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ABSTRACT

This large-scale triangulated inquiry combines reflections of tutors and writing centre 

directors, direct session observations, and an online survey to identify, examine, and 

question the shared epistemological assumptions underlying common pedagogical 

approaches in writing centres. Context-based theories of learning and knowing are used 

to illuminate the inherent contradictions in these approaches and the ways in which tutors 

deal with said contradictions. Results point to the highly contextualized nature of writing 

centre work, indicating that tutors not only use methods that fundamentally contradict 

holistic writing center ideology, but use them effectively. It is suggested that writing 

centres reevaluate themselves in light of these findings and promote a reciprocal 

relationship between theory and practice.
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION

It feels good to be a tutor. We talk. We listen. We engage in productive 

dialogue to facilitate self-actualization amongst our students. We understand that 

writing is a process, one that can provoke unexpected connections and bring order to 

confusion. We are holistic and Socratic in our approach. We encourage students to ask 

questions, develop their own ideas, and, ideally, awaken in each of them a sense of 

existential individuality. We are student-centered and constructivist, working with 

writers to find and create meaning in a rhetorical void. Instead of showing tutees the 

world, we immerse them in it, allowing them to define a world of their own. We help 

students to help themselves. We are, in the seminal words of Stephen North, producing 

“better writers, not better writing” (438). Feels good, doesn’t it?

Writing centres stand resolutely as the very embodiment of the writing-as-process 

movement, informed by a pedagogical approach that favors means rather than ends, 

remaining dedicated -  unflinchingly -  to the idea that writing is neither fixed nor final, 

but rather an ongoing construction of knowledge. Unfortunately, writing centre reality 

can sometimes belie this idealized tutor-student relationship. Indeed, it “does come as a 

shock when, having been led by your training to expect some deep, unalloyed, genuine 

engagement -  some eager wrestler of texts -  you meet instead a frightened freshman who 

seems only to want a super proofreader” (North 11). As many teachers of writing have 

come to understand, theory is not always adequate to describe what actually occurs in 

practice. Contradictions sometimes arise between what is theoretically best for a writer 

and what that writer actually wants or needs. Nowhere is this more evident than in a
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writing centre tutorial session, where situational constraints push the boundaries of 

collaborative, process-driven theories of writing, challenging tutors to break the 

proverbial ties that bind (in this case, the foundational principles of writing centre 

philosophy to which they so rigidly adhere).

Linda Shamoon and Deborah Burns assert that it is often “ideology rather than 

examined practice” that informs writing centre tutoring methodology (136). They 

describe our shared ideals -  rooted primarily in tutoring manuals and articles in Writing 

Center Journal and Writing Lab Newsletter -  as something of a “writing center bible,” 

acting “more like articles of faith that serve to validate a tutoring approach which ‘feels 

right” ’ (135). Paula Gillespie and Neal Lerner are also cognizant of this potential 

problem, noting that “these ideologies are rarely critiqued; instead, many of us just 

express certain beliefs as the right way to do things” (51). What we are left with is what 

Angela Petit calls a “purified space,” a place where the “discourses presented to tutors 

seem as impermeable as the walls of the center itse lf’ (114).

From the earliest stages of their training, tutors are effectively indoctrinated with 

process-driven, facilitative ideals. Tutor-centered learning: bad. Student-centered 

learning: good. Focusing on sentence-level mechanics: bad. Content-driven dialogue: 

good. A tutor is a peer who facilitates, not an editor who directs and proofreads. In the 

writing centre community, theory has served us well; we know the “rules,” and seem 

inclined to constantly define and re-define them. What is missing is an understanding of 

if and when -  in light of contradictory circumstances -  the rules can be broken.

The purpose of this study is to explore these discrepancies in much greater depth, 

looking at writing centre philosophy as it manifests itself in both theory and practice. In
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a large-scale triangulated inquiry combining reflections of tutors and writing centre 

directors, direct session observations, and an online survey, I will identify, examine, and 

question the shared epistemological assumptions underlying our methodological 

approaches, the contradictions inherent in those approaches, and the ways in which tutors 

deal with said contradictions.

Research questions:

1) How does the theoretical “idea” of a writing centre manifest itself in day-to-day 

writing centre reality?

2) How -  and how frequently -  do tutoring sessions devolve into situations that 

contradict our shared philosophy?

3) How bound are we by our shared ideals?

4) Is it ever appropriate to use methods/techniques that are at odds with the very 

foundation of our approach?

5) Is there a disparity between the “idea” and the reality of a writing centre?

The study will answer a widespread call for reflective practice in the field of education.

In addition, it will serve to fill gaps in current writing centre scholarship by examining 

multiple spaces and privileging voices of the tutors themselves in the analysis.

Moreover, it represents a movement towards convergence of theory and practice in the 

field of writing studies.
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CHAPTER TWO 

CONTEXT OF THE STUDY 

Chapter Overview

This chapter will illustrate the importance of my study, provide a theoretical 

background for it, and situate it within the professional discourse about writing centres.

It is divided into four sections. The first will look at the need for this type of research, as 

voiced by educators and those directly involved with writing centres. The second and 

third sections develop a firm theoretical base for my ideas and data analysis; the second 

focuses on theoretical constructions of writing centres, exploring the nature and basis of 

the ideals shared by the writing centre community, while the third deals with notions of 

reflection and double binds vis-a-vis theories of learning and knowing that will be used in 

interpreting the data. The fourth section will examine previous research in the field and 

the gaps my study hopes to fill.

The Need

This study fulfills a need as it answers a call for reflection on the part of 

instructors across the curriculum. Furthermore, it fills a gap in writing centre scholarship 

due to its scope (multiple centres, rather than one space) and its focus on the voices of the 

tutors.

Reflective Practice

The primary source of data in this study is tutor reflections. The need for 

teacher/tutor reflection is repeatedly emphasized, not just by writing centre theorists, but 

by educators across the disciplines. George Hillocks, Jr. asserts that “effective teaching
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of writing is reflective, continually reexamining assumptions, theories, and their practical 

applications” (xviii). Stephen D. Brookfield encourages all teachers to engage in 

“critical reflection,” lest we “take action on the basis of assumptions that are unexamined 

and we believe unquestioningly that others are reading into our actions the meanings we 

intend” (3-4). Susan Imel pushes for reflective practice, maintaining that it can make us 

aware of gaps between theory and practice:

The values, assumptions, and strategies supporting ideas about practice 

need to be examined. If this clarification does not occur, professionals 

may find themselves in the position of espousing one theory but using 

another in practice; that is, their actions are not consistent with their intent. 

In reflective practice, professionals can expose their actions to critical 

assessment to discover the values and assumptions underlying their 

practice. As professionals become more aware of their theories-in-use, 

they become more conscious of the contradictions between what they do 

and what they hope to do. (2)

Nowhere are these contradictions more evident than in the writing centre.

Writing centre theory provides a foundation, a framework that tutors can bring to a 

session. While it serves that purpose well, the theory doesn’t always reflect the extent to 

which tutors may occasionally cross the lines, lines that we ourselves have drawn. 

Elizabeth Boquet says, “the at-odds-ness of the discourse so successfully escapes notice, 

suggesting that contradiction exists, in the minds of those who use it, in the equilibrium 

that is characteristic of all apparently natural things” (“Our Little Secret” 465). These 

contradictions point to what many believe is a growing gap between theory and practice:
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The current gap between theory and working actualities is so immense that 

writing center discourse inaccurately describes what we do, or why we do 

it, or the benefits we bring to our students, colleagues, and institutions. 

Dismayingly, our theory has left us with no effective language for [...] 

describing [...] our contributions to the mission of the university”

(Gardner & Ramsey 26).

Despite attempts (Hobson, Carino) to bridge this gap by expanding our theoretical bases, 

as Petit says, “the borders persist” (113).

Self-reflection, then, is of paramount importance. Reflection typically “receives 

long-standing, regular endorsement from writing center professionals” (Bell 82). Peter 

Vandenburg recommends that we “vigorously promote a self-reflexive attitude amongst 

out tutors and implicate ourselves in the web of power structures that attempt to control 

them” (60). Carino insists that we “must maintain critical consciousness about 

ourselves” (39). Petit suggests that “only through continual self-reflection will we 

understand how these definitions influence our theorizing about writing centers and our 

activities within centers” (111). And Barnett simply states, with appropriate brevity, 

“the time has come for some serious self-reflection” (123).

Foucault claims that the “margins of discourse” offer the best opportunities for 

self-reflection (Essential). Writing centres exist precisely in those margins, in what 

Sunstein terms a “state of in-betweenness” (7).

Tutor Voices

Tutor reflections have been the focus of previous inquiries into writing centres, 

but most dealt specifically with training, and not necessarily with the implications for the
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writing centre community as a whole. Tutor voices are rarely incorporated into the 

professional dialogue in any kind of meaningful way. There are, however, a few 

exceptions. Dinitz and Kiedaisch, in a study similar to my own but limited to one 

institution, analyzed in great detail the reflections of three tutors on their role as a “peer.” 

The authors see great benefit in the results, asserting:

Writing center theory can be enriched by including tutor voices and 

perspectives. As the folks at the boundary of theory and practice, tutors 

are well-positioned to explore the connections between them, to tease out 

the subtleties, the complications, the assumptions, the omissions in our 

theory and our practice, and to see how one might shed light on the other. 

(75)

In their contributions to the edited collection, Writing Center Research: Extending the 

Conversation, both Kathleen Blake Yancey and Nancy Welch utilize tutor reflections to 

theorize about writing centre philosophy, but, again, they are limited to the ideas of tutors 

at only one institution.

Multiple Spaces

Very few writing centre studies have dealt with data gathered from more than one 

writing centre space. Writing centre practice is typically explored vis-a-vis one particular 

writing centre in the form of case studies. Alternately, some researchers have analyzed 

tutorial sessions in great detail at the micro-level (Clark, “Perspectives”; Thonus, “What 

are the Differences?”; Blau, Hall, and Strauss, “Exploring”). This research has been 

invaluable in illuminating what actually occurs in particular writing centres, but not
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necessarily in showing -  on a larger scale -  the practices, philosophies, and approaches 

shared by different writing centres.

Writing Centers in Context, by Joyce Kinkead and Jeanette Harris, is one of the 

few sources to provide a cross-section of different writing centres. The authors collected 

12 varied and detailed case studies of writing centres in different institutional contexts. 

Each study offers an extremely comprehensive snapshot of a particular centre. The 

studies are limited on their own, but collectively, they say a great deal about the ideals 

valued and shared by writing centre personnel. The incredibly diverse spaces that are 

studied reveal a multitude of different approaches to the tutoring process, providing a 

glimpse of the fragmented and inconsistent nature of writing centre philosophy. 

Nonetheless, the voices of the tutors themselves remain conspicuously absent from the 

dialogue.

Certainly, the convergence of many different writing centre inquiries provides a 

conception of the field as a whole. However, implications for writing centre philosophy 

are frequently proffered on the basis of inquiry into one space. It is enormously difficult 

to provide any sort of overarching, collective sense of writing centre identity, but this 

study -  which explores trends as reflected upon in multiple writing centres by both tutors 

and directors -  is a hopeful step in that direction.

Theoretical Constructions of Writing Centres

This section explores the theoretical underpinnings of writing centres and serves 

as an introduction to the “shared ideals” of those in the writing centre community. 

Conceptions of writing centres have been shaped by scholarship in an increasingly
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specific field in which writing center theorists and researchers have “constructed,” 

through theory, fundamental notions of what writing centres ought to do.

Defining Ourselves

Many articles on or related to writing centres strive for self-definition, on defining 

or redefining ourselves. Ede (“Writing”), Hemmeter (“Smack”), and Carino 

(“Metaphors”) all identify definition as an important issue for the writing centre 

community. In fact, it is rare to find an article that does not begin with an obligatory 

statement of writing centre philosophy. “It is,” as Thomas Hemmeter says, “as if each 

theorist must begin anew the process of awakening the slumbering writing center 

profession to the need for self-creation" (36).

There is, as many theorists have observed, a risk of over-definition. Petit says, 

“Classifying writing centers has become so much a part of the discourse that the 

definitions seem less a discursive tool to help us understand how centers function than a 

pre-existing fact, one that we are bound (my emphasis) to acknowledge and that 

determines, even inhibits, how we talk about centers” (113). Carino pejoratively states 

that, “the notion of definition smacks of closure, completion, of death” (40). Boquet 

agrees, arguing that, “we would do well not to think of the future of writing centers in 

excessive terms” (“Our Little Secret” 478).

My interest is in clarification, not classification. I seek to define writing centres 

only through their shared ideology towards tutoring, and the extent to which said 

ideology is ingrained in the tutors who practice it. Sue Dinitz and Jean Kiedaisch state, 

“largely left out of these constructions are tutor voices” (63). Ironically, the tutors, 

around whom all this theory is centered, rarely have an opportunity to participate in the
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discourse. Through this study, tutors themselves are given a much-needed voice in the 

scholarly conversations about writing centres. My intent is to explore writing centre 

values and theories, both as they are articulated through the experiences/reflections of 

tutors/directors and as they manifest themselves in actual sessions. This provides a 

philosophical and theoretical base on which to ground my discussion of “double binds” 

(see: Theoretical Orientation of the Study, p. 20) in relation to practice. Many, if not 

most, articles on or relating to writing centres strive for self-definition and perspective, 

but only a comparative few deal specifically with these confusing contradictions.

The Idea o f a Writing Center

Perhaps the most influential piece of writing centre philosophy was propounded 

in 1984 by preeminent writing centre theorist Stephen North in his landmark polemic, 

“The Idea of a Writing Center.” In the article, North sets out to define the place of the 

writing centre in academia and exposes widely held misconceptions about writing centres 

and their holistic mission. Due to endemic ignorance of their history and practice, 

writing centres were commonly misconstrued as “fix-it shops” for grammar and 

mechanics or as remedial agencies that deal exclusively with poor writers (436). North 

admonishes university English departments for perpetuating this distorted image, and 

goes on to define the new “idea” of a writing centre, whose philosophy is fundamentally 

at odds with its product-based image. “Writers,” North says, “and not necessarily their 

texts, are what get changed by instruction. Our job is to produce better writers, not better 

writing” (438).

North’s words, his characterization of our “job” as tutors, became practically 

iconic in writing centre dialogue, serving as the foundational principles of many writing
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centres’ methodologies. One need look no further than various writing centre websites 

to see how pervasive North’s philosophies have become:

Purdue: Finely-polishing your manuscript would make us better editors, 

but wouldn't help you become a better writer. (“Writing Lab Information”)

Penn State: The Writing Center believes in making better writers, not just 

better papers. (“Description”)

North Carolina State: We also believe in making better writers and 

speakers, not better papers and speeches. (“Writing and Speaking”)

University of Western Ontario: The goal of the Effective Writing Program 

is to help members of the community improve as writers, not to improve 

specific pieces of writing. (“Frequently Asked Questions”)

The Writing Centre at Randolph Macon is dedicated to making better 

writers, not just better writing. (“The Writing Centre”)

Saginaw Valley State: The Writing Center is dedicated to developing the 

writer, not just improving the document. (“Why Visit”)

Wilfrid Laurier University: We don’t edit your writing; we teach you to 

becom e a better writer. (“Wilfrid Laurier Writing Centre”)

These websites represent only a handful of examples; North’s “idea” of creating “better 

writers” has been appropriated and incorporated into the mission statement of countless
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writing labs. Some, like Eastern Oregon University, even reference him directly: '‘We try 

to give students information and strategies which they can use in future writing (as North 

reminds us, making better writers, not better papers)” (“Writing Lab Director”). His 

words have become so ubiquitous, so utterly synonymous with student-centered writing 

instmction, that they even show up in articles about writing programs; case in point: a 

2004 article (see Appendix A for full text) from the USC College Bulletin was titled, 

“Better Writers (Not Just Better Papers): Students Embrace College Writing Program” 

(Kim).

North’s oft-cited concepts appear in nearly every article about writing centres and 

in most tutoring manuals, seemingly indicating -  at least on the surface -  that writing 

centres are bound rather tightly by their ideals. Our philosophical inclinations towards 

unequivocal student-centeredness can be traced directly back to North:

The version (of the writing process) we want can only be found, in as yet 

unarticulated form, in the writer we are working with [...] the best way to 

describe a writing center tutor’s relationship to composing is to say that a 

tutor is a holist devoted to a participant-observer methodology [...] it 

follows quite naturally, then, that any curriculum -  any plan of action the 

tutor follows -  is going to be student-centered in the strictest sense of that 

term [...] it will not derive from a generalized model of composing, but 

will begin where the student is and move where the student moves” 

(“Idea” 439).
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This unabashedly student-centered view has been widely accepted and adopted as 

an impermeable truth, so much so that tutors may sometimes have trouble straying from 

it. Directive tutoring, in contrast, is frowned upon. It is expected that the student -  not 

the tutor -  do most of the talking in a session. “Being directive,” Therese Thonus says,

“is the strongest criticism a writing tutor can levy against self or colleague; it signals ‘too 

much’ involvement in the student’s work” (“Triangulation” 64). This fear of 

directiveness probably stems from the persistent misconception that tutors edit; as such, 

providing too much assistance could be construed as “fixing” a paper.

North was also one of the first theorists to explicate the nature of the tutoring 

process. A tutor, North says, eschews rigid, prescriptive methodologies in favor of open- 

ended dialogue. He cites “talk”” as the most elemental component of a session:

Nearly everyone who writes likes -  and needs -  to talk about his or her 

writing, preferably to someone who will really listen, and knows how to 

talk about writing, too. Maybe in a perfect world, all writers would have 

their own ready auditor -  a teacher, a classmate, a roommate, an editor -  

who would not only listen but draw them out, asking them questions they 

would not think to ask themselves. A writing center is an institutional 

response to this need. (North “Idea” 440)

In a writing centre tutorial session, a tutor’s primary function is to “talk about writing 

with the writer” (441). North, in the spirit of ancient Socratic dialogue, advocates a fluid 

writing centre dynamic, with thoughtful examination and exchange of ideas and opinions, 

“a continuous dialectic that is, finally, its own end” (446). This “talk,” North asserts, “is 

everything [...] the lifeblood of a writing center” (443-444).
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North’s widely accepted wisdom became the basis of our ideology and ongoing 

institutional plight. “Idea” has been canonized, not just because North finally put writing 

centre methodology into words, but also because he “carved out an institutional space 

where it was necessary” (Boquet “Our Little Secret” 477). North was perhaps the first 

theorist to give real legitimacy to our practice.

It bears mentioning that North takes an extremely uncompromising position in 

this essay, pitting us, the writing centre community, against them, those in the academy 

who have misconstrued our mission. North tells his peers precisely what they “cannot” 

do:

I have come with experience to take a harder, less conciliatory position 

[...] teachers, as teachers, do not need, cannot use, a writing center: only 

writers need it, only writers can use it. You cannot parcel out some 

portion of a given student for us to deal with [...] nor should you require 

that all of your students drop by with an early draft of a research paper to 

get a reading from a fresh audience. You should not scrawl, at the bottom 

of a failing paper, “Go to the Writing Center.” Even those of you who, out 

of genuine concern, bring students to the writing center, almost by the 

hand, to make sure that they know we won’t hurt them -  even you are 

essentially out of line (440).

North’s insists -  rather stubbornly -  that writing centres be accepted only “on 

their own terms.” (446). This seemed to arouse a sort of collective disenchantment 

amongst writing centre professionals. He continued his contentious diatribe: “we are 

not here to serve, supplement, back up, complement, reinforce, or otherwise be defined
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by any external curriculum. We are here to talk to writers” (“Idea” 440). Statements 

like these marked the beginning of years of defensive rhetoric in writing centre 

scholarship, in which theorists attempt to show -  perhaps even more than what we are -  

what we are not. Petit says of our myriad of definitions, “What binds such varied 

descriptions together is their representation as alternatives to a polarized other” (112). 

Riley even worried that as writing centres found their “institutional niche” (26), they 

would lose sight of their “liberatory and contrarian” mission (29).

Consider the very first of five “rules” for lab tutorials at the Writing Lab at

Purdue:

Tutors do not proofread or edit papers: Tutors can help students with any 

stage of the writing process, from getting started on an assignment to the 

final stages of revision. They can help students with grammar, but they 

will not make any changes on a paper, nor will they edit or "fix" a paper 

for the student. (“Five Major Rules”)

This is a “rule” (so-called by the Purdue OWL), not an exception. Writing centres tend 

to present themselves in such a way, and the defensive stance is readily apparent. This 

serves as an immediate warning to those with product-based writing in mind. It says, 

first and foremost, what writing centres do not do. We have defined ourselves against -  

in opposition to -  the “fix-it shop” mentality. Similar statements regarding proofreading 

and editing can be found on almost every single writing centre web site. Gardner and 

Ramsey addressed this phenomenon:

Regardless of the work actually done in writing centers, the prevailing 

view of theorists has been that writing specialists do their best work when
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opposing the practices of mainstream education, creating an anti-space 

where the oppressive and mass template methods of the academy can be 

undone (26).

Our policies are woven with defensive rhetoric of this ilk; they can cause the ideology to 

tighten its hold on the tutor and the session, making contradictions all the more 

cumbersome. Indeed, writing centre practice can be characterized as a conscious and 

deliberate subversion of mainstream education, as a veritable “anti-curriculum” (Gardner 

& Ramsey 27) rooted in our own narratives of resistance.

North himself eventually admitted that “Idea” became something of a 

“mythology,” a “public idealization” (“Revisiting” 9). He reflects upon the article as an 

overly romanticized vision that concealed “the lived experience of writing centers” (10), 

lamenting that it “can lay an unnecessarily heavy burden on [...] tutors and writers [...] 

who take it at anything like face value” (11).

Tutoring Manuals

Another big influence on writing centre philosophy is tutoring manuals. The 

ideas espoused within them contribute greatly to our philosophical foundations and serve 

as the theoretical basis for tutor discourse. While there are many instructional manuals 

available for the tutor-in-training, a select few have dominated the scene. For a long 

time, Muriel Harris’ Teaching One-to-One: The Writing Conference and Emily Meyer 

and Louise Z. Smith’s The Practical Tutor served this purpose. Though their influence is 

difficult to quantify, both of these manuals were used widely to train tutors since first 

being published in the 1980s. They are products of their times, emphasizing the shift 

from process to product, but neither book does much to question assumptions (which,
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admittedly, were still being shaped at the time) or account for any larger social or 

institutional context.

In recent years, Paula Gillespie and Neal Lerner’s The Allyn and Bacon Guide to 

Peer Tutoring has become the unofficial standard for tutoring manuals, frequently used to 

train tutors and cited in articles about writing centres. While Gillespie and Lerner do 

take into account the context of a session and repeatedly call for flexibility on the part of 

the tutor, they perpetuate the myth that “most writers are eager to find meaning in what 

they write” (23). Furthermore, the notion of tutor as “peer” is somewhat overstated, as 

if the idea of tutor-as-authoritative teacher is virtually unfathomable, fueling the 

opposition to directive tutoring. The authors recommend that tutors do no more than 

50% of the talking in a session (103). Tutors are defined extensively in contrast to the 

role of editor (45-6), another example of the theory focusing on what tutors are not, rather 

than what they are. With tutorial sessions involving non-native speakers (NNS) of 

English, Gillespie and Lerner allow some leeway and room to adjust for language 

differences, but still adhere steadfastly to a process-based, non-directive model of 

tutoring, suggesting that tutors can and should maintain their usual methods of pedagogy. 

Notions of NNS writers requiring more direction and/or specific help with grammar are 

treated as “myths” (119-26).

Gillespie and Lemer do not preclude discussions of specific textual features 

(grammar, style), but maintain, “these sorts of sentence-level fixes should come later in 

the process” (17). Mechanics and format are relegated to the status of “lower-order 

concerns” (17). The Purdue University Writing Lab, which more or less sets the 

standard for writing centres, also considers grammar and structure to be “lower-order
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concerns” (“HOCs and LOCs” f  1). Sentence-level mechanics are typically considered • 

less important than content issues, and for good reason. Poor grammar can be a 

symptom of unclear ideas, and it makes little sense to address form -  that is, the way 

ideas are presented -  before addressing the ideas themselves. Moreover, there is no 

point picking apart sentences at this level when the essay has larger issues like lack of 

focus, poor internal organization of paragraphs, or faulty reasoning. That said, this order 

of concerns has become ingrained in writing centre ideology, so much so that tutors are 

sometimes reticent to even look at mechanics at all. We don’t want to be construed as a 

product-based “fix-it shop”, and overemphasizing form gives exactly that impression.

This hesitance to focus on form, like the reluctance to be directive, is an integral part of 

who we are.

Theoretical Orientation of the Study

Selected ideas of Donald Schon and Yrjo Engestrom are combined with the 

aforementioned theoretical constructions of writing centres to provide a framework for 

the data analysis.

Reflective Practice and “Knowing in Action”

The value of reflection as a research tool is well established and has long been of 

interest to educators. Although the writing centre literature calling for reflection is 

voluminous, “most of it does not address empirically the effectiveness of reflection” (Bell 

81). For such a framework, I turn to Donald Schon, social scientist and consultant who, 

steeped in a reflective tradition supported by Dewey and Piaget, stresses the importance 

of reflection in helping professionals to learn about and improve their practice {The 

Reflective Practitioner).

R eproduced  with perm ission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without perm ission.



19

Schon asserts that abstract theory alone is inadequate to describe the knowledge 

utilized by most practitioners in context. He laments the “widening rift between research 

and practice, thought and action” (The Reflective Practitioner viii), encouraging inquiry 

into the real epistemology of practice, based on close examinations of what practitioners 

actually do. He equates reflection with “knowing-in-action,” a type of implicit “know

how” that competent practitioners depend on to carry out their work (Educating 25). 

Professionals may not even be able to describe exactly what they do to accomplish an 

activity; as Schon says, “skillful action reveals a knowing more than we can say” (The 

Reflective Practitioner 51). Reflective practice, Schon says, can help us to better 

understand this implied knowledge.

Schon describes two types of self-reflection. The first, reflection-in-action, 

occurs during the activity being reflected upon and directly influences it. It is tacit and 

immediate, allowing a practitioner to deal with “uncertainty, instability, uniqueness, and 

value conflict” (The Reflective Practitioner 50) within the context of the action. 

Reflection-in-action is predicated on the simple notion that “knowing” is quite literally in 

our actions, that knowledge exists in what we do. Judgments and recognitions are carried 

out spontaneously and often intuitively; reflection-in-action encourages a person to make 

sense of these phenomena as they occur. When a person reflects-in-action, he/she 

engages in the acts of thinking and doing at virtually the same time.

The other, reflection-on-action, is more contemplative, and occurs after the 

activity {The Reflective Practitioner 276). Schon maintains that, “it is [...] possible, by 

observing and reflecting on our actions, to make a description of the tacit knowing 

implicit in them” (Educating 25). He describes the benefits of reflection-on-action:
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A practitioner’s reflection can serve as a corrective to overlearning. 

Through reflection, he can surface and criticize the tacit understandings 

that have grown up around the repetitive experiences of a specialized 

practice, and can make new sense of the situations of uncertainty or 

uniqueness which he may allow himself to experience. (61)

The reflections in this study are of this nature, meant to encourage critical thinking, to 

make the unconscious more conscious, thus illuminating the tacit aspects of tutoring as 

“practice.” They serve as tangible, analyzable manifestations of “reflection-in-action,” 

refining the concept as something constructive for the reader. Ideally, reflection-on-action 

can help us to elucidate what Schon termed “the mystique of practical competence” (vii). 

Without such reflection, he says, there can be “no satisfactory way of describing or 

accounting for the artful competence which practitioners sometimes reveal in what they 

do” (The Reflective Practitioner 19).

Double Binds

Engestrom’s (Learning) model of development - specifically his notion of 

“double binds” -  is useful for understanding the contradictions experienced by tutors in a 

tutorial session. The double bind was initially conceived by Gregory Bateson (1956) as a 

potential cause of schizophrenia. Engestrom draws upon Bateson’s model of three levels 

of learning and situates the double bind in an “activity system”, the primary unit of 

analysis in activity theory. David Russell, influenced by the ideas of Engestrom, defines 

an activity system as “any ongoing, object-directed, historically conditioned, dialectically 

structured, tool-mediated human interaction” (510). Activity theory, originally developed 

by A.N. Leontev from ideas conceived by Lev Vygotsky, is based on the situatedness of
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human activity, on the notion that cognitive events cannot be extricated from their social 

context. Engrestrom’s is but one of many subtle variations on this perspective.

For his purposes -  and for mine in this paper -  double binds refer to the tension 

created in an activity system due to contradictory goals and interests. Opposing 

perspectives of objects and motives drive different systems, sometimes against one 

another in the same activity system. A double bind causes a “clash between the 

individual actions and the total activity system” (Engestrom, Learning 39). Lundell and 

Beach illustrate the concept of double binds through their study of graduate dissertation 

writers, who are pulled in opposite directions by their teaching workload and the 

imperative to address their own research and dissertations (“Dissertation Writers”).

When two or more forces operate contrary to each other in such a way, the learner caught 

in the middle experiences an incongruity known as a “double bind.”

For Engestrom, the double bind is merely one part of his larger theory of 

“learning by expanding,” which is separated into three levels of learning borrowed from 

Bateson. Learning I involves learning that is rote or habitual. Learning II entails a kind 

of metacognitive awareness, a “learning to learn” (3), predominantly in response to 

contradictions and double binds. Learning III involves dealing directly with these 

contradictions to develop new, alternative habits and practices. There is a purely 

theoretical Learning IV, but Engestrom notes that it “probably does not occur in any adult 

living organism on this earth” (3). Engestrom is particularly interested in the transition 

between learning II and learning III:

The outcomes of Learning II, the unconscious habits, frequently and 

necessarily lead the individual to double bind situations. The habit once
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learned becomes self-defeating in a superficially similar but 

structurally altered social context; or two mutually exclusive habits seem 

to be required at the same time. (3)

Learning III involves “conscious self-alteration” based on questioning previously 

unexamined habits acquired in Learning II (4).

Engestrom also touts the benefits of reflection, maintaining that a “reflexive 

element” (16) is key to understanding double binds. He goes on to say that “learners 

recognize, define, and reflect on the double bind in order to begin entertaining ways of 

coping” (17). It is only through identification of and reflection on the double bind that 

one begins to adapt, eventually conceiving a “created new” that eases the tension (16). 

Petit, speaking from a writing centre perspective, takes a similar view of such conflicts, 

saying, “conflict is not a sign of failure; instead, it is an opportunity to negotiate and 

mediate competing voices, to find meaning and shape identity by learning to speak not 

within but among discourses” (117).

Previous Research/Literature Review

For a long time, there were a paltry number of empirical studies with respect to 

writing centres. That number has been increasing as of late. In terms of more theoretical 

inquiries, writing centre scholars have debated the relative merits of the same handful of 

contradictory notions for years. These notions -  as well as empirical studies relevant to 

my research -  are discussed in this section.

Role o f the Tutor -  Peer?

One issue that has been subject to endemic disagreement has been the role of the 

tutor, especially the extent to which tutors are “peers.” In 1983, Sollisch conceptualized
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the peer tutor as a “reading coach” in an ongoing process of collaboration (11). Four 

years later, John Trimbur, influenced by renowned writing theorist Kenneth Bruffee, 

published the oft-cited “Peer Tutoring: A Contradiction in Terms,” in which he sets the 

terms “peer” and “tutor” as fundamentally at odds with one another:

How, many good tutors want to know, can I be a peer and a tutor 

simultaneously? If I am qualified to tutor, then I am no longer a peer to 

those I tutor. On the other hand, if I am a peer to my tutees, how can I be 

qualified to tutor? (23)

Trimbur suggests that perhaps these are not “roles to balance,” but instead “a temporal 

sequence to be played out” (26). Muriel Harris supports this notion, observing that as 

tutors become more competent through practical experience, they tend to become less 

peer-like (“Collaboration is not Collaboration”). David Healy further explored the 

ambiguous and sometimes conflicted roles of tutors (“Tutorial Role Conflict”), and 

subsequent theorists like Irene Lurkis Clark (“Collaboration and Ethics”) and Alice 

Gilliam (“Collaborative Learning Theory”) noted further inconsistencies between 

collaborative theory and writing centre practice.

Lex Runciman questioned whether we should use the word “tutor” at all, claiming 

that the word’s remedial connotation perpetuates misconceptions about writing centre 

practice. In its place, he suggests we try other words like “writing assistant,” “writing 

consultant,” or “writing fellow” (32). William McCall extends this argument, likening 

tutors to “consultants” and tutorial sessions to “consultations,” maintaining that these 

words better reflect the spirit of collaboration in writing centres (164).
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More recently, Julie Bokser has examined “the problem of peerness’’ in two 

separate articles. In the first, Bokser explores the notion of peer vis-a-vis directive 

tutoring. She senses a degree of aggression and power inherently embedded in the tutor- 

tutee dynamic, making the word “peer” -  which implies an equal relationship -  

somewhat problematic (“Peer Tutoring and Gorgias”). In the second article, she 

discusses the tension surrounding three tutors, all of whom have written or edited 

professionally, and their discomfort with the collaborative role of “peer” (“Am I Really a 

Peer?”).

Directive/Non-Directive tutoring

The peer issue is really just a part of a larger whole, the ongoing “directive/non

directive continuum” (Clark 33). Writing centre scholarship, since its inception, and 

especially since North’s essay, has endorsed a non-directive, facilitative approach to 

pedagogy. Thus, the ideal interaction between a student and tutor is thought to be one in 

which the tutor intervenes as little as possible. Following North’s universally recognized 

axiom -  improving the writer rather than the writing -  Jeff Brooks articulates this stance 

even more explicitly: “If our focus is on the writer, directive tutoring is out” (1).

However, some researchers have found that directive tutoring may be more useful 

and widely practiced than our philosophical base would indicate. Blau, Hall, and Strauss 

(“Exploring”) also performed a linguistic analysis of the tutorial session, finding both 

directive and non-directive tutoring styles to be effective. The authors believe both 

strategies are necessary for writers to get the knowledge they need. Shamoon and Burns, 

struck by “the benefits of a tutoring style that is so opposite our current orthodoxy” (139), 

urge writing centres to expand their methodology:
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If writing center practices are broadened to include both directive and non

directive tutoring, the result would be an enrichment of tutoring 

repertoires, stronger connections between the writing center and writers in 

other disciplines, and increased attention to the cognitive, social and 

rhetorical needs of writers at all stages of development. (148).

Therese Thonus performed a pair of empirical studies (“Triangulation”, “Tutor 

and Student”) that advocate a more pragmatic approach to tutoring. Her sociolinguistic 

analysis of tutorial sessions showed that tutors often deviated from the “idealized 

portrayal of their roles” (“Triangulation” 77). She found that tutees typically approached 

a session with more pragmatic concerns than tutors, creating tension over ownership of 

text and tutor-student solidarity. Thonus’s subsequent study showed that directive 

tutoring was not only widely practiced, but also helpful to the writer (“Tutor and 

Student”). In light of these findings, she laments that, “a decontextualized notion of tutor 

[...] is often reflected in tutorial manuals” (“Triangulation” 59).

Irene Clark, in a quantitative study funded by the National Writing Centers 

Association, attempted to determine “what directiveness actually means” (“Perspectives” 

35). Results indicated a significant difference between student and tutor perceptions of 

directiveness, with students generally perceiving more directiveness than tutors. 

Moreover, students who defined themselves as “good” writers tended to perceive less 

tutor influence over the conference. Essentially, students attributed a more “directive” 

role to tutors than tutors attributed to themselves, furthering the idea that notions of 

directiveness should not be constructed in absolute terms.
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Tracy Santa provides an international perspective in a recent exploration of 

writing centre orthodoxy via her writing centre in the Balkans. She reports that her tutors 

were “uneasy with conflicting theoretical perspectives,” particularly with respect to 

directive tutoring. While they embraced the process goal of “producing better writers, ” 

they found the minimalist, non-directive model to be “anti-intuitive” (30). Like Dinitz 

and Kiedaisch, she pushes for the writing centre community to invite these tutor 

perspectives into the professional conversation.

In light of increasing empirical evidence, Teresa B. Henning argues that writing 

centres should expand beyond the limits of collaborative and expressionist models of 

tutoring, using instead “a variety of strategies that they can apply with flexibility” (2).

She finds conceptions of an “ideal” tutorial problematic, and suggests that tutor-writer 

rapport, agenda setting, and writer expectations determine whether or not a session is 

“successful.” She suggests that the “tutor can easily be directive, occasionally, as 

needed, and still keep the writer actively involved in the session” (6).

Despite the aforementioned studies and assertions, the concept of “minimalist 

tutoring” (Brooks 1) continues to dominate writing centre scholarship.

Tutoring Non-Native Speakers (NNS)

Writing centres are increasingly directing their attention towards NNS writers. In 

the early 1990s, a handful of writing centre theorists began to embrace contrastive 

rhetoric, the idea that logic and rhetoric are culture-specific, rather than universal 

(Kaplan, 294). Judith Powers was amongst the first to suggest that traditional 

collaborative strategies may not be appropriate or effective for NNS students. She notes 

differences in the educational, rhetorical, and cultural contexts of NNS writers,
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recommending that tutors take a more directive stance and assume the role of 

“informant” rather than collaborator (41).

At about the same time, Thonus (“Tutors as Teachers”) examined the tutorial 

conference vis-a-vis then-current trends in NNS writing pedagogy. Like Powers, she 

urges writing centres to be more cognizant of cultural differences in writing strategies 

and to expand their methodological bases to include approaches specific to NNS writers. 

After a decade of research, Thonus (“What are the Differences?”) revisited the same issue 

with a varied and exhaustive analysis of writing centre “talk,” exploring the differences in 

tutor interaction's between first and second-language writers. She says that tutors “must 

be willing to relinquish the orthodoxy of the collaborative frame and permit more 

realistic and appropriate ‘contact zones’ for tutorials with NNSs” (240).

NNS issues are difficult for tutors to deal with because they so often involve 

requests for (and sessions that devolve into) editing. Cogie, Strain, and Lorinskas, 

influenced by Powers, propose specific strategies for NNS error correction, a means of 

circumventing the “proofreading trap” (14). This issue of the “proofreading trap” is later 

revisited by Myers. She further develops the notion that tutors must work to develop a 

greater understanding of second language learning processes and a keen knowledge of the 

pedagogical grammar of English as a second language.

In a more recent, intensive analysis of 18 tutorial sessions, Blau, Hall and Sparks 

(“Guilt-Free”) find the Socratic method of tutoring to be ineffective with NNS writers. 

Like Thonus, they situate their study in the literature on cultural writing differences, 

especially Kaplan. They advocate a tutoring approach that is more directive and even 

more form-focused when dealing with NNS students, hoping to alleviate the “guilt” some
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tutors feel about “going line by line through portions of a paper” (43). Writing centres, 

they say, are becoming “de facto centres for NNS education,” and need to extend their 

focus and scholarship to include second language acquisition and contrastive rhetoric 

(43).

Instances in which tutors stray from their basic ideals and act in a directive 

manner have been documented and shown to be pedagogically effective. Outside of the 

work of Blau, Hall, and Sparks, there are practically no empirical studies illustrating a 

similar phenomenon with the order of concerns. A small number of writing centre 

theorists influenced by Mina Shaughnessy (who emphasized grammar, but not in the 

"skill and drill" sense; she advocated direct explication of the concepts of grammar) have 

acknowledged that sentence-level errors can sometimes be a priority, especially in an 

open admissions environment. However, few theorists have dared to suggest that so- 

called “lower order” concerns may occasionally be deserved of “higher” status.

On the Whole

Ultimately, the writing centre community does appear to be joined by common 

theoretical bases, bound not only by what we are but also what we are not. The roles of 

the tutor are well defined, but “the issue of how context constrains and even prevents the 

fulfillment of these roles is not adequately treated” (Thonus “Triangulation” 60).

Double binds -  relative to directiveness, the order of concerns, and role(s) of the 

tutor -  pose a threat to our comfortable, holistic writing centre orthodoxy. I say 

“comfortable” because it feels right to adhere to the aforementioned philosophy; so right, 

in fact, that it can be difficult for tutors to accept alternatives as worthwhile or 

compelling. All the literature about writing centres, when combined and internalized, can
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have a synergistic effect on writing centre personnel, causing our theory to form a kind of 

dogmatic ideology, a “comfort zone” to which tutors can retreat in the face of the 

aforementioned double binds. Through reflection and direct observation, this study will 

explore these contradictions, concentrating primarily on the voices of the tutors who 

experience them.
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODOLOGY 

Chapter Overview

This chapter is divided into four sections; an introduction/general overview, and 

three sections based on each of the three methods of research used in the study. The first 

of these deals with the reflective e-mail interviews with tutors and writing centre 

directors, the second describes the direct session observations, and the third explains the 

survey and the rationale behind it.

Introduction

The study utilized a mixed-method approach, employing both qualitative and 

quantitative means of empirical inquiry. I used multiple triangulation (Denzin, The 

Research Act), combining different research methodologies and theoretical perspectives 

to examine the same writing centre phenomena. Data was gathered via reflective e-mail 

interviews (from tutors and writing centre directors), an online survey, and direct 

observation of tutorial sessions. By employing multiple theories, methods, and empirical 

materials, I hoped to overcome some of the inherent limitations and biases of single 

method, single-observer, single-theory studies. The data from each part of the study was 

collected and analyzed separately, but the overall results were viewed collectively in 

order to explore the larger meaning. In order to further contextualize the results, 

supplementary information, including training materials, how-to tutoring manuals, and 

various writing centre mission statements, was also taken into account. All data was 

studied and evaluated solely by myself.
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All data was viewed holistically with North’s “idea” of a writing centre in mind. 

My research questions were the focus of my analysis:

1) How does the theoretical “idea” of a writing centre manifest itself in day-to-day 

writing centre reality?

2) How -  and how frequently -  do tutoring sessions devolve into situations that 

contradict our shared philosophy as tutors?

3) How bound are we by our shared ideals?

4) Is it ever appropriate to use methods/techniques that are at odds with the very 

foundation of our approach?

5) Is there a disparity between the “idea” and the reality of a writing centre?

My particular interest was in how tutors respond when the basic tenets of writing centre 

philosophy are threatened or compromised by their session. Ultimately, my goal was to 

explore interpersonal relationships within the writing centre and note how -  if at all -  the 

writing centre theory/philosophy advanced by the literature manifests itself in writing 

centre reality. I relied most heavily on tutor reflections, in order to include their voices 

into the larger discourse about writing centres.

Reflections

The tutor/director reflections served as the primary source of data in this study 

and provided a larger context for the direct session observations. The reflections were 

responses, generally lengthy and coherent, to open-ended interview questions. As a 

whole, they provided me with a collection of thoughtful ruminations about tutoring and 

writing centres. Through the reflections, I hoped to observe the “dialectic between the 

systemic and subjective-partisan views” (Engestrom and Miettinen, 10) in the writing
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centre. Capturing the voices of the tutors themselves was of paramount importance. I 

intended for their voices (as made manifest in the reflections) to function “less as stand

alone texts and more as voices and utterances in ongoing dialogues within and between 

collective activity systems under investigation” (Engestrom and Miettinen, 10). 

Participants

The study included 30 participants, 23 tutors and seven writing centre directors 

from various North American universities in both the United States and Canada. The 

participants -  selected primarily on the basis of their diversity -  were recruited from 21 

different writing centres to ensure a more representative sample. By perusing a variety of 

writing centre websites, I was able to recruit an extremely diverse group of tutors from a 

multitude of different institutional settings.

I chose to focus exclusively on four-year universities in the United States and 

Canada. The schools from which the participating tutors were recruited are widely 

dispersed geographically, located on the East coast, West coast, and everywhere in 

between, in both urban and rural areas. There are both public and private institutions. 

Some schools emphasize engineering and the sciences, while others focus on liberal arts.

I also looked closely at the demographics of the student body for each school, including 

ethnicity, age, and socioeconomic characteristics. This concerted effort to make my 

sample culturally and geographically diverse allowed me access to wide-ranging 

perspectives from an assortment of tutors working in different institutional and cultural 

contexts. The reflections of these tutors more accurately represent the lived experience 

of the entire writing centre community than would a snapshot case study of one particular 

space.
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Of the participating tutors, six taught at Canadian universities, and 17 taught at 

American universities. There were 15 females and eight males. Of these tutors, three 

are represented by data from a pilot project in 2005 (see Appendix E for old interview 

questions). The central focus of that project was largely the same as this study; however, 

the questions have been slightly modified for this project, as my empirical aspirations and 

theoretical bases have evolved and expanded since then. Regardless, the data provided 

by those three tutors remains extremely relevant. Of the participating directors, three 

directed Canadian writing centres, and four directed writing centres in the United States. 

There were five females and two males.

Four of the participating tutors were non-native speakers of English. In terms of 

educational attainment, the tutors ranged from 4th-year undergraduate students to full- 

fledged professors with Ph. Ds. Most commonly, they were graduate students. All tutors 

fit Stephen’s North’s criteria for being “involved” with writing centres, having worked 

there for well over 100 hours (“Idea” 433). In fact, most tutors had taught in the centre 

for over 500 hours. All are experienced pedagogues who show evidence of what Schon 

would call “a kind of knowing-in-practice” (viii). These are not neophyte tutors; some 

even have a background in writing research and theory. They were chosen precisely for 

their experience, because they were already well acquainted with writing centre theory 

and practice. I wanted to find out if, when, and why experienced tutors would break their 

own self-imposed rules. A tutor cannot break the “rules” without first knowing what they 

are. As such, I needed my participants to be eminently familiar with writing centre 

philosophy. While the implications of this study may extend to trainees, direct 

observation of novice tutors and training exercises is outside the scope of my research.
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Procedure/Data Collection

This portion of the research (the reflections) was strictly qualitative. 23 practiced 

tutors were interviewed via e-mail about their experiences in the writing centre. In 

addition, seven writing centre directors were also interviewed regarding the training of 

writing centre employees and the instructional philosophies espoused at their particular 

centre. These were not formal “interviews” per se; my questions were framed as open- 

ended vehicles for reflection. Tutors, especially, were encouraged to take time to reflect 

on their craft. I wanted them to think before they wrote; immediate feedback was not a 

concern. Both tutors and directors were given ample time (at least 10 days) to respond to 

the questions, and were encouraged to write as much as they wanted.

The interview questions (see Appendices B & C) were framed with Dewey’s old 

axiom in mind, “A question well put is half answered” (108). This was not a matter of 

baiting or leading the participants, but simply identifying the problem at hand.

Education theorists Copeland and Birmingham cite problem identification as a “critical 

attribute” of reflective practice: “A reflective teacher is not only aware of these problems, 

but he or she also takes care to define them in an explicit, conscious way” (350). 

Questions thus dealt with tutoring style, philosophical bases for tutoring, expectations, 

and various precipitating factors that determine the nature and outcome of tutorial 

sessions (see Appendix A). Each question was meant to spur tutors to reflect upon a 

particular aspect of their experiences. All data was gathered through “reflection-on- 

action” (Schon The Reflective Practitioner); that is, tutors reflected on previous 

occurrences in tutorial sessions. Reflections also functioned as “reflection-for-action” 

(McAlphine et. al. Educational Research), in that they occurred “prior to instruction” and
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> may inform future sessions. All reflections occurred outside the “event,” the writing 

centre tutorial session.

The e-mail correspondence was studied and evaluated exclusively by myself. The 

interview data was subjected to an open-ended but thorough analysis, with an eye 

towards identifying typical and atypical ideas and practices amongst the participants. 

Throughout my inductive scrutiny of the data, there was a great deal of what Schon (“The 

Reflective Practitioner”) would call “problem reframing,” as my theoretical bases were 

constantly modified in response to emerging patterns and regularities. Ultimately, my 

analyses became -  to borrow from Clifford Geertz -  my “own constructions of other 

people’s constructions of what they are up to” (qtd. in Smart, 9).

Direct Observation of Sessions

With the director’s permission, I personally observed and analyzed five different 

tutorial sessions in the Carleton University Academic Writing Centre. Sessions were also 

tape-recorded for posterity and further analysis.

Setting

Data was collected on location in the Carleton University Academic Writing 

Centre/Writing Tutorial Service (WTS). The WTS offers free, one-on-one tutorials to 

any Carleton student who wants advice on the writing of university papers. It is run by 

the School of Linguistics and Applied Language Studies and staffed by graduate student 

tutors from a variety o f disciplines at Carleton University. The WTS, as far as writing 

centres go, is more or less archetypal in its mission and function, espousing a student- 

centered, process-based approach to writing instruction:
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By giving you suggestions on how to develop your writing skills, the goal 

of the WTS is to help you develop your writing as well as support you in 

the process of completing your written academic assignments. [We can] 

help you to examine and improve your overall writing process, as well as 

introduce you to helpful tools and strategies for academic writing at 

different stages of the process [...] We will not do your writing for you, 

but we will help you to discover principles for effective writing and hone 

writing strategies that work for you. (“Frequently Asked Questions”)

Clearly, the WTS encourages student agency, placing ownership of the text in the hands 

of the student. Note that this mission statement refers specifically to “your” overall 

writing process, rather than the writing process. Word choice and phrasing also point 

towards student-centeredness: “develop,” “help you learn,” “help you examine and 

improve.” As is the case with many writing centres, they have appropriated North’s 

dictum: “Remember that we are here to help you become a better writer, not to ensure 

that you produce a perfect paper” (“What to Expect”).

Participants

Participants in this portion of the study were five undergraduate students and their 

respective tutors. Of the five tutees, two were NNS writers. All tutors were graduate 

students, two from the School of Linguistics and Applied Language Studies and three 

from the English Department.
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Procedure/Data Collection

Five tutorial sessions were observed and analyzed. All WTS sessions are 

scheduled to be 50-minutes in length, though some ended sooner than that. I took 

extensive, specific notes on each of the sessions as they occurred. Following common 

practice in observation research (Bishop 79-80), the data was analyzed and reassessed on 

an ongoing basis. I focused on commonalities and disparities as they recurred from 

observation to observation. Sessions were taped with a microcassette recorder, and 

explored more thoroughly in a post-session analysis. All aspects of the social 

relationship between tutor and student were studied. Particular attention was paid to 

pedagogical methods that seemed to contradict writing centre philosophy.

Sessions were viewed holistically in terms of recurrent themes, rather through a 

word-by-word micro-level analysis. My intent was not to identify static, objective 

truths, but to explore the fluidity of the student-tutor dynamic as it naturally occurs, to 

investigate organic rather than “inert” (Whitehead Aims) actions. This was a situated 

analysis at the macro-level; I looked at broader rhetorical implications of the words and 

phrases used by the tutors and students, observing the tutorial sessions in context. The 

importance of context cannot be overstated, especially with respect to writing centres, 

where tutor-student interaction is dependent on so many different variables. To ignore 

this larger context only detracts from the results, and, in the words of Bakhtin, “leads to 

perfunctorines and excessive abstractness, distorts the historicity of the research, and 

weakens the link between language and life” (63).
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As with any ethnographic observation, there are inherent limitations. There is 

always the possibility that participants may behave differently simply because they are 

being observed; this effect of the observer on the observed is generally referred to as the 

“Hawthorne Effect” (Adair). There may be an element of performance, however slight. 

Observed reality can never be actual reality; these observations, like any others, offer not 

a slice-of-life, but an observed slice-of-life. That said, I made a concerted effort to 

preserve the normal flow and dynamic of the session; the tape recorder was carefully 

placed in an unobtrusive location, and I did not speak or participate at all. I made it very 

clear to students and tutors that I was not there to evaluate them, and that there was no 

“right” or “wrong” way to behave. I found that both parties seemed to forget about my 

presence as the session progressed. Admittedly, there is no way to know this for sure, 

but these students and tutors had goals and objectives to reach; at some point, they had to 

work to achieve them, irrespective of whether or not someone was watching.

Survey 

Participants

210 respondents completed an online Likert Scale (1-5) survey (see Appendix D), 

indicating the frequency or infrequency of particular scenarios in their tutorial sessions 

and their comfort level with said scenarios. Participants were both tutors and writing 

centre directors, recruited through the WCENTER listserv.

Procedure/Data Collection

This was the only quantitative portion of the research. The survey (See Appendix 

D) consisted of 35 questions, generated entirely by myself, based on my own intimate 

understanding of the subject matter. Each item in the Likert Scale sought to measure
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attitudes in terms of level of agreement/disagreement with a target statement about 

tutoring. Survey data was analyzed quantitatively using basic descriptive statistics, and 

variables were weighed against one another via cross tabulation.

I chose to forego the traditional Likert scale with its 4 ordered response levels in 

favor of a five-point Likert Scale with a “neutral” option. The reason for this is simple: I 

am uneasy about forcing people to take a side. Sometimes a person just doesn't feel 

strongly about an issue. Making the participants choose -  forcing them out of their 

comfort zone -  would undoubtedly provide richer data, but at what cost? Removing the 

neutral option could conceivably skew the results, since people who may not have strong 

opinions on a particular issue must agree or disagree. I acknowledge that there are certain 

limitations to using a 5-point scale. The neutral option offers tutors an out, a way to 

avoid the question altogether. Sometimes people need a little pressure to make a choice; 

without the impetus to choose, participants may play it safe, choosing “neutral” and 

remaining middle-of-the-road without giving a statement enough consideration.

However, I am less concerned with overly cautious responses than I am with forcing a 

genuinely undecided participant to make a decision. Given the nature of my research, I 

don’t want to drive tutors towards or away from a particular ideology.

Another atypical characteristic of my Likert Scale is the use of certain indefinite 

temporal words, like "sometimes" (questions 5, 20, 24), "often" (30, 32), and “usually” 

(6), as well as non-specific words like “most” (9, 13) and a number of modals like 

“should” (1,2, 18). Such words are generally avoided in Likert scales, but I needed to 

avoid absolutes. Absolutes can provoke negative answers, since people may have a knee- 

jerk reaction to disagree with any unequivocal, all encompassing statement. More
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importantly, there are no absolutes in tutorial sessions, so the aforementioned words help 

me to refer to things that may occur, even if they do not occur all the time. Our 

philosophy is relevant most of the time; I want to look at the exceptions, which is difficult 

to do without these words.
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CHAPTER FOUR 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Chapter Overview

This chapter is separated into six sections, five of which are based on notable 

trends in the reflection and observation data vis-a-vis my research questions. The first 

section examines the shared ideals of tutors, including philosophical bases, methods, and 

pedagogical styles; the second deals with conflicting goals and expectations that lead to 

double binds; the third section explores the directive/non-directive continuum; the fourth 

looks at the order of concerns and priorities in a tutorial session; the fifth section 

summarizes how tutors define themselves in a holistic sense, and the last section presents 

the raw survey data.

The data proved extremely rich, offering a myriad of possibilities for analysis.

The tutor reflections alone resulted in over 90 pages of single-spaced text. This corpus 

was not a lengthy transcription of casual spoken conversations, but rather 90 pages of 

coherent, erudite thoughts about tutoring. As such, the tutor reflections became the 

primary source of data. I quote liberally from the tutors; collectively, their cogent 

articulations say more about writing centre reality than one researcher ever could. Direct 

quotations are anonymous. Gender pronouns in reference to the tutors (he, she, his, her) 

are randomized, and may not reflect the gender of the actual participant. Tutors and 

directors are numbered consecutively based on the order of their appearance in the paper. 

In the interest of maintaining the integrity of their responses, all the original punctuation 

and spelling is used when tutors and directors are quoted directly. Use of parentheses, 

underlining, boldface, etc. is theirs unless otherwise indicated.
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Very similar thematic strands emerged from all the inquiry strategies. Common 

words, phrasings, and recurrent conceptual themes were immediately evident. Often, the 

strategies espoused by the tutors in the reflections would manifest themselves in the 

observed sessions, and would be further substantiated by one or more survey answers. 

Data from the director reflections and direct session observations is sometimes used to 

support the themes. This data is directly referenced far less than the tutor data, in the 

interest of giving tutors a voice in the professional conversation.

Schon says, “The situations of practice are not problems to be solved, but 

problematic situations characterized by uncertainty, disorder, and indeterminancy” (16). 

In writing centre practice -  where student and tutor exigencies diverge and mutate at 

ever-increasing speed -  this is precisely the case. The following results illuminate tutors’ 

means of functioning in sessions full of ambiguity and value conflict.

Shared Ideals 

“Producing Better Writers”

The tutors had internalized a very similar set of “rules” -  the basic tenets of 

tutoring in a writing centre -  that they used to guide their sessions. They knew the 

philosophical backbone of their practice, understood their mission as tutors, and 

enthusiastically voiced these beliefs:

We deal with the student’s writing holistically. (Tutor 1)

My role is to help the students become better writers, including 

helping them to be better editors of their own work, increasing 

their awareness of any weaknesses they possess and of ways to
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mitigate these weaknesses, aiding them in becoming better readers 

of their assignments and of their own work, and strengthening their 

abilities as critical thinkers. (Tutor 2)

A good tutor is someone who listens to and addresses students’ 

needs, is non-directive in approach, knowledgeable, and 

empathetic. (Tutor 3)

The responses reveal a devoted adherence to student-centered pedagogy and a 

process-oriented approach that immediately evokes North’s “idea” of a writing centre. 

North’s seminal ideas -  sometimes even his very words -  appear frequently in the tutor 

reflections. Though no tutor references him directly, all enthusiastically champion his 

ideas and, at times, seem to appropriate his language. The most immediately evident 

example of this was found in the tutors’ holistic priorities:

Work with the writer more than the essay [...] you’re looking at the long- 

range picture and not trying to do everything at once. (Tutor 4)

While the immediate responsibility is to amend a paper, the overall 

domineering role is to help make better writers. (Tutor 5)

Like North, their philosophical forebear, the tutors are focused on the writer, rather than 

the individual piece of writing. They embrace the notion of writing as a larger process, 

one that goes beyond a single paper with a single grade. As Tutor 4 explicitly says, tutors 

always have the “long-range picture” in mind.

Directors generally shared tutors’ student-driven, process-based motives:
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[Our role is] to help students develop their abilities as writers; to work 

towards the development of a culture of writing. (Director 1)

Our fundamental objective is to put the needs of students first [and] help 

the student see their current activity (writing, revising, editing, etc) as part 

of a longer process. (Director 2)

We nurture writers rather than writing. (Director 3)

Not surprisingly, nearly all participants were on the same page, and saw the tutor’s job as 

“producing better writers.”

Tutor Talk

As expected, the tutors are big proponents of “talk” in the writing centre.

Virtually every tutor either implicitly or explicitly identified open dialogue -  both 

speaking and listening -  as the heart and soul of a tutorial session:

My guiding philosophy is to help students become better writers through 

dialogue and open-ended questions [...] to help students see their strengths 

as writers. (Tutor 6)

My role as a tutor is to engage the student in a conversation about the 

process of writing [...] TALK to the writer -  ask what the writer is trying 

to ‘do’ as they write. (Tutor 7)

A tutor talks first, reads second, then asks and asks and asks and then 

chooses what to do and where to focus. (Tutor 4)

My type of learning process is to talk things out. (Tutor 8)
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A good tutor is someone who listens to the student, determines where the 

student is in his or her writing, and engages the student in the kind of 

interrogative questions that experienced writers ask themselves [...] My 

role as a tutor is to help the student engage in a conversation about what 

they’ve written or are going to write [...] the writer knows how they’ve 

written and why. (Tutor 9)

Good sessions involve a continuous dialogue between the tutor and the 

student. (Tutor 2)

The tutors and directors repeatedly stress the importance of “making the student 

comfortable” through “talk” and “exchange of ideas.” During a particularly long lull in 

one of the observed sessions, a tutor even said to a student, “I need you to talk; it’s kind 

of what we do here” (Observed Session 2). These statements hearken back to North’s 

notion of “talk” as the “essence of the writing centre method” (443). Indeed, these tutors 

saw “talk” as the backbone of their work as tutors. This was especially evident through 

Tutor 9’s telling comment, “Students who are unwilling to talk are probably the most 

difficult to work with.”

Student Centeredness

All the tutors advocated a holistic, facilitative approach to learning and believed 

devoutly in sessions that empower the writer:

I want them to feel more confident about themselves, like writing is 

something that involves their own agency. (Tutor 4)
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Each session should move the student writer towards greater 

independence. (Tutor 1)

Ultimately, the best thing I can do for someone is to help them gain 

control over their writing, to be more autonomous. (Tutor 10)

A good tutor is more of a facilitator than an instructor [...] our mission is 

for them to learn how to be independent. I want to equip students with 

skills necessary to become a good writer. (Tutor 11)

Good tutors allow students to take ownership of their work and will not 

dictate changes to them without making sure that these are the changes 

that they are comfortable with. (Tutor 3)

My role is to facilitate active engagement between tutees and their writing, 

giving tutees the tools to engage in their own writing process [...] In other 

words, tutees should not be dependent on the tutor to “correct” their 

assignments for them, but should be actively involved in the session and 

be able to take what they have learned and use it in future assignments. 

(Tutor 12)

I’m not really there to impart knowledge but to draw it out of the student 

[...] Good tutors can forfeit their own sense of authority; they can 

surrender their assumptions about the students they work with and allow 

the writers to individuate themselves. (Tutor 9)
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They understood their role as that of a “facilitator” , and spoke extensively of the “needs” 

of each individual student. They expressed a desire to increase writer “autonomy”, and 

actively encouraged student agency in their sessions.

The Directors were more apt to speak about facilitating not just writers, but 

writing “communities.” Director 2 sees “tutors as guides helping to bring students into a 

community of practice.” Director 1 concurs, stating her that centre’s mission is “to 

facilitate the growth of individual writers and to foster strong academic and creative 

writing communities.”

“Social Keenness”

To the participants in this study, a “good” tutor is defined not only by pedagogy 

and procedure, but also by the interpersonal dynamic he/she creates. Results indicate that 

tutors are extremely cognizant of the socio-emotional aspect of their tutorial sessions -  of 

how a student feels -  and generally try to establish a comfortable, positive atmosphere for 

learning. A writing tutorial session is a special kind of dialogue, one that “demands 

vulnerability and a certain intimacy that is rare in educational situations” (Tutor 13). 

Tutors were mindful of this distinctive context; their answers revealed an acute sensitivity 

to the psychological and emotional state of the student: “I’m there for reassurance when 

they want to change something and for guidance when they are overwhelmed by the task 

[...] I try to make the writing centre as inviting as I can” (Tutor 9). Tutors took great 

care to “be nice”, put their students “at ease,” and asserted that their most important job 

was to establish a “real human relationship” (Tutor 13) with the tutee. Interaction on a 

personal, non-academic level was invariably touted as the most important aspect of a
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session. Tutor 5 describes the elusive “social keenness” tutors use to make this 

connection:

My role as a tutor is twofold: an academic guide and a motivating friend 

[...] A good tutor must also possess social keenness [...] he/she will 

immediately make the student feel ‘at home’ in the writing centre [...] and 

offer some friendly words of encouragement, always affirming he/she is 

on the right track. In doing so, a good tutor encourages students to take 

personal pride in amending their papers [...] Sessions where students feel 

removed or uncomfortable frequently end poorly.

Evidence of this “social keenness” appeared throughout the reflections; both tutors and 

directors repeatedly emphasize the need to be a “people person” (Tutor 11), to be 

“friendly,” “patient,” and “supportive,” to “reassure” students, to “identify” with them 

and to show “empathy” when they are distressed. Director 1 speaks to this:

I’ve learned over the years [...] that the strongest writers do not 

necessarily make the best tutors. Someone who has to struggle more with 

their writing can have more empathy. In screening potential new tutors, 

we look not only for good writing skills but also for strong interpersonal 

and intercultural skills [...] Remember that conferencing with other 

students is a human encounter. It’s important to be a good writer and to 

know how to talk with other writers, but don’t forget that you’re 

talking/working with a person just like yourself.

Continuous “positive affirmation” (Tutor 12) was also an unmistakable trend, 

advocated regularly in the reflective data and put into practice by the all the observed

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



4 9

tutors. Tutors saw that students often came to i-he writing centre frustrated, already at 

“wit’s end,” having lost the capacity to be objective about their own written output: 

“Writers often feel vulnerable, too close to their own effort [...] to see the validity of 

what they have written” (Tutor 14). Many tutors look, first and foremost, for the 

positives in a paper, hoping to point out something the student does well:

I always, always try to find at least one good thing to praise in a paper. 

Many students seem to be self-deprecating or defensive when they come 

down here, seemingly feeling compelled to make excuses for their writing 

or their writing abilities. And, really, it’s never nearly as bad as they seem 

to make it out to be; so to improve their overall confidence (because I think 

a big factor in being able to write well is believing you can), I always try to 

tell them what they do well before I tell them what could be made better. 

(Tutor 15)

The tutors placed a great deal of importance on student confidence. Tutor 6 says, 

“tutors should not [...] say anything that would diminish the students’ confidence in their 

ability to write.” Director 4 concurs, warning that “instructors must be supportive and 

understanding of how emotional students often become when having their writing 

scrutinized, how frustrated and demoralized they may from being told that they are 

‘lousy writers.’”

Indeed, in every single session I observed, tutors spent a large portion of the 

session reassuring apprehensive students. Consider this excerpt from observed session 2; 

the student and tutor are discussing a biology paper, which dealt with a caterpillar’s 

larval stages of development into a butterfly (italics mine):
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Student: So I put this here?
Tutor: What are you trying.. .to say with it...w ith those words?
Student (tentatively): I’m .. .not sure about.. .the order...
Tutor (reads aloud): well...you say ‘the epidermis begins to form a new 
cuticle’...right?
Student: Yes.
Tutor: Does it happen before.. .before the other stuff?
Student: After the release.. .of the proteins.. .that happens first...
Tutor: So, yeah.. .7 think this is really good, that you put this here...

Directors generally steered tutors away from making evaluative judgments, but the

observed tutors were perfectly willing to proffer statements like “this is a good idea,’’ or,

“I like what you did here” to reassure hesitant students. Feedback of this ilk was given

throughout the observed sessions:

“This is a really good sentence” (Session 4)
“Nice work” (Session 4)
“Perfect!” (Session 4)
“I like that idea” (Session 2)
“Nice transition here” (Session 1)
“I thought it sounded pretty good” (Session 2)
“Your sentences and reasoning sound very clear” (Session 2)
“That works out really well, actually” (Session 1)

Indeed, as Tutor 3 puts it, “many times, one’s job as a tutor is to simply assure the

student that they are not the worst writer in the world.”

Tutors would also attempt to reassure students by identifying with their plight.

Tutor 13 says it is important for a tutor to also “be a writer” to develop a sympathetic

common ground with tutees. Many neophyte writers seem to believe that more advanced

writers have a “gift” for spontaneous creation, that cohesive, beautifully eloquent prose

simply emanate from their brains and pens at will. Tutors, whose understanding of the

writing process is typically “based on extensive personal experience” (Tutor 16), shared

stories of their own writing troubles in order to debunk this myth and reassure struggling

tutees:
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I also try and recount times where I have struggled with my own writing 

experience. I hope this helps the student to see me more as a peer and not 

as another part of the establishment. (Tutor 3)

I sometimes openly draw on my own personal experiences with academic

writing [...] I talk about the psychology of the writing process, like the

anxiety and ego-involvement -  e.g. the impulse to start without an outline

or sense of direction (it allays anxiety to get something, anything, on the

screen), the desire to keep in material that doesn’t belong just because you

spent time reading about it or laying out the sentences, feeling injured by a

professor’s slighting comments. I think it is often cathartic or reassuring

for students to hear that all writers go through these things. (Tutor 16)

Tutors identifying with students was also a trend in the observed sessions, as in

the following excerpt from session 2:

Student: I just don’t know what say in the conclusion...
Tutor: Yeah.. .they’re hard.
Student: I mean, the paper, it...it flows now ...it’s...good...I think...but 
how do I end it? I never know what to say.. .it never seems good 
enough...
Tutor: Good enough?
Student: You know, like.. .something that people would want to read.. .1 
want to end with something really.. .1 don’t know.. .profound.
Tutor (nodding): Yeah.. .yeah, I totally have the same problem ... 
sometimes, you just want end on a high note, really wow your reader with 
something.
Student: Y es.. .yours was probably good, though.. .mine are always sort 
o f.. .they just don’t sound right...
Tutor: Conclusions are hard for everybody.. .1 think.. .at least they're for 
me...
Student: Oh...um m ...so how can I do it?
Tutor: Well, what I do with conclusions is re-read my introduction. And I 
ask myself what my point was with the paper...
Student: OK...
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Tutor: So what was your point?

These examples are emblematic of the participants -  the tutors in this study made a 

concerted effort to identify with their students.

The positive feedback itself was sometimes borne out of tutors’ own struggles 

with writing:

I think the reason I use positive affirmation so often derives from an 

experience I had as a tutee during my undergrad. When using another 

writing centre, the tutor was very critical of my work and did not mention 

any good points concerning my writing. I left the writing centre feeling 

less confident about my paper than before I arrived. And also less 

motivated to complete it! (Tutor 12)

The purpose of identifying with tutees was not only to diminish their anxiety, but 

also to create tutor-student solidarity. Tutor 5 explains:

I like to say [...] ‘off the record, you should do this’ or ‘this is something 

that almost all teachers eat up’. Saying such phrases not only highlights 

important advice, but also strengthens the relationship between the tutor 

and the student, working together to ‘beat the system.’

This solidarity is very important to some tutors; it may explain why some are more 

inclined to refer to themselves as “peer” than “teacher,” and why they may hesitate to be 

directive, lest they be construed as omniscient dispensers of knowledge, perpetuating the 

“infallible identity many students associate with writing center tutors” (Tutor 5).
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Ultimately, it was enormously important to the tutors that the students leave a 

session feeling better, not only about their writing, but also about themselves (italics 

mine):

My goal for sessions is to have students leave the room with A) a clear 

understanding of precisely what they most need to do to improve their 

writing, and B) the belief that they are able to do it. (Tutor 2)

I hope that students leave the writing centre thinking more positively 

about writing. (Tutor 9)

Tutors were quite conscious of how their words made tutees feel, and wanted to be sure 

that tutees left a session “encouraged, not demoralized” (Tutor 14).

On the whole, the “social keenness” advocated by the tutors is important because 

it speaks to the very essence of the tutoring process. Most tutors sought to create a kind 

of “comfort zone” for their students, a place where people are more important than the 

writing they create. In keeping with this notion, Director 5 comments, “we always 

introduce ourselves with first names and create a comfortable, friendly atmosphere.” The 

tutors in this study went beyond looking merely at “writers” and “writing”; they took 

great care to cater to the psychological and emotional state of their students. There was a 

nurturing aspect to the tutoring dynamic that manifested itself in both the reflections and 

the session observations. The imperative to create a comfortable “connection” with the 

student was verbalized in some capacity by every single tutor who participated. A 

university can be an intimidating place for students of all ages. Tutors in this study 

strived to make the writing centre a place of comfort, a safe haven, someplace like 

“home.”
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Survey Data -  Shared Ideals

Evidence of a shared philosophy did present itself. Out of 210 respondents, 86% (182) 

chose either “agree” or “strongly agree” in response to question 1, “Tutors should be 

facilitators rather than directors.” 78% (162) of respondents agreed or strongly agreed 

that, “Means are as important as ends in a tutorial session” (Q9) indicating an awareness 

of writing-as-process. 92% of respondents (196) chose either “agree” or “strongly agree” 

for question 6, “A tutor should be student-centered in his/her instruction.” And for 

question 32, “It is of paramount importance to facilitate learning at the student’s point of 

need,” 90% of respondents (189) either agreed or strongly agreed. This was not at all 

surprising, as most writing centres endorse a facilitative, student-centered pedagogy.

This was also consistent with the qualitative findings, where tutors also claimed to make 

student “needs” a priority.

Synopsis

The answers seem to indicate that the tutors have a very clear conception of what 

it means to tutor in a university writing centre. They use largely the same phrasings to 

describe their philosophies and objectives, and appear to hold similar beliefs and 

assumptions about the tutoring process. The very words they use seem to indicate a 

common terminology. Some of these words almost appear to have been written by 

North himself. Throughout the results, the ideas espoused by the tutors were consistent 

with (and possibly informed by) writing centre theory and scholarship, so much so that, at 

times, the answers bordered on formulaic regurgitation of writing centre doctrine.

In fact, some tutors said that writing centre philosophy had influenced and shaped 

the way they think about writing:
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I think that my own feelings about writing have been shaped by the 

writing centre’s philosophy. I feel that I have taken on the writing centre’s 

philosophy. (Tutor 12)

Before I worked at the writing centre, I never asked anyone to look over 

my writing. I thought that ‘good writing’ doesn’t need a second opinion. 

Thankfully, through my work at the writing centre, I have come to see that 

this concept of writing is not only self-righteous but lacks progress. 

Although I didn’t truly internalize collaboration until a few months after I 

began working as a writing consultant, I feel that I have grown to share the 

philosophy of the writing centre. (Tutor 17)

Results indicate that there is indeed something of a unified writing centre 

philosophy, and the tutors in this study embody it. This was more or less what I expected 

from experienced writing centre personnel. Having been immersed in writing centre 

practice (and, it seems, theory), these tutors and directors understand their philosophical 

bases for tutoring, advocating a fairly consistent set of pedagogical ideals.

Contradictions, Divergent Expectations, and Double Binds

The reflective interview data also highlighted the contradictions that invariably 

plague writing centre tutors. All of the tutors, not surprisingly, experienced double binds 

on a regular basis. Most could be attributed to divergent student/tutor expectations from 

a session. More often than not, a tutor’s goal of “producing better writing" was not 

shared by the student. Contradictory demands left tutors in a “need state” (Engestrom, 

Learning 16), torn between upholding writing centre philosophy and catering to the
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student’s wants/needs, conflicted in such a way that meeting one demand would 

categorically prevent them from fulfilling another.

Learning to write and writing to learn

Interestingly, tutors tend to adhere to an “expressivist” (Britton; Elbow) 

philosophy of writing, perhaps because so many come from English departments. In the 

last section, it was noted that tutors want to empower writers, and encourage students to 

be autonomous and to take “ownership” of their writing. Writing, to these tutors, belongs 

to the student, and is more than just a tool; it is an extension of an individual. This type 

of writing is what James Britton termed “expressive” -  that is, writing that is closest to 

the self (106).

It follows, then, that tutors see writing as a learning process, a way to build and 

integrate knowledge, a means of self-discovery:

We are role players in the construction of knowledge. (Tutor 1)

We stress writing to learn, writing as critical thinking, which is how I tend 

to see my own writing processes. Writing isn’t the end product, but my 

way of synthesizing ideas and developing new ones. (Tutor 18)

Teaching writing is a balance between direction and self-discovery.

(Tutor 3)

Indeed, many tutors emphasize what Tutor 18 called “writing to learn.” When people 

write to learn, they use writing as a mode of learning, they write in order to learn what 

they have to say. Writing becomes a vehicle for thinking, a process that leads to “a 

discovery of structure and coherence -  a structure that grows out of the material instead
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of being imposed upon it” (Elbow 286). Students who write to learn are, in the words of 

James Britton, “shaping at the point of utterance” (110), figuring out what they have to 

say by writing it down. This is a decidedly constructivist view of writing, in that 

students basically write themselves into being; by framing whatever they are looking at in 

particular ways, they are creating a world. Through writing to learn, tutors hope that the 

writer can bring order to confusion, give shape to intuition, and provoke unexpected 

connections. Gillespie and Lerner, as if to promote this notion, devote an entire section 

of their tutoring manual to “co-constructing meaning” (114).

Unfortunately, students seldom shared this conception of the tutor’s role:

Students generally are very focused on the assignments at hand, and do 

not see themselves as writers in the larger sense [...] I feel like the purpose 

of writing, its benefits and its challenge, get lost in the particulars of what 

each student needs to do to get an A. (Tutor 9)

These students are “learning to write,” rather than writing to learn. They are using writing 

in a utilitarian way, as a means to an end, a way to “get things done” (Britton, 109). 

Writing, to them, is a tool for action, rather than a process of self-discovery.

Tutors are generally writers (in some capacity), and typically write to learn -  

more often than not, that is their writing process. Consequently, they try to teach that 

process to students. Their tutoring is infused with it. Tutors, as writers, sometimes 

expect students to display a greater commitment to writing than they do. Consider 

North’s assertion: “Writers come looking for us because, more often than not, they are 

genuinely, deeply engaged with their material, anxious to wrestle it into the best form 

they can” (443). This is a rather bold assertion, likely to provoke skepticism from anyone
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who has taught writing. North himself debunked this myth, worried that tutors who took 

it at face value would “blame themselves (or, just as problematically, the writers they 

work with) when their tutorials don’t seem to be so unproblematically driven 

(“Revisiting”, 11). This clash between writing to learn and learning to write appeared 

throughout the reflections; many tutors lament sessions in which students are unwilling to 

“engage.” Tutor 9’s above comment was but one example.

Not all students write to learn. It is more likely that students write in order “to be 

finished with writing; to have their writing finished” (North, “Revisiting” 10). As Tutor 

9’s revealing example shows, students are motivated by grades, and all the demands 

associated with obtaining a high grade -  mechanical correctness, thorough documentation 

-  these are the things that instructors ask for, and consequently, what students most often 

want to focus on. It is not surprising that tutors like Tutor 9 feel that the “purpose” of 

writing is “lost” on these students. Students are more often learning to write than writing 

to learn, creating a double bind for the tutor.

Process and Product

Process and product clash on a regular basis in the writing centre. Students often 

do not value the same things that tutors and directors do. The holistic goals of tutors tend 

to clash with the immediacy of student needs, forcing tutors to choose between their 

student centeredness (meeting student needs) and their process-based writing philosophy: 

Students only want their immediate concerns to be met. (Tutor 14)

Because students enter the writing centre unknowledgeable about what 

English professors look for in writing, their goals are not quite the same as

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



5 9

mine. They typically look for simple things: grammar, clarity, and 

transitions. (Tutor 19)

Students frequently want the quick fix or the dry cleaning service -  dirty 

paper in on Friday, cleaned and pressed Monday morning. (Tutor 13) 

Tutors who wish to produce better writers in the long-term sense are met with students 

who are interested only in one paper and the grade it receives. Tutors approach writing as 

something organic and constantly changing; therefore, when students only want to focus 

on external text characteristics, a double bind inevitably results.

Change

Change -  as North asserts -  is the very sole of process-based writing. Writing is 

never “done,” but is constantly going somewhere and doing something. A process 

approach to writing stresses multiple drafts and constant revision. North applies this 

notion to the writing centre, and suggests that a successful tutorial session be measured in 

terms of “changes in the writer”:

Rather than being fearful of disturbing the ‘ritual’ of composing, they 

[tutors] observe it and are charged to change it: to interfere, to get in the 

way, to participate in ways that will leave the ritual itself forever altered. 

(439)

Writing centres expect and sometimes even “demand” this change in their tutee’s writing: 

We demand that students show that they’ve progressed on an assignment 

before returning for a second or third appointment. (Director 4)

Needless to say, some writers have no desire to change, leading to a double bind for 

tutors. Tutor 9 identifies her most difficult students as those “who see their first drafts as
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too valuable.” While tutors saw a student's paper as something ongoing, their students 

rarely did.

Conversely, there were students who so focused on change that the writing-as- 

process mentality itself proved binding. Consider this anecdote:

Just the other day, a writer came in with a very interesting assignment [...] 

the writer had been working on the narrative for 2 weeks, and she was 

concerned that her drafts had not undergone any sort of change since she 

initially sat down to write. Her goal for the session was to make some 

sort of noticeable changes to the paper. [However,] I thought what she had 

written fit perfectly together. She said her teacher was a big advocate on 

progress in writing, and she was worried that her writing lacked progress.

I offered that perhaps discussing writing strategy and philosophy can bring 

about progress, even if it isn’t put into writing. She agreed with this, but 

still wanted to change the paper. Conceding somewhat, I helped her 

brainstorm some ideas on how she could reorganize her thoughts, if  she 

were to change them [...] She figured out how to make ‘progress.’ And I 

got to pretend that she didn’t end up changing her beautiful writing for the 

sake of a professor. (Tutor 17)

In this situation, the student is concerned that her paper has not changed enough, placing 

Tutor 17 in a double bind, caught between trying to preserve the “beautiful writing” of 

the student and meeting the process-driven requirements of the professor. The student 

sees her paper as only one part of an ongoing writing process', therefore, it must continue 

to evolve. In this example, the emphasis on change in the writing process is narrowly
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interpreted as a necessity for tangible difference. Certainly, every paper can be improved 

upon, but change for its own sake is hardly what North -  or any other process-minded 

pedagogue -  had in mind. Overly rigid adherence to overly simplified notions of process 

can lead to these problems, perhaps even, in a worst-case scenario, causing tutors and 

students to alter writing in ways that may actually detract from it. Tutors should take 

heed; sometimes our theoretical assumptions, even those that seem all but unassailable 

(process: good) are stood on their head by real-life circumstances.

Collaboration (or lack thereof) and defensive rhetoric

Tutors cited as their most trying sessions those involving insistent or pushy 

students who want the tutor to do all the work. Some students expected tutors to 

edit/proofread and/or to take a much more directive role. “These writers” says Tutor 20, 

“don’t understand the writing centre philosophy of collaborative learning, and I end up 

feeling more like a grader than I do a tutor.” Tutors and directors still lament the 

lingering “fix-it shop” perception that North railed against over 20 years ago:

Some of them [students] some in with the wrong idea of a writing center 

thinking we write papers for people. (Tutor 11)

There are always students who want a ‘quick fix’ and are more reticent to 

work on the paper during the consultation as that is deemed to be the 

consultant’s job. Oftentimes, students will come wanting a complete 

proofreading service [...] this is a time that my philosophy has been 

compromised. (Tutor 3)

We do not edit or re-write. We are not a remedial centre. (Director 5)
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I [...] have this one student who comes in and [...] wants me to write the 

paper for him (at least tell him what to write and map it all out), and then 

is always dissatisfied with the sessions. I have to continually talk to myself 

when working with such students, and tell myself that what this student 

wants is not what I should be doing. (Tutor 8)

Faculty and TAs sometimes tell me something to this effect: ‘after I get 

the first batch of papers in, I’ll send some people over.” Which tells me 

that they see our role as remedial. (Director 2)

Some of them [students] come in expecting a quick fix, and some even go 

so far as to try to manipulate the tutors into giving them an easy way out. 

This is disappointing, but all you can do is say, ‘no, we’re doing it my way 

-  according to the official procedure -  and if you don’t do the work, you 

get kicked out and your spot is given to someone else.’ (Tutor 21)

This lingering misconception of a tutor’s role has existed as long as writing centres have. 

The data indicates that tutors felt most conflicted, most compromised, and most 

threatened by students who wanted editing or proofreading. Following with this idea, 

almost all directors spoke out against editing and proofreading, and several were 

concerned that their centres were still construed as exclusive to “remedial” learners.

When faced with these sorts of double binds, some tutors resort to a defensive 

mindset:

In cases where it was, ‘Dude, proofread this for me’ [...] well, then it’s a 

question of boundaries. I don’t do that. You can’t make me. It’s
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disrespectful of you to insist on it after I told you it’s not part of my work 

and not what I can do for you. (Tutor 4)

This example perfectly illustrates tutors’ tendency to retreat into the ideology when their 

values are threatened. Tutors, when forced to deal with “a question of boundaries,” may 

just resort to “this is not what we do,” further demonstrating our capacity to define 

ourselves in starkly negative terms.

A number of other tutors report being similarly annoyed by student requests for 

proofreading/editing (italics are mine):

Being big on collaboration, I am insulted when a student asks to drop off a 

paper for me to edit for him/her. (Tutor 17)

I had one of the most horrific sessions with a freshman male student who 

kept pushing his paper in front of me and telling me to write out what I 

had just talked about with him [...] I honestly think that is what these 

students need to hear, that I cannot write their papers for them, that [...] 

this is their assignment. (Tutor 8)

Occasionally, I have a student who just wants a proofreading service.

That expectation absolutely has to be combated. (Tutor 16)

It’s certainly understandable why tutors feel compromised; the aforementioned 

circumstances would frustrate anyone with a holistic, facilitative mindset. However, the 

words they use are very revealing. They are “insulted” by requests for editing; 

proofreading and authoritative instruction are described as “horrific” experiences that 

must be “combated.” The word “combated” is a particularly interesting choice, as it
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implies vigorous, militant opposition, which flies in the face of our student-centeredness, 

and seems completely antithetical to the supportive reassurance that most tutors purport 

to give.

It is not so striking that these students did not want to proofread and spoon-feed 

ideas, but the extent to which they were apoplectic about it gives us pause. Perhaps our 

holistic approach has been so internalized that tutors sometimes have difficulty accepting 

other methods as appropriate or effective. Process pedagogy can have an evangelical air 

about it, so much so that anyone with an outcomes-based mindset is vilified. As these 

examples show, some tutors are not only uncomfortable but outwardly irritated when 

pushed to do something outside their own prescribed boundaries.

Survey Data -  Double Binds

Most of the survey questions dealing directly with double binds received very 

scattered answers. Also, a number of questions showed somewhat polarized, bi-modal 

disagreement. This may be a product of the confusing nature of the double binds 

themselves. There were a few interesting statistics that seemed to indicate divergent 

expectations. Only 7% of respondents (16) agreed with the statement, “Most students 

are eager to write” (Q 12), which immediately brings to mind the many reflections in 

which tutors lamented students unwilling to “engage.” Only 7% (15) agreed that, “A 

successful session ends with a high grade for the student” (Q7). Also, only 22% agreed 

that, “The student and tutor usually have similar expectations from a session” (Q5).

Further evidence of double binds became evident through cross tabulations.

There was a significant correlation between question 13, “There are times when my 

philosophy has been threatened by a session,” and question 23, “I sometimes get
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defensive when asked to proofread something,” with a P value of .001 and 16 degrees of 

freedom. This tells us that the very tutors who feel “threatened” are prone to react 

defensively when asked to proofread. This is not so surprising a correlation, but it points 

towards even greater likelihood that particularly intense double binds involving 

proofreading do occur with these respondents.

Question 13 also correlates significantly (P=.049, 16 df) with question 25, “The 

most crucial aspect of a tutorial session may be grammatical instruction” and question 27, 

“It is important that all sentences in a paper be grammatically correct” (P=.031, 16 df). 

These statistics reflect the “threat” of lower-order concerns to writing centre philosophy. 

Keeping with this theme, there is a strong -  though not significant -  relationship between 

question 13 and question 28, “Students often want to address grammar issues first.”

A significant correlation (P=.003, 16 df) was found between question 20, “I can 

become frustrated with my student’s inability to answer my questions,” and question 35, 

“I do most of the talking in a typical session.” This correlation also makes sense, as those 

who become “frustrated” with the Socratic norm in the writing centre are more apt to do 

the talking.

Synopsis

In practice, new tutors often experience cognitive dissonance as a conflict 

of loyalties. They feel pulled, on one hand, by their loyalty to their fellow 

students and, on the other hand, by loyalty to the academic system that has 

rewarded them and whose values they have internalized. (Trimbur 23)

Double binds are an unavoidable aspect of a tutor’s job. The problem, 

essentially, is that their holistic objectives tend to clash with the pragmatic goals of the
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students. Most students want to write -  if they want to at all -  only to complete the task, 

to be finished with writing and to move on to more relevant (to them) concerns. As 

teachers of writing, tutors have to balance their idealistic philosophy (producing better 

writers) with the goals of the student (earning a high grade on that particular assignment). 

Tutors sometimes have a difficult time mediating between these conflicting interests, as 

evidenced by their tendency to get defensive when asked to proofread. As the next 

sections will show, double binds are most pervasive with respect to directiveness and the 

order of concerns.

Directive Tutoring

Results indicate that directive tutoring, which is completely antithetical to most 

writing centre philosophy, occurs in practice, despite its lack of theoretical support.

While virtually all the tutors engaged in some kind of directive tutoring, they differed in 

their levels of directiveness, in their reasons for being directive, and in the extent to 

which they were comfortable with it. They used different strategies when acting 

directively, and relied on these strategies with varying degrees of frequency.

Double binds precipitating directive tutoring

In some ways, the tutors’ role creates inherent contradictions that lead to a double 

bind and, subsequently, the tutor acting in a more directive manner. All of the tutors 

occasionally felt pressure to be directive. The institutional setting often exacerbated 

these pressures, increasing the frequency and intensity of double binds, causing some 

students to feel stifled by their own theory. They were, as they saw it, working in an 

environment that would invariably test their boundaries:
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We have a diverse student body; the students who visit us often are the 

products of an insufficient and dysfunctional public school system. 

Consequently, I feel the need to compensate for gaps in learning. (Tutor 1)

Open admissions along with a high percentage of ESL students create 

many challenges. It is challenging to communicate clearly and effectively 

with students who do not have strong communication skills. (Tutor 6) 

These tutors feel tension within their activity system, as their tutoring approach -  based 

on “talk” -  is compromised when students are unable to communicate effectively. The 

tutors recognize that they work in a unique atmosphere, one that can intensify double 

binds and hasten the need to be adaptive.

In these and other situations, students felt the inherent drawbacks to a Socratic, 

non-directive approach. Tutor 1 recalls, “I have students who think I must not know 

much because I keep asking questions.” Tutor 5 points out that “the nondirective 

approach to tutoring places on heavy emphasis on the student realizing his/her weak 

points and strong points in a paper.” This is an excellent point; there are students who 

simply do not know the answers to our questions. Certainly, with carefully worded 

queries, we can lead most of them in the right direction, but there will always be students 

who lack the knowledge they need to realize their own shortcomings.

This contradiction was even more pronounced with NNS students. Most of the 

tutors argued that NNS writers come to writing centre with a completely different and 

infinitely more complex set of issues than native speakers.
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ESL conferences are very difficult for me because the process seems to go- 

against what I’ve been trained to do. With ESL students, much of the 

work is more directive. (Tutor 9)

This was a real problem at [institution omitted]. All the tutors there, 

including myself, were criticized for being too directive with ESL 

students, and yet we were not given any answers as to how not to be 

directive. (Tutor 8)

I think the situations I find most difficult involve ESL students who would 

like explicit instruction as to why a certain sentence or error is wrong. It 

is frustrating for me, because if I simply correct the sentence for them, 

they are often not gaining anything from that experience. If correction of 

that sort continues, I wonder to what extent their paper becomes my 

paper? (Tutor 12)

These tutors all felt that their ideals were especially conflicted when tutoring an NNS 

student; after all, many come to the writing centre only for explicit instruction.

Tutor 8’s statement, in particular, illustrates how confining rigid, unbending rules 

are for a tutor. Therein lies the double bind; tutors are torn between being directive and 

going against writing centre ideals, thus (in Tutor 8’s case) alienating the director of their 

writing centre, or adhering to writing centre philosophy and alienating the student, who 

would prefer that the tutor take a more active role in the session.

Tutorial role conflict
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Directly related to the ongoing directive/non-directive debate is the role tutors 

should play in a tutorial session. Do tutors consider themselves “peers”? How many 

consider themselves “teachers”? Is there a middle ground? What do students expect? 

What are the implications of each role? Writing centre theorists have grappled with these 

questions for years.

The data in this study provides no single conception of what a tutor’s role should 

be. Tutors saw themselves in a number of different contexts, and in an incredibly varied 

array of roles. Some tutors believed devoutly that they were acting as “peers”:

My primary role is being a peer. As someone’s peer, I do things with a 

writer that good friends would do - 1 listen to him/her. I ask questions. I 

take an active interest in the project at hand. I care about how he/she feels 

at the end of our session. (Tutor 17)

A tutor’s role is comparable to that of a peer, not a teacher. [A tutor] is not 

meant to be an authority figure. (Tutor 19)

Tutor 19 not only defines herself as a “peer”, but also contrasts herself against the 

role of “teacher.” This was not uncommon in the reflections. However, while most 

tutors hesitated to label themselves as an “expert” with the “answers,” many felt just as 

uncomfortable acting as an outright “peer”:

I see myself as more of a teacher than a peer tutor for the simple reason 

that I have experience and expertise in writing. I think it’s important to 

‘own’ the knowledge you have even if where you work has a peer tutoring 

model. (Tutor 10)
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Generally speaking, tutors with more experience were less likely to refer to themselves as 

“peers.” Like the majority of tutors who saw themselves as more of a “teacher,” Tutor 10 

cites her knowledge and experience as the primary reason for her slightly elevated status. 

These tutors operate under the assumption that they must know more than the students 

about writing; otherwise, why would students come to them for help?

The self-assured authority garnered from experience extended beyond the 

peer/teacher question. In most cases, those who were classroom teachers as well as tutors 

felt more comfortable being directive. Invariably, those with any classroom teaching 

experience outside the writing centre had fewer qualms about directive tutoring; to them, 

there was a time and a place to be more explicit and authoritative. Perhaps this is because 

they could view the tutorial session from two perspectives, as both a tutor and a 

classroom instructor.

Tutor perceptions of their own role varied in accordance with not only experience, 

but also age and educational attainment. Age was perhaps the most influential factor:

I’m a young looking tutor; at age 2 3 ,1 look like I might be 18 or 19 -  with 

this being the case, I can see how the students I tutor might resent me for 

correcting them when I don’t look like I should know any more than they 

do. (Tutor 7)

As many of the younger students in the study were precisely those most attached to the 

notion of “peer,” how old they were -  or, perhaps, how old they looked -  may have 

determined their self-identity as a tutor. This relates to being directive; students who are 

younger saw younger students as their peers, and were reticent to tell older students what
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to do. And, indeed, those who were older a ad a hard time identifying with younger 

students. Notions of peer were inextricably tied to the age of the tutor.

As a whole, most tutors, irrespective of their perception of their role, were reticent 

to act as outright authority figures. A few reject the designation “tutor” on this basis:

I much prefer the term ‘collaborator’ to tutor, which automatically sets up 

a ‘the scholar is bigger, the student is lesser” mindset. (Tutor 18)

Tutors -  insofar as they downplay their position of presumed superiority -  sometimes 

even regard their students as co-teachers:

I try to develop the student as a better and more enthusiastic writer, but I 

also hope that I will leave the session as a better tutor and writer as well. 

(Tutor 5)

My goal (and maybe it is a selfish one) is not only to help the writer to the 

greatest extent; it is also to maximize my benefit from the session. (Tutor 

17)

However, as Stephen Brookfield explains, students may not share this 

perspective:

To students who have made great sacrifices to attend an educational 

activity, a teacher’s attempts to deconstruct her authority through avowals 

of how she’ll learn more from the students than they will from her rings of 

false modesty. Students know teachers have particular expertise, 

experience, skill, and knowledge. To pretend otherwise is to insult 

students’ intelligence and to create a tone of mistrust from the outset. (6)
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Tutors often define themselves as students’ intellectual equals, but this self-definition 

alone does not have the power to change students’ perceptions of their superior status. 

Some tutors were aware of this, and saw rigid adherence to the Socratic method as 

implicitly condescending: “Don’t make students guess at answers that you know, just 

waiting around for them [...] They know they’re being patronized” (Tutor 5).

Consider the continuation of Tutor 8’s story: “The director of the writing lab in 

which I now work is honest with us ... and we know that, say, writing on a student’s 

paper (which is a reason for termination in many writing labs) is going to happen at 

times.” Her words are very telling; she considers the more flexible approach, the one that 

allows for the occasional directive action (like writing on a student’s paper), to be more 

“honest.” Indeed, many tutors felt that the imperative to be non-directive was, at times, 

transparently disingenuous.

“Leading questions”  and “delayed directive tutoring”

Some participants -  both tutors and directors -  felt that it was unrealistic to expect 

tutors to act exclusively in a non-directive manner. Tutor 5 assumes this perspective, 

noting that even the hallowed Socratic method can be tacitly imbued with directiveness. 

The way a tutor listens and answers, he says, may be as important as the questions asked:

I fear I sometimes fall into what I call ‘nondirective directive tutoring.’ 

Perhaps I ask ‘Why did you transition from paragraph C into paragraph D 

in that way?’ [...] If the student responds to what I expect is correct, I 

proceed. However, when any answer deviates from my preconceived 

correct answer, I immediately offer my suggestion and move on. Asking 

the question, I realized, gave me the false impression that I was
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‘nondirectiveiy’ tutoring the student when in reality all I was doing was 

delayed directive tutoring.

In this example, Tutor 5 had already chosen a path for the writer, and his questions were 

only meant to lead the writer to that one place. Indeed, questions themselves can be 

directive, especially if the tutor -  as was the case with Tutor 5 -  is really only looking for 

one thing. If a tutor already has a single, narrowly construed answer in mind, then the 

questions he/she asks cease to be open-ended. While Tutor 5 may not have been acting 

directive in an overt manner, the student was clearly not determining the direction of their 

session.

Instances of “delayed directive tutoring” were occasionally evident in the tutor 

reflections. Consider Tutor l ’s technique for dealing with unresponsive students:

I redirect the questions for one instance, guiding the student to a response 

that is on target, so they can see the fruits of the thought process. Once 

they experience one ‘a-ha’, they are usually more invested in the peer 

tutoring process.

Tutor 1 has fallen into the very trap Tutor 5 talks about; when she “redirects]” her 

queries, she anticipates a particular response, one that is “on target”. By “guiding” the 

student towards these ends, she is engaging in delayed directive tutoring. She believes, 

ironically, that this series of questions allows the student to experience a “light bulb” 

moment (“a-ha”), when, in fact, the idea was actually hers. One might argue that the 

student is seeing the fruits of her thought process, rather than his/her own.

I use these examples not to illustrate the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of 

delayed directive tutoring as an approach, but to show the extent to which directiveness
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can be covertly embedded in the context of a session. As such, tutors may be acting 

directively far more often than we believe. Many tutors in the study asked what they 

called “leading questions” in their sessions, but to “redirect” a student through a series of 

loaded questions is itself a means of being directive. A session can easily devolve into an 

exercise in delayed directive tutoring; this must be considered, particularly by those who 

define themselves unambiguously as non-directive peers. Indeed, one of the more 

difficult things for teachers to learn is that “the sincerity of their intention does not 

guarantee the purity of their practice” (Brookfield 1).

Being directive

Directive tutoring, which is generally discouraged by writing centre philosophy, 

occurred with startling frequency throughout this study. Some tutors were directive to a 

greater degree than others; a surprising number of tutors reluctantly admitted to having 

done little more than “line-editing” in a session. All of the tutors reflected upon 

occasions when they had been directive:

Directiveness can help a lot in moving from one dialect to another as well 

as from one language to another. [...] I’m a very open-ended non-directive 

tutor and teacher. But there are times when someone appreciates being 

told what is wrong or what would make it [the writing] stronger. There is 

a place for directiveness. There is. And I trust my instinct more than I 

trust any formula on that. (Tutor 4)

I suppose my philosophy is to use non-directive tutoring as much as 

possible, but not to withhold it from situations where it should be used. 

(Tutor 8)
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All students are different and each of them requires a certain way of work. 

Some students are independent and ready to cooperate, but others need 

you to give them exact directions. (Tutor 11)

Sometimes the idea that the student always has to be in control can be 

restrictive. If there is something that I want to address, or a point in the 

paper that would be really useful for the student to look at, that Socratic 

conversational ideal becomes really false. I think students can benefit 

from a little direction once in a while. (Tutor 9)

Should a tutor give the student a thesis statement or re-write an opening 

paragraph? Well, the dogmatic answer would be ‘no,’ but there are times 

when such an act can set the student off in the right direction. (Tutor 13) 

Clearly, the tutors are acting in a directive manner, and with few qualms or reservations 

about it. They saw this not as a faux pas, a blunder, or an accident, but as a legitimate 

instructional strategy.

Tutor 15 noted that, “I tend to make more suggestions than I do offer leading 

questions.” This was a recurrent theme in the direct session observations, where the 

observed tutors made direct suggestions quite frequently. Most of these suggestions 

were made at the sentence level. Tutors gave students words or phrases to deal with 

issues of parallelism or simply told them where a comma should be placed. This almost 

never occurred without an explanation of the grammatical concept, but students seldom 

seemed interested in the explanations. Most suggestions at the global level had to do

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



7 6

with organization. Tutors would advocate moving paragraphs from one part of an essay 

to another or suggest placing the thesis statement in a more prominent location.

Why are tutors directive?

Tutors were directive for a number of reasons, the two most common of which 

were: 1) to help struggling students, and 2) to model examples. Some students were 

directive simply to “save” the student from getting too frazzled:

I have been more directive with students who are visibly 

distressed/agitated by their work, and I tend to give them a few concrete 

answers to their questions rather than letting them feel it out by 

themselves. (Tutor 3)

Sometimes, you have to give the gift of a word, if a client is really 

struggling. (Tutor 18)

When I sense that a student is totally overwhelmed and if I have a fairly 

good sense of what the assignment requires, I may suggest an organization 

and then work with the student to put her ideas in that structure. (Tutor 14) 

When sitting face-to-face with an anxious, perplexed student, many tutors had difficulty 

suppressing their natural inclination to be proactive. Even those who had relegated 

directive tutoring to special circumstances, saving it to use only as a “last resort,” needed 

to be authoritative when other options had been exhausted.

This was the case throughout the observed tutorial sessions. Interestingly, the 

tutors did more talking than the students in these sessions. When a student had trouble
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responding to a tutor’s question, the tension in the dead air was positively palpable, as if

the double bind itself had enveloped them:

Tutor: So is that.. .that part, is that the same thing you said on the last 
page?
< rather long silence >
Tutor: I mean, when you talked about...motivation? Can you explain that 
in a different way?
< even longer silence >
Student (confused and hesitant): I . . .um m ...
Tutor: You just want to talk about the same things, but in a different way. 
Student: Like...how?
Tutor: The motivation thing.. .OK, can you just explain it to me? And 
don’t worry about writing i t . ..
< yet another long silence >
Tutor: You could say “The struggle between” ...yes? And lead into your 
discussion like that? (Session 2)

In this session, the tutor and student struggle with the Socratic norm. The tutor relieves

the double, bind by offering a phrase, and then asks another question. This is a directive

measure meant to help/engage the student. The tutor is clearly trying to avoid being

explicit, and the session becomes very uncomfortable because of it.

Another recurrent rationale for being directive was modeling examples. Tutor 8

claims to “always offer my ideas...as examples.” Tutor 1 concurs, saying “the tutor

should model strategies for a similar assignment subject.” Showing a student how to do

something was not necessarily perceived as doing the work for him/her. Consider this

excerpt from Session 1 (italics are mine):

Student: I’m sort of...that’s re-stating my thesis, but should I...sum  
up...the three paragraphs?
Tutor: Yeah, especially since you’ll be adding examples o f what 
encompasses the genre.
Student: And I can put that in my conclusion?
Tutor: Yeah...this [points] is how you want to conclude this sort of paper, 
right?
Student: Y es.. .so I should go back and talk about the same things?
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Tutor: You can do that...you can just say ‘this is what’s going on here, 
and this is why this thing I discussed exemplifies it, this is how they relate 
to each other, this is why i t’s relev ant... and this is why my argument 
makes sense...
Student: So that’s...summing it up? I talk about the same things?
Tutor: Well, that basically is summing up your thesis.. .you want to show 
that you have actually presented an argument, and because of that 
argument, your thesis works.. .otherwise you’re ju s t.. .saying things...

The italicized words represent a common modeling strategy; tutors would remove

specifics from their examples and simply model structure. In this case, the tutor uses the

demonstrative pronoun “this” to distance his comments from the actual context of the

paper. This allows him to be directive without suggesting words and phrases specific to

the assignment. Tutors, as writers themselves, felt that students could learn by their

example, but did not want to be construed as giving the student’s concrete ideas.

Tutors justified this strategy based on context and student need, as Tutor 8 does in 

this passage:

What is my goal in anything I do with that student, including writing on 

his/her paper? If it’s because I want them to sound like me, then I had 

better get out of the writing lab ... but if it is to show them how a sentence 

works, for example, perhaps it’s not such a horrendous act.

This example is emblematic of a recurrent theme in the data: the tutors would never 

admit to acting in a nondirective manner without explaining why the nonstandard strategy 

was necessary. The tutors had clearly given these issues a great deal of thought. They 

repeatedly called attention to their familiarity with writing centre philosophy in their • 

answer, as if to acknowledge that they do, in fact, know the conventions, and would 

never have contradicted them without good reason. Directive tutoring was deemed 

acceptable and even necessary...in certain situations.
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NNS/advanced students

Directive tutoring was most commonly advocated for NNS students:

In some cases, like working with an ESL student, a directive approach 

might be useful more often than not; asking guiding questions and hoping 

to lead the student to a realization about her/his writing might simply be a 

waste of thirty minutes. (Tutor 15)

In ESL conferences, I sort of accept that I need to be more directive and 

recognize that these students are at a different level of learning in terms of 

the straight mechanics of the language. (Tutor 9)

I have ended up simply line-editing papers for students before [...] This is 

not at all what our writing centre, or any others I suspect, is for. Most 

often, this happens when I’m working with a student for whom English is 

their second language. I’m not a linguist or a teacher of second language 

acquisition, meaning that the most I can make of a problem I see in 

writing is only that it exists. I can fix it, but I’m usually not able to 

explain why it was wrong. (Tutor 3)

I specialize in tutoring non-native speakers (NNS) of English. With many 

of this population, it is unreasonable to expect them to come up with 

‘better’ or ‘clearer’ ways of saying things on their own [...] I will provide 

collocations, turns of phrase for this group, if I think it is necessary. Is it 

editing? Is it unfair? Is it unempowering? I guess that if I thought so, I 

wouldn’t do it. (Tutor 14)
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In these cases, the tutors seem to be acting upon their notion that NNS writers simply 

need to be approached differently. It may not be realistic to expect students to come up 

with answers they simply do not have.

Directive tutoring was also commonly used for more advanced students

In situations where I am working with students with high skill levels, I 

might be more explanatory and use sophisticated language, both of which, 

I think, are discouraged in the basic philosophy. (Tutor 6)

It was thought by the participating tutors that advanced students might appreciate some 

critical suggestions and explanations. More accomplished writers, they said, might even 

find the Socratic method condescendingly daft.

Guilty o f being directive?

It bears mentioning that the tutors consistently felt the need to justify their 

methods. Some even seemed to feel “guilty” about using certain strategies, especially 

those that were overly directive. And sometimes, as we saw earlier, they took things a 

step further and became defensive and contentious. This may indicate that our 

philosophy is becoming too binding.

Tutor 1 reflects, “Sometimes, I write on the student’s work. This does not happen 

often, and I stop immediately.” This is a very telling statement. Writing on work is 

considered a directive action, and tutors-in-training are generally taught to avoid it. 

Indeed, Director 5 plainly states, “They should not write on the client’s papers.” In her 

statement, Tutor 1 reluctantly admits that she does, at times, break from the ideology. 

What is especially interesting is her immediate retreat; she rationalizes this action as 

something that rarely occurs, as if to say, “I didn’t mean it! Honestly, this almost never
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happens.” She is clearly treading lightly here, lest she be perceived as someone who 

violates non-directive writing centre philosophy.

There was also evidence of backpedaling due to possible guilt in the session 

observations. In observed session 2, the tutor makes a direct suggestion: “You might 

want to say ‘after the release of the cuticle,’” then pauses and thinks a moment. Quickly, 

she adds “but not those exact words.” This behavior is strikingly similar to that of Tutor 

1; once she realizes she has been directive -  something that may be perceived as a 

methodological faux pas -  she becomes tentative about her initial inclinations.

Many other tutors expressed a similar discomfort with their own actions: 

Sometimes I do more correcting than I theoretically think I should.

(Tutor 2)

I end up doing more proofreading and correction-without-explanation than 

I am really comfortable with. (Tutor 16)

There are times when I think I have been too directive, too immersed in 

the student’s paper. I take it to heart and try to rein myself in the next 

time. (Tutor 14)

All these tutors’ actions are responses based on context, but each realizes that the theory 

does not leave room for them. Clearly, they accept the philosophy that informs tutoring, 

but a tinge of guilt appears when they tout that philosophy (as they did in the reflections) 

and then do something else, something that seems to directly contradict it. The regret that 

appears after the fact illustrates just how deeply our ideals run.
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Other researchers have noted that some tutors experience guilt when using 

nonstandard approaches. Blau, Hall, and Sparks assert that, “going against practice 

seems to be the cause of guilt and frustration” (23). Petit notes that some tutors “felt 

guilty about the temptation to stray outside of those bounds and take an authoritarian 

voice” (118). The remorse exhibited by these tutors, then, is not altogether atypical. 

These tutors are clearly cognizant of the hold writing centre theory has on image.

Survey Data -  Directive Tutoring

The statistics in this category were striking. Out of 211 respondents, 91% (192) 

agreed or strongly agreed with question 15, “In some situations, it is necessary to be 

directive with a student.” Only five respondents saw fit to disagree. This 

overwhelmingly pro-directive stance supports the tutor reflections, where all the tutors 

had been directive to varying degrees. However, curiously, 74% (155) chose “agree” or 

“strongly agree” for question 16, “I try to avoid explicitly telling a student what to do,” 

and, as mentioned, 86% (182) agreed or strongly agreed that, “Tutors should be 

facilitators rather than directors.” These answers point to possible double binds for some 

tutors, as those who avoid being explicit recognize that in “some situations,” it is 

“necessary.”

In terms of being more specifically directive, 85% of respondents (179) 

sometimes modeled sentences for students (Q19). Somewhat surprisingly, 20% (42) of 

respondents would actually “like to be able to proofread assignments” (Q 14). This is not 

a large percentage, but still a much larger number than I expected. Furthermore, 

question 22, “It can conceivably be appropriate to edit a student’s paper,” showed 

unexpectedly polarized results, with respondents both agreeing and disagreeing in large
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numbers. Proofreading and editing -  two things which most writing centres go out of 

their way not to do -  are supported by some who took this survey.

Cross tabulations also indicate a significant correlation (P=.065, 16 df) between 

question 21, “In a tutorial session, I am acting as a peer to my tutees,” and question 13, 

“There are times when I felt like my own tutoring philosophy was threatened by a 

session.” This indicates that perhaps those who embrace the role of “peer” are having 

difficulty maintaining that role.

Synopsis

All of the tutors in this study had engaged in some sort of directive tutoring, and 

virtually all of them agreed there was a time and place to take a directive stance. As self- 

proclaimed student-centered holists, most tutors found it difficult to maintain an 

appropriate balance between facilitative scaffolding and authoritative instruction.

Students commonly pushed for a tutor to play a more active role in tutorial sessions, 

leading to double binds. Tutor 22 attempts to describe the almost paradoxical middle 

ground tutors must assume, “You should let the student’s needs guide the session, but not 

the student. It’s important to maintain a certain amount of authority, but you should not 

be authoritative.” The tutors, in their efforts to negotiate that elusive middle ground, 

often found it necessary to be directive.

The Order of Concerns

While all the tutors theoretically agree that sentence-level mechanics are a lower- 

order concern (LOC), they often make them a priority due to student need. Many tutors, 

while they are reluctant to focus exclusively on grammar, may be inclined to do so in
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certain situations. As such, lower-order concerns are sometimes addressed first, 

especially with NNS students.

Familiarity with the order o f  concerns

All of the tutors acknowledged a certain priority (or, at least, a “sequence”) in 

sessions. Tutors normally tried to address higher-order concerns (HOC) first; to them, it 

made little sense to polish the external text characteristics of a paper before the thinking 

and writing were clear:

In terms of writing concerns, [the priorities are] focus, clarity, logic, 

organization, development, and then grammar [...] in general, students are 

more concerned with grammar than content. I explain that editing for 

something like comma usage before addressing content revisions is like 

carpeting a house before you put the roof on. (Tutor 6)

I look for higher-order concerns like clarity, organization, ideas/content, 

and how closely the paper follows the assignment. (Tutor 22)

I tend to work from global to sentence level concerns, as do most of the 

tutors in our centre. The rationale is simple: it is illogical to invest time 

(yours and the student’s) in perfecting sentences in paragraphs that need 

significant reorganization. (Tutor 14)

The priority in a session should evolve around what is often referred to as 

first (higher) order concerns. First order concerns involve the broader, yet 

more essential parts of a paper, such as a strong thesis, development, 

smooth transitions, logical structure, and so forth. Second (lower) order
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concerns such as grammar, proper citation, etc, should be addressed 

afterwards. (Tutor 5)

We try to work by addressing HOCs (content -  the rhetorical triangle -  

and organization) first and then moving downwards to LOCs (usage and 

punctuation, identifying patterns of error). (Tutor 15)

Priorities are higher order concerns of thesis, organization, theme 

development, transitions, conclusion and where needed, the integration of 

sources. Least important are grammar and sentence-level issues.

(Tutor 18)

Most tutors recognize HOCs and LOCs, and some even refer to them by name. Tutor 19 

even sent a diagram, “The Hierarchy of Concerns,” to illustrate her understanding of the 

concepts. None of these answers were particularly surprising, as tutors are generally 

trained to adhere to the order of concerns as closely as possible.

However, the sequence was not as hierarchical as I had expected. Many tutors 

were uncomfortable in labeling any aspect of a session a “priority,” and gave much less 

prescriptive answers:

If by ‘priority’ you mean ‘content then grammar,’ I think priority is the 

wrong word. It’s a sequence, not a priority. I see grammar as very 

important. It just works better to do content first because it often clears 

up a lot of grammar concerns. (Tutor 4)

Tutor 4 clearly had a conception of higher and lower-order concerns, but was hesitant to 

label any one aspect of writing as more important than another. This was a common
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response to my interview question regarding “priorities” (see Appendix C); some tutors 

did not like being pinned down, responding that “all aspects” of writing deserve their 

attention. Others gave more textbook answers, but they were no less reticent than the 

others to break from the “sequence.”

Changing the order o f  concerns

Tutors reiterated the need to adjust and adapt, and saw no problem with 

addressing the lower-order concerns first, so long as the session dictated it:

In cases where meaning is muddled because of sentence level problems, 

those become higher order concerns. (Tutor 18)

Sometimes I do just jump into grammar [...] if it’s a matter of sitting 

down and doing grammar to reassure a student [...] or because a student 

has a lot of shame about grammar and there’s things I can do to help, then 

I absolutely do that. (Tutor 4)

Attention to product, for example, or lessons about grammar or form, 

were not condoned, but sometimes that is precisely what’s required and 

what frees students from constraints. (Tutor 13)

The order of concerns is not always addressed in this sequence. Students 

may resist this order [...] I feel it is ineffective to try and help students 

with aspects o f writing they are resistant to discussing [. . . ] or the writing 

may be so convoluted that clarity becomes a necessity first, before I can 

establish whether or not there was an intended focus. (Tutor 6)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



8 7

I have focused on grammar first in some situations, which in a way goes 

against writing centre philosophy. (Tutor 23)

The ‘no explicit grammar’ philosophy at the institutional level can make 

it [tutoring] difficult because some students really need this [...] We can’t 

elicit knowledge that the student doesn’t have. (Tutor 10)

While nearly all tutors theoretically agree that grammar is a lower-order concern, they 

would often make it a priority, depending on the context of the session. This trend 

carried into the session observations, where two of the five tutorial sessions I observed 

dealt almost exclusively with sentence-level mechanics.

Double binds

Not surprisingly, very few, if any, tutees have any conception of the order of 

concerns. As such, they typically come to the writing centre for help with sentence-level 

problems. The order of concerns, then, often precipitated a double bind. The most 

common of these seemed to occur in the wake of what Gillespie & Lerner (2004) refer to 

as the “editor versus tutor contrast” (50):

Everybody knows that students come in expecting you to do work for 

them, whether it’s giving ideas or fixing the grammar. (Tutor 4)

When students wish to learn about commas before content, then the 

philosophy is compromised. (Tutor 6)

Because many students are enter the writing centre unknowledgeable 

about what the [...] professors look for in writing, their goals are not quite
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the same as mine. They typically look for simple things: grammar, clarity, 

transitions. (Tutor 19)

Very often students come in looking for specific help: fixing grammar 

errors. (Tutor 15)

These statements, of course, relate directly to the tutor’s frustration with student requests 

for proofreading/editing. All tutors felt pressure to address LOCs earlier in a session. 

Even as the tutors were process-oriented in their approach, students were often outcomes- 

oriented, concerned more with ends than means. In such cases, tutors felt their 

philosophy was fundamentally at odds with student desires.

Coping with double binds and the order o f  concerns: How do tutors react?

Faced with a double bind regarding the order of concerns, some tutors try to 

compromise:

I had a student come in looking for help with grammar (he was a non

native speaker of English). However, once we looked at his paper, I could 

see that the major issue was structure [...] What we did in this session was 

divide the time between structure and sentence-level issues. (Tutor 12)

Sentence level problems can be addressed simultaneously with global 

concerns. If I notice that a student is having problems with a particular 

verb tense, that is worth explaining so that the awareness or knowledge 

can be applied as the essay is revised -  so I guess your could say that 

sentence level concerns that have a scope beyond the particular sentence 

may get addressed. (Tutor 14)
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Others will place the impetus for choosing between HOCs and LOCs in the hands of the 

student:

When I see a paper that has both low and high-order concerns, I bring this 

up and ask the student to choose which concern s/he wants to deal with. 

(Tutor 8)

The student sets the priorities. What is most important is what they think 

is most important. (Tutor 3)

I feel that the priority for a session should be whatever the tutee feels is 

most important to work on. Sometimes, other issues in the writing might 

come up, but I feel that if students want to concentrate on a specific area 

of their writing, the session should be focused primarily on that area. 

(Tutor 12)

Most often, though, tutors make a concerted effort to shift the session’s focus 

towards HOC:

There is always something larger than grammar [...] usually, if I pick out 

the areas that are the least clear to me, the session ends up getting beyond 

sentence-level stuff. (Tutor 9)

A lot of times, tutees come into the writing centre wanting only quick 

grammar checks, but the majority of those times there are more than just 

grammar problems. I think that it is the tutor’s job to point out these other 

mistakes as well and help the writer work through them. (Tutor 20)
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They [tutees] usually come in wanting to focus on grammar, sentence 

level issues, and though there are problems, the meaning isn’t always 

impeded. W e’ll read through the piece together, and if I see 

organizational or other higher order concerns, I let them know these 

should also be addressed first [...] because the sentence level errors may be 

completely different if sections are rearranged, cut, expanded, etc. (Tutor 

18)

This was a common trend amongst the participants; most tutors would try to “redirect”

the session towards more content-level analysis. When students requested grammar help

in the observed sessions, they were not denied outright, but tutors did try to move the

session towards HOC:

Tutor: What class is this for?
Student: 1300.
Tutor: ESL 1300?
Student: Yes.
Tutor: And what is your assignment?
Student: It’s like...this is just my draft...and so...uh...can you help me to 
correct some grammar?
Tutor: I can...I just want to get a sense first of what you’re being asked to 
do .. .like, what’s the assignment? (Session 4)

These tutors tried to uphold the order of concerns, even in the face of double binds.

Faced with a decision that forced them to alienate either the student’s interests or their

own pedagogical philosophy (which, ironically, is supposed to focus on the student), they

tried (with varying success) to sway the session towards higher-order concerns.

Some tutors contend that the paper -  the writing itself -  and not necessarily the

student or tutor, should dictate what is addressed first. They refuse to acknowledge that
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there is an order at all; the direction of the session, they say, is determined entirely by the 

its context:

My priorities are dictated session to session by the student’s situation [...] 

The most useful thing that I can do may in one case be to talk to the 

student about the demands of the assignment, in another to work on 

punctuation. Issues are always addressed in accordance with a hierarchy 

based on need, rather than a fixed series of steps or pre-decided categories. 

(Tutor 2)

The priority is to facilitate learning at the student’s point of need. 

Sometimes grammar takes precedence. If grammar issues are the 

student’s point of need, I will address grammar. (Tutor 1)

Both of these tutors maintain that issues in a tutorial session are addressed in accordance 

with student need, not the order of concerns. Of course, it is the tutor’s conception of the 

writing that determines this need. These comments, it seems to me, are a bit 

disingenuous, since the tutor is still deciding the focus of the session.

Double binds and NNS students

Gillespie and Lemer, while they do allow for a certain amount of directiveness 

with non-native speakers (NNS) of English, insist that with regard to NNS writers, 

“higher-order concerns still come first” (126). Tutors in this study seem to have 

difficulty maintaining that hierarchy, and thus report feeling particularly conflicted by 

sessions involving NNS students. Other research has shown that L2 students -  who 

typically come to the writing centre for no other reason than to achieve mechanical 

correctness -  are just as frustrated with the impasse. In a study of L2 learners’
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acculturation into Canadian universities, Cheng, Fox, and Zheng found that L2 students 

usually cited “proofreading” or “correcting grammar” as their main reason for using a 

writing centre (14). As such, most found the experience “unsatisfying” and reported that 

the writing centre “did not help” (14). An L2 participant in their study commented on 

this: “They just wouldn’t help me. I know the thesis [and] the organization [...] is 

important, but first I have to say what I want to say. I mean I want to write it in correct 

English first” (14). The evidence in this study and others seems to contradict many o f 

Gillespie and Lerner’s so-called “myths” about non-native speakers of English, 

particularly myth #3 “NNS writers come to the writing centre to get their grammar 

checked” (119).

Both of the observed sessions involving an NNS writer began with the student 

specifically asking for grammar help:

I can’t correct some grammar mistake(s)...and I need help to understand 

some language people use.. .so, can you help me to correct some 

grammar?” (Student, Observed Session 4)

I am looking for help w ith.. .grammar, clarity.. .and also.. .flow. (Student, 

Observed Session 2)

Tutors, in light of these persistent requests, deviated from the order of concerns most 

often with NNS students. These students were perceived as “less familiar with the basic 

mechanics of the language” (Tutor 21). The order of concerns, some tutors said, is 

simply different for NNS students:

With ESL writers, I concentrate a lot more on grammar than I do with 

other tutees because I feel like teachers need to be able to understand what
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the writer is trying to say, and ESL grammar can greatly impede that at 

times [...] I feel like sometimes their grammar takes away from what they 

are trying to say (even if they have a great paper in terms of focus, unity, 

coherence, etc.) (Tutor 20)

We have a responsibility to students who are not proficient with the 

English language. I have ESL students who I see regularly to talk about 

idiomatic language, irregularities in grammar and syntax, etc. This is why 

they come in. (Tutor 8)

Indeed, it makes little sense to talk about organization, structure or focus when a paper is 

nearly unintelligible at the sentence level. Moreover, as the aforementioned research 

indicates, when tutors fail to meet the expectations of NNS writers, they leave the student 

feeling unsatisfied with the session. Some tutors took this into account and made lower- 

order concerns a priority for NNS students.

Order of concerns and directiveness

Grammar issues tend to beget directive tutoring. Many students, the tutors found, 

need help with grammar. However, tutors found it incredibly difficult to teach grammar 

strictly by asking questions. Some recommend an unapologetically directive approach 

for teaching grammar:

If there are problems with [sentence-level] expression, correct them the 

first time, explaining the nature of the error and the correction; [then] try 

to get them to correct any subsequent occurrence of the problem.

(Tutor 2)
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A greater number of tutors will act in a directive manner in order to teach the “rules” of 

grammar:

There are times when I have to just lay down the rules of writing, 

especially for grammar and citations [...] there are times when there is a 

definite right and wrong way to do things, and by not acknowledging this 

and letting a tutee go wild an accepted standard, I feel like I am doing 

them and their teachers a disservice. (Tutor 20)

From time to time if a paper is filled with grammatical errors to the point 

where it does not make sense, I will take a good chunk of the session 

addressing grammatical rules. (Tutor 23)

I have used the teaching of rules, for example, comma rules. As rule 

instruction is prescriptive, it violates WC philosophy. This occurs fairly 

(hedging) often. (Tutor 1)

Sometimes a clear grammar lesson gives a student a sense of power and 

control over a piece of writing, and meaning can then be attended to more 

clearly. (Tutor 13)

I have, at times, proscribed certain idiomatic rules, such as a paragraph 

should generally not exceed 300 words. I did this for students who I felt 

needed a concrete explanation for certain aspects of writing. (Tutor 3) 

“Rules,” it seems, were fair game to tutors. The teaching of rules was an extremely 

common occurrence across the observed sessions, as in this excerpt from Session 4:
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Tutor (roads aloud): ‘the first-year student in Linguistics’. . .so this is your, 
umm...second sentence in your essay. When you say the first-year 
student, that means your reader should already know who this student is. 
Student: Oh...
Tutor: The first-year student.. .so -
Student: you mean I should augment...so this is not just first-year 
student...
Tutor: well, no, because this is singular, OK?
Student: Yeah.
Tutor: For most singular nouns, you need an article.
Student: Article?
Tutor: A rticle...‘the’ or ‘a’
Student: Ah...
Tutor: So you need.. .for most singular nouns - 
Student: it is...um m ...
Tutor: You need one or the other...’the’ or ‘a’...
Student: You mean I use ‘the’.../7ie people I know ...I use ‘a’ and the 
people don’t know ...
Tutor: well, using the... in the context of this your essay.. .in the context 
of this writing, this is the first mention of this student...so if you say this - 
[points] ‘the’, I don’t know who you’re talking about...
Student: O h...O K ...so he should be ‘a’...
Tutor: A first-year student.

As this example shows, teaching grammar rules is hardly same thing as rote editing, and

was not perceived as such by most tutors. This trend is consistent with the

aforementioned trend of tutors modeling “examples,” but not providing actual sentences

for the student’s paper.

Survey Data - The Order o f Concerns

The order of concerns generated very little agreement in the survey. The answers

to questions in this category were either very polarized or overly neutral. This probably

reflects what a touchy and often dichotomous issue this has become. Many respondents

remained undecided about the importance of grammar, and questions that suggested

making it a higher-order concern led to bi-modal disagreement. The one exception was

question 31, “Students often want to address grammar issues first.” 85% of respondents
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(176) agreed with this statement, which supports the qualitative data from the session 

observations and tutor reflections. Of course, the aforementioned results from the 

proofreading and editing questions also relate directly to the order of concerns and tutors’ 

willingness to focus on form.

Cross tabulations indicate a significant relationship (P=.006, 16 df) between 

Question 4, “I sometimes address sentence-level mechanics first in a tutorial session,” 

and Question 27, “It is important that all sentences in a paper be grammatically correct.” 

Also, there is a significant correlation (P=.000, 16 df) between question 4 and question 

33, “There are sessions where all I tend to look at is sentence-level mechanics and word 

choice.” These correlations make sense, and seem to illustrate a consistency among those 

who took the survey.

Synopsis

So, to revisit my fourth research question, can we really “produce better writers” 

by focusing only on form and external features? Is it possible to adhere to our ideals and 

still be sensitive to the students’ needs and expectations? Even when those expectations 

contradict our very mission statement?

The tutors differed in their willingness to stray from the prescribed order of 

concerns, but most did so on a regular basis. This deviation occurred with greater 

frequency when NNS students were the tutees. Depending on the situation, the order of 

concerns could be established by the tutor, student, the writing, or the context of the 

session. Most often, it was determined by the tutor, who purported to make these 

hierarchical decisions with “student need” in mind. Gillespie and Lerner urge tutors “not 

to give in to the easy inclination to tackle LOCs before HOCs” (121). However, the
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tutors in this study do not appear to have taken the “easy” way out; on the contrary, most 

had given these issues a great deal of thought.

Double binds pertaining to the order of concerns and directive tutoring are 

inextricably tied to one another. Often, the pressure to be directive went hand-in-hand 

with a desire to make lower-order concerns a priority. Despite some tutors’ attempts to 

adhere to writing centre philosophy in the face of these recurrent double binds, all found 

the need to break from it in certain circumstances.

How Do We Define Ourselves? Adaptability and Contextual Response 

“A universe o f  one”

Psychiatrist Erik Erikson described each of his patients as a “universe of one”

(72). This characterization is quite fitting for writing centre tutorial sessions, where each 

student brings a uniquely complex set of needs and expectations to the table. Tutor-tutee 

discourse is, by nature, organic and fluid. Tutors generally cite “adaptability” -  to a 

particular discipline, a particular assignment, to a particular writing or speaking style, and 

especially to particular student -  as the most important trait a tutor can have:

Tutors must be adaptable and open, so that they will respond to the 

particular needs of the student before them rather than slavishly 

implementing some arbitrary method or fixed set of priorities. (Tutor 2)

What makes a good tutor [...] is the ability to adjust to every particular 

student and every particular piece of writing. (Tutor 4)

Given the different, unpredictable condition of the student and his/her 

paper, I try not to restrict my tutoring style to a single process [...] The
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best tutors are capable of adjusting their tutoring approach under different • 

circumstances. (Tutor 5)

A good tutor needs to understand that having a working philosophy is a 

good place to start, but that every situation is unique, and simply having 

know-how is not enough. (Tutor 21)

A good tutor is one who is flexible and able to assist in determining what 

is best for the writer. The condition of being flexible came to me because 

[...] there are many roles tutors take on in a writing session [...] these 

roles can run together, even in a single session [...] a good tutor is able to 

identify when a role would fit a session best. (Tutor 17)

A good tutor is perceptive in reading a client’s needs and adapting their 

role according to them. (Tutor 18)

The ability of a tutor to “adjust” to a multitude of different situations was 

enormously important to all the participants. Virtually every tutor in the study used 

some combination of the words “adaptable” and “flexible” to describe effective tutoring. 

Several of the tutors specifically referred to using “open-ended questions,” and referred 

to their goals as “dynamic.” Others warned about being too “prescriptive” and repeatedly 

emphasized the need to be flexible in sessions. They took great pride in their own 

adaptability, tailoring their approaches to each individual student and situation.

Writing centre directors also touted adaptability in their reflections and in the 

mission statements at their writing centres:
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We provide flexible instruction while working individually with clients, 

thus responding efficiently and economically to each client’s particular 

problems. (Director 5)

A good tutor understands how to adjust to every situation and how to 

manage varied concerns and constraints. (Director 6)

Adapt to the student’s learning style and situation -  this can affect the 

amount of structure or type of guidance you give a student, how directly or 

indirectly you phrase things, how much or how little you talk during the 

session, whether or not you hold a pen or write on a student’s paper, etc. 

(Director 2)

Keeping with this trend of open-endedness, some tutors warn against entering the 

session with specific objectives in mind:

A tutor doesn’t have a pre-set plan. (Tutor 4)

I don’t think it’s good to come to a session with a pre-conceived goal [...] 

Approach each session like it’s unique, because each tutee and therefore 

each session is actually unique. (Tutor 10)

The normative statement of ‘should’ is one that I try to steer clear from. I 

think that different sessions call for different actions [...] I find sessions 

free of expectations go far better! (Tutor 17)
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To these tutors, writing centre philosophy was only as useful as each session would

allow. In a rhetorical situation as varied and complex as the writing tutorial session,

context was deemed to be of paramount importance:

A student’s writing should never be examined or evaluated outside of the

context, [including] the reason for writing, the classroom/instructor, the

subject matter, the writing assignment. (Tutor 7)

Tutor 7’s point -  to examine writing only in the appropriate context -  became

particularly salient in light of the direct session observations, where tutors who relied on

absolutes to make a point sometimes had the strategy backfire:

Tutor (reads paper aloud): Lost Ark is the quintessential modern 
adventure film ...
Student: Yeah.
Tutor: W ait.. .is that the Wikipedia?
Student: Yup.
Tutor: D on’t cite Wikipedia.
Student (defensive): Our teacher does all the tim e...
Tutor: OK, but -
Student: ...and she said it’s OK...
Tutor: well.. .generally, try to avoid citing Wikipedia.
(Observed Session 1)

In this instance, the tutor, in a knee-jerk attempt to provide a “rule of thumb” in research 

and citation, has failed to account for the context. Indeed, in most cases, the student 

would be ill advised to cite Wikipedia, but the instructor -  not the tutor -  is the audience 

for this paper. Tutoring is an extraordinarily complex task; as such, tutors were apt to 

base their questions and suggestions on the particular situation, rather than what is 

“generally” true. Perhaps because of experiences like the session excerpt, tutors were 

reticent to endorse any single “correct” approach to pedagogy, any one appropriate way 

to do things.
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Many of them eschewed absolutes altogether, endorsing a philosophy of tutoring 

that was downright relativist. The tutors treat each individual tutorial session as its own 

entity; they shy away from the categorical and unconditional, embracing the liminality of 

their position:

A good tutor is not a peer or a teacher; s/he is somewhere in between. 

(Tutor 8)

I see my role as a tutor as a cross between a coach and a teacher.

(Tutor 10)

The tutors saw themselves as maintaining an appropriate “balance,” not only between 

roles of peer and teacher, but between all the opposing elements that clash regularly in a 

writing centre. Directive and non-directive approaches, higher- and lower-order 

concerns, process and product, writing to learn and learning to write -  these dichotomous 

forces collide (to varying degrees), and manifest themselves in student and tutor 

expectations, creating double binds for tutors. Tutors operate with a subtle balance, a 

fluid adaptability, in order to navigate and overcome these double binds.

Despite their overarching shared philosophy, all of the tutors conceded that 

tutoring is, by nature, an inherently imprecise activity. They all displayed a profound 

appreciation of the contextual nature of a tutorial session, as if to acknowledge that, 

ultimately, rules are meant to be broken:

I could come up with a whole list of what I shouldn’t do, but in the end, if 

one of those ‘shouldn’ts’ works, why not try it? (Tutor 17)
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Experience

Most tutors claimed that this adaptability was developed over time through the act 

of tutoring. They placed a great deal of emphasis placed on the lived experience of the 

writing centre:

I don’t think anyone is really prepared until they have tutored ... and the 

longer a person tutors, the better things are for everyone. (Tutor 8)

I am much more qualified to tutor now that I have spent a year and a half 

teaching and tutoring, but that qualification comes from on-the-job 

experience, not training. (Tutor 7)

You can read tons of books, but until you start working and helping 

different people, you won’t feel confident. During our training, we 

learned about what to in different situations, what to say and not to say, 

what to do and not to do [...] but I [did not] really get the feel of being a 

tutor or realize what I was here for until I worked for a while. (Tutor 11)

No training, under any conditions, can truly prepare one for the practical 

writing centre. (Tutor 19)

Much of what we do at writing centres must be learned through 

experience, and no amount of training can really supplant that. (Tutor 3)
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It is difficult to prepare a tutor for a tutoring session, because a session is • 

very ‘experiential.’ I think that role-playing during the training sessions 

was probably the most useful activity. (Tutor 12)

Since each student and each session is different, the ability to respond appropriately came 

through practice. As far as tutors were concerned, it was practical writing centre 

experience that allowed them to become self-proclaimed paragons of adaptability.

These statements are quite telling; the experience the tutors see as so important 

seems to reflect a movement from Learning II to Learning III (Engrestrom, 3). Indeed, 

their experience led to “a greater flexibility in the premises acquired by the process of 

Learning II - a freedom from their bondage”(Bateson, as qtd. in Engestrom, “Learning” 

4). As tutors spent more time in the writing centre and faced these double binds on a 

regular basis, they examined their own assumptions and learned to, in their words, be 

more “adaptable.” The focus on the tensions led to an eventual recognition of the double 

binds and the subsequent creation of new activities. The tutors reworked and 

restructured activities, “learning by expanding” the old into the new (7).

Schon also accounts for this transition:

When the phenomenon at hand eludes the ordinary categories of 

knowledge-in-practice, presenting itself as unique or unstable, the 

practitioner may surface and criticize his initial understanding of the 

phenomenon [and] construct a new description of it. (63)

Seen through the lens of Schon, the tutor’s transition from conflicted and confused to 

adaptable and flexible can be see not as an isolated, one-time occurrence, but an ongoing 

process of receiving, reflecting upon, and reconstructing knowledge.
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What tutors have learned through experience is an ability to face and cope with 

double binds. No matter how much training they had, tutors did not experience the 

contradictions and subsequent “need state” until they were fully immersed in the activity 

system of the tutorial session. Only when faced with double binds in practice were tutors 

able to learn, grow, and acquire a “knowing-in-action.”

The Art o f Tutoring

If it is true that there is an irreducible element of art in professional 

practice, it is also true that gifted engineers, teachers, scientists, architects, 

and managers sometimes display artistry in their day-to-day practice. If 

the art is not invariant, known, and teachable, it appears nonetheless, at 

least for some individuals, to be learnable. (Schon, 18)

There was an underlying sense of pride in the tutor reflections, a kind of self- 

satisfaction with one’s ability to make sense of complexity. The ability to respond 

contextually seemed very personal and even expressive, indicating that perhaps there is 

an artful element at work:

The best tutors, I suppose, read their tutees and respond appropriately -  

first sensing where they’re at, what they need, how to help [...] no single 

role ever works. Tutoring is relational, and the tutor must play a role in 

unison with or in response to the tutee’s role. (Tutor 13)

Throughout the study, this intangible “social keenness” -  the ability to “read” a student 

and respond in a nurturing, productive way -  emerges as a vital component of effective 

tutoring. This element of art in tutoring was difficult to distill into a set of immutable

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



105

rules or guidelines. Such artful practice was predicated entirely on the uncertain nature 

of the session itself.

Let us briefly return to the notion of “social keenness;” it was a fascinating trend 

because it is not something explicitly taught in writing centre training sessions. All of the 

tutors seem to champion it and possess it, yet no one seems to have learned to be socially 

keen in their training. Some directors used role-playing of sessions in their training, but 

these exercises are highly mediated and decontextualized. The ability to react in such a 

way was not formally learned; rather, the art of social keenness was embedded within the 

context of each tutorial session. Consider Tutor 17’s description:

Matching a client’s pace is helpful, especially if you’re having trouble 

conveying your ideas. I may slow down or speed up my speech, keep 

pretty monotone and reserved or laugh along with a client, etc. I speak in 

pace with them -  the actual language (using terminology that seems within 

their realm) and physically matching the rhythm of their speech. I have 

found this soothes nervousness and brings client and tutor to the same 

level. This mimicking is not something I set out to do or something I’m 

even very aware of in a session. I think you sometimes can just read 

people, and get into a groove with them, and both parties understand the 

other better.

Tutor 17’s account of “getting into a groove” with a student was by far the most intricate 

description of the aforesaid social keenness. Hers can be seen as a sort of improvisational 

rhetoric, a tacit “knowing-in-action” (Schon). She tutors from moment to moment, 

simultaneously relying on her theoretical knowledge base and altering it for the
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immediate context. This subtle art of contextual response is, for all practical purposes, 

the art of tutoring.

Elizabeth Boquet, using the music of Jimi Hendrix as a lens through which to 

view a tutoring session, describes a similar set of phenomena:

Improvisation [...] is a consequence of expertise, of mastery, and of risk. 

[It is] a skillful demonstration performed by someone who knows the 

tones of her instrument, the rhythms of her musical traditions, so well that 

she can both transgress and exceed them, give herself over to them, play 

within and against the groove. (76)

The music metaphor fits perfectly here. A tutor, like a musician, needs to acquire a 

sound knowledge of his/her “instrument” and “traditions” in order to modify them and 

“riff’ within the framework of the tutorial session.

Directors also cite the ability to “read” students -  to respond appropriately, 

creatively, and constructively in a particular context -  as a trait of effective tutors:

I think that if you approach tutoring with the ‘right’ attitude, it results in 

‘right’ action. When it comes to tutoring, there’s a zone or a flow state 

that can be achieved, where you are in tune with the learner and you 

intuitively (and collaboratively) settle into a way of working together. 

(Director 2)

Tutoring, by this description, to continue with the music metaphor, is simply playing the 

right notes at the right time, being “in tune with the learner.” Some tutors, however, 

believe that merely being “in tune” is not enough. Once they learn the “song,” they 

improvise, trying new notes, sometimes finding that the new notes sound better than the
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old ones. This improvisation, for some tutors, is the very soul of a tutorial session: 

“Orthodoxy is the death of imagination, and tutors need to be imaginative, spontaneous, 

and creative” (Tutor 13).

Raw Survey Data

The survey received a total of 219 responses, from both tutors and writing centre 

directors. There were between 206 and 210 responses for each question (tutors did not 

have to answer every question). Data is reported in terms of question-by-question trends, 

means, and cross tabulations. The data serves largely as a triangulating measure, 

primarily to support the qualitative findings from the reflections and session observations. 

For complete survey results, please refer to Table 1 (p. 108). Table 1 shows the number 

of responses for each part of each question, plus means, standard deviation (SD), and 

standard error (SE). The question numbers in the far left hand column (1-35) correspond 

to the numbered questions in Appendix AABB. The total number of respondents for 

each question is in the “n” column. I was most interested in the results regarding 

directiveness and the order of concerns.

As a whole, the survey data reinforces -  to varying degrees -  the qualitative 

findings in this study. The tutors and directors who responded are on more or less the 

same page philosophically, but inconsistencies are apparent. An overwhelming number of 

respondents seem to embrace the notion of directive tutoring, while the order of concerns 

proved a polarizing issue.

The most agreed-upon question in the survey was question 17: “The best tutor is 

one who can adapt to any situation.” 93% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed with
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this notion. In fact, more than half the respondents strongly agreed. This points once 

again to adaptability as the primary defining trait of an effective tutor.

Table 1 -  Survey Data Raw Scores

ITEM ANSWER PROPORTIONS
ITEM

DESCRIPTIVES

Item # Strong A Agree Neutral Disagree Strong D n Mean SD SE
1 66 115 26 3 0 210 1.838 0 .686 0 .047
2 30 98 60 21 0 209 2.344 0.847 0 .059
3 13 75 85 35 1 209 2 .694 0 .839 0 .058
4 10 84 28 72 16 210 3 1.115 0 .077
5 0 46 66 84 13 209 3.306 0 .884 0.061
6 94 101 13 2 0 210 1.633 0 .644 0 .044
7 1 14 64 102 28 209 3.679 0 .807 0 .056
8 20 143 35 11 0 209 2.177 0 .667 0 .046
9 53 109 31 10 5 208 2.062 0.901 0 .062

10 35 105 43 27 0 210 2 .295 0 .896 0 .062
11 47 108 28 22 3 208 2 .163 0 .944 0 .065
12 1 15 47 127 19 209 3.708 0 .751 0 .052
13 26 90 29 58 7 210 2 .667 1.108 0 .076
14 7 35 46 86 36 210 3.519 1.064 0 .073
15 44 147 14 4 1 210 1.91 0 .624 0 .043
16 33 121 32 20 2 208 2.216 0 .86 0 .06
17 104 87 10 5 0 206 1.592 0 .698 0 .049
18 41 33 29 67 39 209 3 .144 1.414 0 .098
19 44 134 18 12 1 209 2 .005 0 .756 0 .052
20 5 62 45 75 23 210 3.233 1.066 0 .074
21 34 103 35 31 6 209 2 .388 1.018 0.07
22 9 50 47 63 41 210 3.367 1.167 0 .081
23 10 60 37 80 21 208 3 .202 1.111 0 .077
24 7 76 49 65 10 207 2 .976 1.007 0 .07
25 5 54 43 74 34 210 3.371 1.105 0 .0 7 6
26 35 60 62 47 5 209 2.651 1.078 0 .075
27 7 47 47 82 25 208 3.341 1.06 0 .074
28 7 29 43 110 20 209 3.512 0.961 0 .066
29 19 90 51 45 4 209 2.641 0 .981 0 .068
30 13 83 53 50 10 209 2.813 1.023 0 .071
31 65 111 16 14 2 207 1.928 0 .864 0 .06
32 78 110 16 6 0 210 1.762 0 .712 0 .049
33 18 97 27 53 14 209 2.751 1.129 0 .078
34 82 111 10 4 0 207 1.691 0 .654 0 .045
35 2 54 88 61 4 209 3.053 0 .816 0 .056
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On The Whole

Overall, the data reveals a slight gap between theory and practice. There was a 

certain unanimity to the tutors’ answers, indicating that perhaps we are indeed bound 

tightly by our ideas. All of them had internalized a similar philosophy towards tutoring, 

but none were grounded completely by this philosophy, acknowledging the need to adapt 

to a session’s context. Tutor 13 verbalizes this quite well (italics are mine):

It’s pretty safe to say that tutors shouldn’t be too directive, should let the 

tutee do the work, should facilitate rather than direct.. .all ancient writing 

centre cliches, and probably true, but the list of dos and don’ts is infinite 

and dependent on the moment.

The tutors had few qualms about stepping out of the comfort zone provided by the 

student-centered paradigm; they did, however, feel the need to justify their actions, 

further demonstrating the hold our ideology has on tutors. Nonetheless, they broke with 

basic writing centre philosophy on a regular basis, and practically none of them felt that 

this was a serious problem.

This does not necessarily indicate a discomfort or discontent with writing centre 

philosophy; rather, the tutors simply found writing centre ideals to be quite malleable and 

open-ended, and thus applied them selectively. More than that, they felt obliged to be 

selective; it was their duty, their responsibility. As Tutor 14 wrote, “I can’t imagine there 

being a mandate of any sort that would require a method that would go against a tutor’s 

better judgment.” Writing advice was dispensed with care, shaped by the context of a 

session and the wherewithal of the individual tutor. The work of a tutor is wholly
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contextual, as Tutor 14 says, “dependent on the moment.*’ To borrow from Schon once 

more, “our knowing is ordinarily tacit, implicit in our patterns of action and in our feel 

for the stuff with which we are dealing. It seems right to say that our knowing is in our 

action” (49). Ultimately, the data shows that our “action,” even as it is informed by a 

somewhat uniform theoretical base, is complex, fluid and varied, full of contradictions 

and subject to a multitude of different interpretations and practical applications. As such, 

the writing centre is -  today, tomorrow, and always -  a “text still in the process of 

composition” (Hemmeter, 1990).
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CHAPTER FIVE 
CONCLUSION 

Chapter Overview

This chapter separates noteworthy implications of my findings into four sections with 

respect to my research questions (see Chapter 1). The first section functions as both a 

general introduction to the chapter and a broad conclusion to the study. The second 

section deals with implications vis-a-vis shared writing centre ideals, specifically tutor 

talk and social keenness. The third section explores conclusions drawn from various 

double bind situations, including directive/non-directive tutoring, process and product, 

higher and lower order concerns with NNS writers, and the writing to learn/learning to 

write. The fourth section explores the notion of the writing centre as a “service,” calling 

into question some of our most basic assumptions. I end the chapter with some closing 

words about the study as a whole.

Introduction

For all the proactive dialogue about writing centres -  working definitions of our 

mission, attempts to carve out our own niche -- we are unequivocally reactive entities, 

subject to the needs/demands of our institutions and the context of particular tutorial 

sessions. Kinkead and Harris say, “writing centres are frequently described in terms of 

an ideal or an abstraction -  a vision of what should be rather than what is” (xv). This 

study shows writing centres to be quite similar in terms of philosophical bases and 

expressed pedagogical styles. However, the vast majority of participants regularly 

advocated and utilized approaches to tutoring that directly contradicted these
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foundational notions. It can be said, then, that the reality of writing centre practice often 

contradicts our theoretical “vision.”

Tutorial sessions often call for methods that are completely antithetical to writing 

centre theory. Tutors, when faced with these contradictions, learned to apply different 

teaching strategies carefully and selectively, adapting to the situation at hand. Double 

binds, then, serve a constructive purpose: to disrupt our comfortable, holistic writing 

centre orthodoxy and force tutors to adopt a set of new activities, a “contradictory unit of 

the given new and the created new” (Engestrom Learning 16). Decisions are made in 

light of these contradictions. Tutors become more flexible and adaptable, allowing them 

to alleviate or completely eliminate the double bind. Let us revisit some of our shared 

ideals and recurrent double binds that appeared throughout this study.

Shared Ideals 

Tutor Talk
This study provides important insights into North’s notion of “talk” as the primary 

guiding element in a session. What is important in this study is not that a tutor talks, but 

the nature of that talk and what is specifically talked about. North proclaims, “If the 

writing centre is to prove its worth in other than quantitative terms [...] it will have to do 

so by describing this talk; what characterizes it, what effects it has, how it can be 

enhanced” (444). These results reveal the extent to which our “talk” is socially infused, 

often less about tutoring than building a working relationship. Let us again consider 

Tutor 18’s description of our talk:

I may slow down or speed up my speech, keep pretty monotone and 

reserved or laugh along with a client, etc. I speak in pace with them -  the 

actual language (using terminology that seems within their realm) and
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physically matching the rhythm of their speech. I have found this soothes 

nervousness and brings client and tutor to the same level.

Tutors in this study were acutely aware of the dynamics in a tutorial session, and 

understood the need to act not only as a critical “auditor” (North 440), but also as a 

facilitative guide, supportive peer, and empathetic friend. Their responses reflected their 

social keenness, a sort of interpersonal intelligence that allowed them to interact 

successfully with their students. It is perhaps not just “talk,” but the subtle, discursive, 

sometimes less-than-academic nature of that talk, that defines the tutorial session.

“Social Keenness”

As the results showed, both tutors and directors placed a great deal of emphasis 

on making the writing centre an inviting, comfortable place, someplace like “home.” 

Jackie Grustch McKinney seeks to explain and critique this notion. She worries that 

writing centres are overemphasizing the “affective” dimension of tutoring and 

marginalizing the “intellectual” (18). She sees writing centres as having been “gendered” 

female, since the positions in them are disproportionately held by women. As such, 

when a writing centre is made to “feel like home,” it may be an attempt to provide a 

“female space in opposition to the institution at large, which [is] male, uncomfortable, 

foreign” (17). She goes so far as to say, “Female directors who insist on cozy, inviting 

spaces may be unwittingly narrating their work as nonintellectual” (17). A “homey 

centre,” McKinney says, encourages students to “lounge, sit back, [and] relax” (18) 

instead of becoming active learners. McKinney further asserts that writing instruction 

does not always have to be “comfortable,” and advocates a more confrontational and 

unsettling approach:
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If writing centers are imagined as homes, they are consciously constructed 

as private spaces where writers can retreat. [However,] Conflict is not to 

be avoided but engaged to prepare students for life outside their 

classrooms. Working through conflict can teach students how to use a 

public voice. Students will not get practice using a public voice or 

engaging in public discourse if the tutoring is carefully crafted to nurture.

McKinney, seemingly, would prefer a space that does less nurturing and actually 

encourages conflict, using it as a catalyst for new ideas. Her notions of gender seem less 

relevant to this study, as both male and female tutors promoted a “homey” writing centre. 

However, as so many tutors presumed that a writing centre must be -  as if by definition -  

inviting and comforting, her ideas must give us pause. In our attempts to make the 

writing centre a safe haven (a worthy pursuit, to be sure), we must be careful not to 

exchange one problem for another, replacing confusion and displacement with no more 

than fatuous feelgoodism.

To fully assess the relationship between practice and theory, even our most basic 

paradigmatic assumptions must be questioned. Certainly, McKinney is not the first to 

point out that writing students may need to be uncomfortable in order to learn (Clark, 

“Maintaining Chaos”; Boquet, “Noise”). If this study is any indication, notions of a 

“homey” writing centre are widespread, if not ubiquitous. The idea warrants further 

research with more intensive examination and scrutiny.
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Double Binds

Directive/Non-Directive Tutoring

Clearly, tutors are acting in a directive manner, and with few qualms or 

reservations about it. Rather than dwell on the antiquated question, “should tutors be 

directive,” researchers might instead focus on to what extent and under what 

circumstances tutors are directive. It is no longer a matter of a tutor being directive or 

not, but rather where that tutor falls on what Irene Clark calls the “directive/non-directive 

continuum” (33). In many cases, strategies commonly perceived as mutually exclusive 

(i.e., you are either collaborative or directive) can work in conjunction with one another. 

This is not an either/or issue, and certainly not as dichotomous as it once was. Ultimately, 

the context of the session should be the primary determiner of directiveness.

Conflicted role o f  “peer”

Authority, control, and power are all but inevitable in a conversation. 

Consequently, some student-tutor relationships simply are not and cannot be peer-based. 

Not all tutors can realistically see their students as peers. Moreover, students do not 

always see their tutors as peers. Many students come to the writing centre for no other 

reason than to talk to someone who knows more about writing than they do. As with the 

directive issue, there is a middle ground that tutors can assume; responding to the context 

of the session is key.
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Process and Product

Like directive and non-directive approaches, process and product are more 

polarized in theory than in practice. Some tutors endeavored to reconcile the two goals of 

process and product:

The student should leave the writing centre with a better paper and as a 

better writer. (Tutor 5)

As I tutor, I try to improve the student’s understanding of writing as an 

act, as a process, and as a product. (Tutor 7)

These declarations of intent are reminiscent of the aforementioned mission statements on 

writing centre websites, many of which include the maxim, “making better writers, not 

just better papers.” In this case, the “just” is extremely important, as it encourages tutors 

and tutees to find common ground between process and product. The writing-as-process 

movement had/has a tendency to portray process/product as mutually exclusive, as North 

did in his original characterization of writing centre work as “producing better writers, 

not better writing” (438). With this statement, North advocates process in lieu o f  product, 

as if product somehow ceases to be important in light of more holistic concerns. His 

statement almost seems to say, “We care about you as a writer, but not the paper you 

brought us.” In practice, of course, this is hardly the case, and almost certainly not the 

message North meant to convey. Tutors, as these results show, are not nearly so 

dogmatic.

Still, when asked to theorize about what they do, some tutors still categorically 

reject product-based instruction. Take Tutor 18’s comments as an example (italics are 

mine): “I want to tutor a writer, not a piece of writing. My goal isn 't to help them with
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one assignment, hut to give clients skills to apply to all the writing they do”. This 

statement, like North’s, trivializes the paper (the product) itself as something she does not 

want to work on. Granted, this is a decontextualized statement; in reality, tutors -  Tutor 

18 probably amongst them -  attend to a variety of process and product-based needs. 

Nonetheless, some tutors, when defining themselves, will retreat into a process-only 

mentality. This is unfortunate, not only because it is an inaccurate portrayal of what they 

actually do, but also because statements like these can alienate students who simply have 

not yet thought outside the context of a single paper. Product and process are not 

necessarily in diametric opposition to one another. Based on the approaches and methods 

advocated in this study, the writing centre community -  at least in practice -  seems to be 

fully aware of this. It follows, then, that they should resist the lingering urge to denigrate 

all product-based instruction when speaking theoretically.

Order o f Concerns -  N NS writers

The tutors in this study very often elevated mechanics to the level of higher-order 

concerns when an NNS student was involved. Eli Hinkel, speaking not from a writing 

centre perspective, but as an ESL teacher and researcher, encourages writing instructors 

to focus on form. He claims that process writing pedagogy, so often embraced as an 

axiomatic truism, is fundamentally inappropriate for NNS writers:

The new instructional methodology centered squarely and almost 

exclusively on the writing process that fundamentally overlooked the fact 

that NNS writers may simply lack the necessary language skills (e.g. 

vocabulary and grammar) to take advantage of the benefits of writing 

process and instruction. (9)
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Gillespie and Lerner, however, treat this very idea -  “NNS writers just need more of the 

basics before they can move on to more substantial tasks” -  as a “persistent and 

dangerous myth” (121). My study -  particularly the survey -  seemed to reflect both of 

these disparate notions, indicating that this is an issue with which we have not come to 

terms, one that requires further scrutiny, further theorizing, and further research.

Writing to Learn

Michael Foucault once said, “I write in order to change myself, in order to not 

think the same things as before” (239-240). Tutors, as self-proclaimed student-centered 

holists, approach sessions as if informed by this statement. But is this really why 

students write? Tutees are writing within specific constraints for a particular audience. 

Students are more often writing to fulfill a requirement, to receive a grade, to complete 

the process; rarely are they “writing to learn.”

There was one tutor who expressed discontent with North’s dictum:

I think the blanket goal of ‘producing better writers’ is sufficiently vague 

to make it meaningless. What does that mean? Writers of what? Writers 

for whom? Writers in what context? There is no single definition of ‘good 

writing’ and so there can’t be one goal of producing better writers, no 

single way to achieve this production. (Tutor 10)

This tutor is uncomfortable with focusing on “writers” as individuals, since their writing 

cannot be evaluated outside of its context. While it seems doubtful that North meant to 

ignore context in his decree, the tutor may have identified a potential issue. Expressivist 

notions of writing have been criticized for failing to attend to social and political 

constraints (Writing with Elbow). Tutors, almost all of whom saw their job as “producing
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better writers,” run of the risk of valuing the individual writer over the larger 

sociopolitical context of the writing. Tutees are more likely to produce “transactional” 

(Britton 107) writing -  functional writing with a distinct purpose -  than “expressive” 

writing. When tutors focus on the “se lf’ and “writing to learn,” they may miss the fact 

the many students are merely using writing as a practical tool, and are completely 

removed from the writing they produce.

Defining ourselves: Are we really a service?

All these double binds can be traced to a fundamental disparity not between 

student and tutor, but between students and our ideology. When tutors are expected to be 

directive, to make lower-order concerns a priority, they are left with a very 

uncomfortable choice, torn between complying with the student but going against writing 

centre ideals, or adhering to writing centre philosophy and alienating the desires of the 

student, who is supposed to be at the very centre of our practice. How can we be 

student-centered if we do not do what the student wants?

Tutor 19 wrote: “One must remember, though, that this is still the service 

business. We must cater to a student’s needs.” Not all of the tutors framed their practice 

in this way, but enough did to give me pause. Director 4 also characterized her writing 

centre as a “service.” Upon perusing several writing centre web sites, I found that many 

characterize themselves as a “service.” Service? To what extent can the writing centre be 

termed a “service”? If it is a service, we may have to re-think who it is that we are 

serving. Are we really student-centered? Could we be self-centered?

Consider this reflection by Tutor 7: “The writing they’ve brought in with them is 

writing they’ve already done, and I’m more interested in the writing they will do in the
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future.” Tutor 7 is merely redirecting the student towards process-based concerns, but to 

a distraught student with deadlines to meet, he may as well have said, “I’m not really 

interested in working with this particular paper.” The tutor -  not the student -  set the 

goals for this session. Improving a student’s writing, not just one paper: that is our goal 

for them. We may even have to qualify our student-centeredness, because while our 

intention is to empower the student, we are not always doing what the writer actually 

wants.

Tutor 20 describes the bitterness that can result from service-based expectations:

I had a tutee the other week who wanted me to look over her personal 

narrative for grammar mistakes, but I found that she needed help with 

more than just grammar. She was very wordy in a lot of instances and 

didn’t really have a strong focus for her paper. When I explained these 

things to her, she reacted rather negatively and seemed angry. By the end 

of the session, I could tell that she was upset because I gave her more 

things to think about.. .given that she only wanted grammar help.

Tutor 20 goes on to say, “I don’t think the tutor should ignore problem areas just because 

the writer didn’t specifically say to work on it.” Tutor 20 claims to have the needs of the 

student in mind. However, in this case, it is the tutor’s conception of the writing that 

determines this need. If the student wants grammar help, and we re-direct him/her to 

HOCs, can we really call that “student-centered” instruction? When students want one 

thing and receive another, it may be a stretch to call that a “service.”

Tutors sometimes enter a session with a very specific “ideal” in mind, which may 

run contrary to what tutees want:
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In the best-case scenario, discussion of the relationship between the 

writing and the assignment represents a dialectic that the student might 

internalize in the future [...] This isn’t always what the student needs, or 

feels that he or she needs, though. (Tutor 7)

This is a very telling statement. Tutor 7 admits to conceiving of an ideal tutor-student 

dynamic, a “best-case scenario.” However, as he is aware, any preemptively defined 

“best-case scenario” has been constructed without regard to student need. A tutor, in 

his/her anticipatory efforts to live up to the “ideal” session, runs the risk of ignoring 

student requests. Indeed, the conception of an “ideal” session may lead to self-fulfilling 

prophecy.

Here is yet another example:

Least important in my tutoring session is grades and/or pleasing the 

teacher [...] Writing in college is to benefit the student. Of course, I want 

students to get good grades, but I’d much rather them be excited about 

writing or proud of a final product than agonize over getting every bullet 

point of a teacher’s writing prompt taken care of. (Tutor 17)

In this situation, is Tutor 17 really serving the student’s best interest? Agonizing over a 

teacher’s writing prompt is part of writing in an academic context. Tutor 17 may not 

care about grades, but her tutees most assuredly do. As Tutor 10 says, “writing is always 

done with a purpose for some reader. As a writing tutor, by definition, that reader is not 

you, so in some ways it’s an odd position to be in.” In this case, Tutor 17 is basing the 

session on her own conception of the student’s needs, rather than on the actual context of 

the writing. Sometimes, as in this case, our student-centeredness is almost parental,
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imbued with an implicit “we know what’s best for you’- mentality. Ironically, we are, to 

some degree, serving our own interests, pursuing our own conception of what students 

should get from the sessions, rather than what they want. Admittedly, some students 

really do not know what they want, and often enough tutors do know better, but when we 

guide them away from their own initial desires, are we practicing a service?

There is a difference here -  a difference between what a student wants and what a 

student needs. We are catering to the latter, as we probably should. However, it follows 

that those of us who insist the session is unequivocally in the hands of the student are 

being somewhat insincere. Students, as the data shows, often have different goals, and we 

don’t always plan on working towards those goals. Often, student priorities are little 

more than an afterthought to a tutor, who eschews this immediacy and tries to “redirect” 

(a word that recurs in the data) the session towards long-term, process based concerns.

Tutor 7 laments a session in which he was unable to “shift” the discussion away 

from mechanics. His student was “uninterested in talking about writing in any abstract 

way [...] became irritated [and] repeatedly insisted that the writing centre was here to 

‘make it right’, and pointed to the paper over and over again.” Obviously, in this case, 

there is a misunderstanding about the nature of writing centre instruction; nonetheless, it 

may be unrealistic to expect some students to embrace the idea of discussing writing in 

an “abstract way.” They often approach the writing centre as a “service” for very 

specific help, and when we fail to provide it, some grow understandably frustrated.

I’m not saying that ours is a bad approach -  to do so would undermine the very 

heart of our practice -  but we should call it what it is. Some tutors in this study thought 

that students should determine the priorities and focus in a session, but they were in the
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minority. All tutors said they would adapt their session based on student need, but by 

and large it was the tutors -  not the students -  who determined the nature of that need. 

First-time students in the writing centre are essentially newcomers in an entirely different 

academic world, one in which we, the writing centre community, have determined the 

parameters, the goals, and educational philosophy. Suddenly, the priorities these 

students hold dear -  external text characteristics, grades -  cease to be the focal point of 

their learning. Throughout all this, we tell them we are student-centered. Is any surprise 

that some of these students are confused and resentful?

Instead of being defensive and retreating into our ideology when faced with 

double binds, we have to acknowledge that we exist in a very unique learning 

environment, essential and meaningful to us, but thoroughly baffling to those who are 

unfamiliar with it. Frustrating as it may be (and no doubt is), it is our job to bridge the 

gap, explain ourselves, and make students comfortable so that they can continue to learn. 

This is the function of the abovementioned social keenness, and why it is of such 

importance in a tutorial session.

Pedagogy that adheres too rigidly to ideology runs the risk of becoming self- 

serving and dominant. Bokser speaks to this notion: “Writing is more accurately 

understood as both aggression and charity. With only a slight shift in perspective, what 

appears to be help (‘charity’) might be understood as the violence of imposition and self 

aggrandizement” (“Peer Tutoring” 23). Bawarshi takes this a step further; he fears that 

we may be “imposing academic discourse on marginalized writers and calling it a 

‘service’” (51). While I don’t see us as involved in quite so hegemonic a relationship, he 

may have a point. The “service” model advocated by Tutor 19 is by no means
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ubiquitous, but it does seem to exist. It is incumbent on those writing centres that 

characterize themselves as services to consider these issues, to reflect upon and 

reconsider the nature of their instruction and the philosophy that informs it. Further 

research might look specifically at the self-serving implications of our ideology.

Closing Comments

I do not mean to undermine our theories and basic philosophy; in fact, 1 endorse 

them wholeheartedly. I merely intend to offer some perspective. In the words of 

Hillocks, Jr., “We have a tendency to think of theories as being ‘discarded’ and new ones 

‘replacing’ them. A more useful metaphor may be to think of theories as evolving’’ (51). 

I am not advocating a complete overhaul of writing centre theory, only suggesting that 

some critical assumptions be questioned, and that the theory evolve appropriately to fit its 

practical application. The extent to which tutors may occasionally be directive, form- 

focused, etc., simply is not always reflected in the scholarship about writing centres. 

Therein lies the disparity, however slight. Discussions are often overly polarized -  i.e., 

student-centered: good, tutor-centered: bad -  but the truth is rarely so cut and dry.

This largely reflective study does not reinvent the wheel, but it does, in a sense, 

reintroduce the wheel, saying something explicitly that was previously implicit. I 

suspect most tutors already have a tacit awareness of the disparities between theory and 

practice. If my results are any indication, tutors are being directive, are standing the 

order of concerns on their head, and are violating basic premises for tutoring. Perhaps 

this is a good thing. As Elizabeth Boquet says, “the writing centre is most interesting to 

me for its post-disciplinary possibilities, for the contradictions it embraces, for its
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tendency to go off-task” (“Our Little Secret” 478). It appears to be this adaptability -  

more than our shared theories -  that defines who we are.

The data in this study encourages us to move towards a “higher-risk/higher-yield” 

model of writing centre work, such as that advocated by Boquet, who encourages a tutor 

to challenge and extend the parameters of a session, to “operate at the edge of his/her 

expertise” (Noise 81). Through this lens, our philosophy can be seen as fluid and 

dynamic, not as something to which we choose to adhere (or not), but instead as 

something that is continually constructed and reconstructed.

Perhaps, in the writing centre, our world is, to quote Artemeva and Freedman, 

best “conceptualized as a verb rather than a noun” (178). Self-definition, usually in the 

form of nouns, has led to a great deal of disagreement in writing centre circles. Nouns 

appear as fixed, stable ideas; people often preemptively associate them with a particular 

context. Verbs, however, imply action, movement, and change. Our focus should be on 

what we do, rather than on what we are (or are not). We facilitate, we question, but we 

are not unequivocal facilitators or questioners. We may, in certain circumstances, direct 

a student, but we are not authoritarians. In light of all the evidence provided in this study, 

the one constant is that there are no constants. We are peers and teachers, directive and 

non-directive; we are making better writers and better papers. The writing centre is an 

organic, fluid space and we -  as tutors, directors, students, and theorists -  must adapt to 

its dynamic context.

As mentioned before, we define ourselves not only in terms of what we are, but 

also what we are not. It is, for all practical purposes, a defense mechanism. Many 

published articles on writing centres offer a rhetorical or institutional “defense” of the
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writing centre. The very idea of a “defense” implies that we feel marginalized and/or 

threatened. Because of our limited space, resources, and elusive collective identity, 

writing centre personnel typically operate in a defensive mode, constantly backpedaling, 

qualifying and explaining exactly what it is we do. In doing so, we may sometimes 

construe ourselves more narrowly on paper than our practice would otherwise dictate.

Our philosophy, after all, provides only a purely theoretical argument. Writing 

centre philosophy, even when it is well intentioned, can be inflexible or orthodox. The 

idealized student-centered session exists in a vacuum, away from the day-to-day double 

binds experienced by tutors on the job, where directive tutoring and focus on form are not 

just acceptable, but often necessary. Perhaps, as Sunstein says, writing centres exist 

“between the lines,” (9) defined as much by an “absence of culture” (13) as they are by 

that which occurs in them.

In summary, the perception of who we are varies drastically from student to 

student, instructor to instructor, and institution to institution. In our continuous, often 

laborious efforts to carve out our own niche, to define ourselves, distinctively and wholly, 

we cannot ignore the contextual nature of writing. It is extraordinarily difficult to distill 

writing centre philosophy into a set of universally acceptable, all-encompassing ideals. 

While our common ground is undeniably important, we must acknowledge the fact that 

each centre is its own individual entity, “filled with mixed cultural patterns and human 

insights” (Sunstein 11). As Barnett says, “Because we all exist in highly specialized 

environments, I believe we need also to define ourselves vis-a-vis these environments” 

(123). It is all but impossible to extract the writing centre from its social and 

institutional context. The contextual nature of writing centre work ultimately
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necessitates not only that theory inform our practice, but also that practice inform our 

theory.
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APPENDIX A

Better Writers (Not Just Better Papers)

Students embrace college writing program

By Katherine Yungmee Kim 
August 2004

Norah Ashe-Mc Nalley’s writing students are scientists. Some are premed, some are 
dental hygienists and others are majoring in such fields as sports medicine, occupational 
therapy and public health. Her students are pursuing careers in health care and generally 
speaking, when they are asked to write for their classes, they are often turning in lab 
reports.

Ashe-Mc Nalley teaches Writing 340 — an upper-division writing requirement for all 
undergraduates at USC — and she leads the Health Sciences writing workshops. Her 340 
students are not only assigned to read and write about their scientific fields, they are 
invited to deeply consider and interpret some of its implications.

In her workshops, students read Dr. Atul Gawande’s essays from Complications: A 
Surgeon’s Notes on an Imperfect Science. They have been asked to analyze the Tuskegee 
study, in order to examine how such ethical transgressions in medicine could occur.

Dan Witcher, a senior majoring in biology, says that in high school he was taught to write 
essays that fell into a certain format. “Every paper turned out the same,” he laments.

But in 340, he found the emphasis was on “finding my own voice and style, and 
embracing that rather than trying to fit my paper into a preconceived mold.”

Ashe-Mc Nalley and her colleagues in the Writing Program are committed to making 
“better writers, not just better papers.” They offer reading material to broaden the young 
writers’ perspectives and interrogate the students to arrive at new ideas. Finally, they 
teach them proper grammar and form — tools for articulation and for learning how to be
their own editors.

Over 25 Years

The Writing Program at USC College was established as an independent unit in 1978, in 
response to a renewed interest in rhetoric and linguistics and a widespread cultural 
perception that writing needed to be taught at an undergraduate level.
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For nearly two decades, the Writing Program offered Composition 101 and 102 —  a 
mandatory, two-term freshman writing curriculum. But in 1997, as an integral part of 
the university’s reorganization of its undergraduate general education curriculum, the 
Writing Program split the year-long requirement into one freshman semester and another 
upper-division semester: Writing 140 and 340.

This curricular structure represented, at the time and even now, an innovative approach in 
terms of university-level writing instruction.

Writing 140 — “Writing and Critical Reasoning” — has three principal themes: process, 
critique and craft. Each class is capped at 17.

Each Writing 140 section is affiliated with a general education lecture course addressing 
particular social issues such as “The Holocaust,” “Environmental Issues in Society,” and 
‘Poverty and Welfare in America.” The lecture course, with its discussion section, 
provides students with the concepts, theories, and topical information that form the basis 
for the essay assignments in Writing 140.

Dividing the classes in this manner allows Writing 140 to focus more intensely upon their 
writing and writing process.

Writing Program Director John Holland notes that by the time students are juniors and 
seniors, they have matured as both writers and critical thinkers. They take their writing 
more seriously and they more deeply understand the importance of writing in terms of 
both their academic and professional careers.

Writing 340 — “Advanced Writing” — offers instruction in writing for various audiences 
on topics related to a student’s professional or disciplinary interests. The College offers 
five versions of Writing 340 — Arts and Humanities, Health Sciences, Natural Sciences, 
Pre-Law, and Social Sciences. There are 20 students in each class, taught by full-time 
faculty — all of whom have their doctorates.

Last year, student assessment of 340 ranked an outstanding 4.3 (on a five-point scale) and 
their evaluations of the faculty reached an unprecedented 4.7. “W e’re gratified to see that 
students have not only accepted the upper-division course,” says Holland, “but they have 
embraced it.”

More than evaluations, student accomplishment is the true litmus test for the success of 
the Writing Program. Genuine improvement can be charted in the quality of writing 
between the freshman and junior years.

It is also due to the quality of the thinker.

“Our goal,” the program states, “is to make better writers. There is no better way to do 
this than by demonstrating that writing is a process through which we arrive at a greater 
knowledge of ourselves.”
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS (tutors)

Take your tim e  in replying to  the questions. Try to  give detailed responses and 
explain your answers. W rite as much as you w ant; feel free to go o ff on tangents in 
order to  make a la rger point. Th ink and reflect upon your experiences. These are 
not m eant to  be restric tive  questions. There are no " r ig h t"  or "w rong " answers.
Use specific examples whenever possible.

1) W hat makes a good tu to r?  Is there  a guiding philosophy to what you do?

2) W hat is your role as a tu to r?  W hat should you do in a session? W hat shou ldn 't 
you do?

3) W hat are your goals and expectations from  a session?

4) Do students genera lly share these goals/expectations? What can you do if
the students have a d iffe ren t goal in mind? I f  possible, ta lk  about specific s ituations 
and how you reacted.

5) W hat are the p rio rities in a tu to ring  session (i.e. what is most im portan t, least 
im portant)?  Are issues always addressed in accordance w ith  this hierarchy? W hy or 
why not?

6) Have you ever fe lt your idea ls /tu to ring  philosophy compromised by a session? 
How? How did you react?

7) W hat sorts of s ituations do you find most d ifficu lt as a tutor? Describe specific 
problem atic students or sessions.

8) Are there  any unique or atyp ica l approaches you use in tutoring? W hat makes 
them  effective?

9) Have you, in your sessions, ever used instructional techniques or addressed issues 
in a way th a t m igh t contrad ict basic w riting  center philosophy? Explain. How often 
do such circumstances occur?

10) Do you ever feel pressure to  use tu to ring  methods tha t seem inappropria te  fo r 
the situation?

11) How do the follow ing affect your sessions and ideals as a tutor?
a) Ins titu tiona l setting
b) th e ty p es  of stu d en ts  you receive
c) ins tructo r/departm enta l perceptions of the  w riting  center

12) Do any of the  aforem entioned factors in question #10  affect you r a b ility  to 
m aintain collaborative focus and /o r a positive dynam ic w ith  your student?
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13) Do you feel th a t the philosophy o f your w riting  center accurately reflects your 
own feelings about w riting? I f  not, how does your personal philosophy differ? 
Explain.

14) Do you feel th a t your tra in ing  adequately prepared you fo r actual tu to ring  
sessions? Why or why not?

15) W hat advice would you have fo r a neophyte tu to r who is still "learn ing  the 
ropes"?

You're finished! Thanks for participating.
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APPENDIX C

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS (Writing Center Directors)

Take your time in replying to the questions. Try to give detailed responses and explain 
your answers. Write as much as you want; feel free to go off on tangents in order to 
make a larger point. Think and reflect upon your experiences. These are not meant to be 
restrictive questions. There are no “right” or “wrong” answers. Use specific examples 
whenever possible.

1) What do you feel the role of your writing center is?

2) Do other departments understand that role? Do students understand that role? If 
not, why not?

3) What is the mission statement/guiding philosophy at your writing center?

4) Where does that philosophy come from? How do students react to it?

5) What makes a good tutor? What should he/she do? What shouldn’t he/she do?

6) How are tutors trained at your writing center?

7) Do your trainees learn from watching videos of sessions? From role playing? 
Explain (if relevant).

8) Do you feel their training adequately prepares them to be an effective tutor? Why 
or why not?

9) Has a tutor in your writing center ever used unique or atypical methods of 
instruction? Have these methods ever contradicted basic writing center 
philosophy? How do you respond?

10) Is it ever appropriate for a tutor to use approaches that might contradict your 
center’s basic philosophy? If so, when and why?

11) How do you respond to situations in which a student expects or requests a service 
that your center does not provide?

12) How does your institutional setting affect your writing center?

13) What is the most difficult part of your job? What is the easiest?

14) What is the most important piece of advice you can give a neophyte tutor? 

You’re finished! Thanks for participating.
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APPENDIX D

SURVEY QUESTIONS

It will take approximately 5 minutes to complete this questionnaire.

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. There are no foreseeable risks associated with 
this project. However, if you feel uncomfortable answering any questions, you can withdraw from the 
survey at any point.

Your survey responses are strictly confidential, and data from this research will be reported only in the 
aggregate. Your information will be coded and will remain confidential. If you have questions at any time 
about the survey or the procedures, you may contact Philip Sloan at the email address specified below.

Thank you very much for your time and support. Please start with the survey now by clicking on the 
Continue button below.

1 .

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

Tutors should be facilitators rather than E  C  C  E  E
directors.

2 .

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

The student should determine the nature E E E  E E
of the session.

3.
Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

Grammar is an important issue to address in ^  ^  ^  ^
a tutorial session.

I sometimes address sentence-level 
mechanics first in a tutorial session.

Strongly Agree
Agree

c c
Neutral Disagree Strongly 

Disagree

E E C
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Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

The student and tutor usually have similar |f^  ^  ^
expectations from a session.

6 .

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

A tutor is student-centered in his/her C  E  C  Ej  G
instruction.

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

A successful session ends with a high r *  r *  r *  r *
grade for the student.

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

Most students are easy to work |T] G  G  G
with.

9 .

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

Means are as important as ends in a 
tutorial session.

10.

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

A successful session is defined by the student, G  G  G  G  G
who must find his/her own way to a deeper 
analysis.

1 1 .
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Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

My training adequately prepared me for the tutor- ^  r** F’J r ' j
student dynamic that occurs in a session.

1 2 .

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

Lj  Lj  Lj  L j

13.

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

There are times when I felt like my own tutoring E E E  E  E
philosophy was threatened by a session.

14 .

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

I would like to be able to proofread E E E E E
assignments.

15 .

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

In some situations, it is necessary to be ^  ^  ^
directive with a student.

16.
Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

I try to avoid explicitly telling a student E  E  E E  E
what to do.

17 .

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

The best tutor is one who can adapt to E  ^
any situation.
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18,
Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree 
Agree

A tutor should not write on a student's ^  ^
paper.

19 ,

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree 
Agree

I sometimes model sentences as examples ^  | [ ]  C
for the student.

20 .

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree 
Agree

I can become frustrated with my student's E  E  E  E
inability to answer my questions.

2 1 .

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree 
Agree

In a tutorial session, I am acting as a peer r ’1 P ” r " 1 F”
to my tutees.

22 .

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree 
Agree

It can conceivably be appropriate to edit a ^  ^
student's paper.

23 .

I sometimes get defensive when asked to 
proofread something.

Strongly Agree
Agree

c c
Neutral Disagree

24 .

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree
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Strongly
Disagree

c

Strongly
Disagree

E

Strongly
Disagree

□

Strongly
Disagree

c

Strongly
Disagree

□

Strongly
Disagree

E

Strongly
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It can be useful to take an authoritarian 
stance with a student.

Agree

c c c e
Disagree

c

25 .

The most crucial aspect of a tutorial session 
may be grammatical instruction.

Strongly Agree
Agree

E E

Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree

E E E

26 .

It is better that writing be "discovered" by a 
student than for writing to be explicitly taught.

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

C C E C C

27 .

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

It is important that all sentences in a paper be ^  ^  ^  ^
grammatically correct.

28 .

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

If learners are allowed to make errors, these E E E  E  E
will be more difficult to correct later.

29 .

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

Students are often reticent to ask E E E  E  E
questions.

30 .

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

I am comfortable making grammar a E E E  E  E
priority in a session.
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3 1 .

Strongly Agree 
Agree

Students often want to address grammar ^  ^
issues first.

Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Disagree

32.

It is of paramount importance for tutors to 
facilitate learning at the student's point of need.

Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

c c c c c

33.
Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

There are sessions where all I tend to look at is ^
sentence-level mechanics and word choice.

34.
Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

The instructional philosophy espoused by my writing g^ g^ g^ g*̂
center is appropriate and relevant to my actual 
experiences as a tutor.

35.
Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly 
Agree Disagree

do most of the talking in a typical C  EJ E  C  Ej
session.

Please contact penoose39@aol.com if you have any questions regarding this survey.
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APPENDIX E

OLD INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

1) W hat makes a good tu to r?  Is there a guiding philosophy to  w hat you do?

2) W hat is your role as a tu to r?  W hat should you do in a session? W hat shouldn 't 
you do?

3) W hat are your goals and expectations from  a session?

4) Do students always share these goals/expectations? W hat can you do if
the students have a d iffe ren t goal in mind? I f  possible, ta lk  about specific situations 
and how you reacted.

5) W hat are the p rio rities in a tu to ring  session? Are issues always addressed in 
accordance w ith  th is  hierarchy? Why or why not?

6) Have you ever fe lt your idea ls /tu to ring  philosophy compromised by a session? 
How? How did you react?

7) Have you, in your sessions, ever used instructional techniques or addressed issues 
in a way th a t m ight contrad ict basic w riting  center philosophy? Explain. How often 
do such circumstances occur?

8) How does the institu tiona l setting (situated a t WSU) a ffect your sessions and 
ideals as a tutor? I f  possible, address issues o f open adm issions (ISP/CLL, etc), the 
types o f students we receive, o r specific ins tructo r/departm enta l perceptions o f the 
w riting  center.

9) Is it possible to m ainta in  a collaborative discourse working w ith in  the constra ints 
imposed by the institu tion  (pa rticu la rly  those discussed in question #8)?
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