, a rat 
terrier named Dobson, a car named Nadezhda, 
and a food processor named Brienne of  Tarth.

Shane Allen Curry is a recent graduate from 
the University of  Arkansas at Monticello, with a 
degree in English and concentration in creative 
writing. He will be going on to pursue a graduate 
degree and hopes to teach writing in a high school 
setting in the near future (and to become the next 
big thing in YA fiction). He has worked in the 
Center for Writing and Communication for three 
years, through multiple shifting identities. When 
he’s not busy writing, Shane enjoys reading comic 
books and playing violent video games.

J.T. Henderson is a senior at the University 
of  Arkansas at Monticello pursuing a degree in 
English literature with a minor in psychology. His 
hope is to obtain a master’s in biblical counseling 
from Dallas Theological Seminary and to become 
a counseling pastor in churches. He hopes to 
use that career and academic path to pursue his 
dreams of  owning his own counseling firm as well 
as to become an accomplished novelist on the 
side. He will be married on March 21, 2015 to the 
love of  his life. Along with reading and writing, 
he likes weightlifting, various athletics, and great 
conversations.
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Franz Zeppelin Holthoff completed his 
undergraduate studies at the University of  
Arkansas at Monticello, where he earned a 
bachelor’s degree in history with a minor in 
English literature. Zeppelin exercised his passion 
for writing as an employee for the Center for 
Writing and Communication, working for 
two semesters during his senior year. Zeppelin 
is currently pursuing a master’s degree in 
professional technical writing at the University 
of  Arkansas at Little Rock, while simultaneously 
serving as a graduate intern in the writing center. 
Upon completing the master’s program, Zeppelin 
hopes to teach freshman composition courses 
and is entertaining the possibility of  entering a 
doctoral program.

As of  August 2014, Jennifer Jackson is an 
instructor of  writing and rhetoric at the University 
of  Mississippi. She received her master’s in 
rhetoric and composition from Missouri State 
University in 2011 and worked at the University 
of  Arkansas at Monticello from January 2013 to 
July 2014. She enjoys incorporating pop culture 
and gender studies into her teaching of  composi-
tion.

Brontë Spencer is a sophomore at the University 
of  Arkansas at Monticello. She is majoring in 
English with a concentration in creative writing 
and is a second year consultant in the Center for 
Writing and Communication. Brontë hopes to 
someday pursue a career in professional writing 
after obtaining a graduate degree. She wishes to 
apply her scientific background from her minor 
in biology and former pre-medicine courses to 
her professional writing. Outside of  her studies, 
Brontë is a mother to her son, Auden, and enjoys 
reading and cooking in her spare time.

Xavier University of Louisiana:

Angelle Scott is the coordinator of  the Writing 
Resource Center at Xavier University of  
Louisiana. Her interests include rhetoric and 
composition, creative nonfiction, and poetry. 
Her creative work has been published in Callaloo, 
Fourteen Hills, and Journal of  College Writing, among 
other journals.
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Call to Participate

Thank you for reading the inaugural issue of  the SCWCA Newsletter! We hope you enjoyed 
what you read and are inspired to participate. We have already begun planning our 

second issue—Spring/Summer 2016—and have several ways for you to be involved.
 

We strive to bring you pieces from authors in all four states of  the region and want to 
showcase work from presenters at the annual conference. Additionally, the continued 
success of  this publication depends on a group committed volunteers who can bring fresh 
ideas and writing expertise. SCWCA Newsletter team positions offer experience in publish-

ing, teamwork, communication, as well as planning and development. 

To learn more about submitting a piece or joining the team, contact:
Alanna Bitzel, SCWCA Newsletter Editor, at abitzel@gmail.com


