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Abstract

Academic writing centres, like the Academic Writing Centre (AWC), depend on a pre-
service training program to prepare new tutors to teach academic writing alongside other more
experienced tutors. This ethnographic study explores the effectiveness of the current pre-service
training program employed by the AWC. Drawing on Engestrom’s (1987) cultural-historical
activity theory, Schon’s (1983) “reflective practitioner” theory, Lave and Wenger’s (1991)
“situated learning” theory, and rhetorical genre theory to build an analytical framework, this
study considers how the AWC'’s cultural-historical context influences its practices, how senior
tutors define current pre-service training practices, and how junior tutors are socialized into the
AWC. Over a six-month period, three kinds of data were collected and analyzed recursively
(Charmaz, 2006): interviews with five tutors and three coordinators (present and former),
observations recorded in detailed field notes, and various documents from the AWC. Findings
from the study suggest that the training provided to junior tutors, shaped by a complex web of

inside and outside influences, is effective in preparing the tutors to work with student writers.



Dedicated to the memory of:

Erin Vance
(1986 — 2012)

Tom De Kemp
(1934 -2011)

Agnes Nemeskeri

(1952 - 2012)

iii



Acknowledgements

First and foremost, I would like to acknowledge my co-supervisors: Graham Smart and
Guillaume Gentil. When all is said and done, I know that a year is not a long period of time but
it’s quite the experience when you’re living it day-to-day. Throughout the last year, you two
have mentored and supported me — I’m greatly indebted for everything you’ve done! Put plainly,
this ship would rever have sailed without both of you in my corner.

I am also greatly indebted to all of the anonymous participants who volunteered for this study.
Our conversations provided insight into our experiences in the “AWC.”

Kate Cassidy, if anyone deserves recognition, it’s you! You’ve heard this story over and over as
it unfolded and supported me throughout the highs and lows, even when I was a broken record
endlessly repeating the story. I could never thank you enough for your unflinching love, support,
and encouragement!

My family: Joanne (Mom), Andrew (Dad), Megan (sister), James (brother), Ben (brother),
Rachel (step-mom), the Falconers, Doyles, and De Kemps. I’d also like to acknowledge Nancy
Roby Cassidy, Rob Cassidy, and all of my friends. Thank you all for the ongoing curiosity and
support.

Thank you to both Kate Cassidy and Megan Falconer for editing in the final week!

My friends in ALDS: Chloe Grace Fogarty-Bourget, Stephani Currie, Sara Potkonjak, Hannah
Luke, Meghan Steenhoek, Maggie Addison, Renee Fontenelle, Don Myles, Clara John Gulli,
Christen Rachul, Janet Hempstead, Dalton Derkson, Craig St. Jean, Melissa McLeod, Sarah
Lynch, Jentje Smith, Ron Shutler, Diane Fraser, and Alizon Thuot. I am truly honoured to have
met and worked all of you.

From the SLaL.S community, I thank: Natasha Artemeva, Mike Barker, Erin Bidlake, Aviva
Freedman, Jen Gilbert, Joan Grant, Jaffer Sheyholislami, Judy Senecal, Phil Sloan, and Devon
Woods. Each of you either helped develop ideas presented in this thesis or helped me behind the
scenes with showing me some of Carleton’s resources.

I would also like to acknowledge Andrew Johnston (from Carleton's History Department) for
inspiring me to further pursue an education, Samantha Shortt and Kelly Dumas for supporting
this project, Margaret Procter for being on the examination committee, “Champ,” everyone who
has worked in the “AWC” from September 2011 to December 2012, Carleton’s School of
Canadian Studies (where I minored during my BA), and, of course, Mike’s Place (AKA “The
Office”).

v



Notations

... — indicates missing text in quotations
[ ] - indicates change in wording in quotations
(participant/data type, date) — indicates participants quotation used, data type varies:
e T# — indicates tutor quoted
e C# — indicates coordinator quoted
e [# - indicates interview with participant
e FN —indicates field note
e PC - indicates personal communication

Tutor and coordinator numbers used in quotation reference (all participants have pseudonyms):

e TI1 - Stacey
e T2 -Megan
e T3-Gina

e T4-Alan

e T5-Ryan

e (1 -Martha
e (C2-Elaine

e (3 - Alicia



Abbreviations
AMR - Active Member Researcher
AWC — Academic Writing Centre
BAK - Beliefs, assumptions, and knowledge (of teaching)
CHAT - Cultural-Historical Activity Theory
ESL - English as a Second Language
ESP — English for Specific Purposes
HOC - Higher-Order Concerns
LOC - Lower-Order Concerns
LPP - Legitimate Peripheral Participation
LWS — Language and Writing Studies
RGS - Rhetorical Genre Studies

SS — Student Services
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Chapter 1 — Introducing the Study

A university academic writing centre provides support for students who seek help in
developing as writers. The students drop in to talk about a particular writing assignment with a
trained tutor who has experience with different types of student papers. In a mid-sized Canadian
University’s Academic Writing Centre (AWC), tutors are trained to help students by employing
a pedagogy used in many North American writing centres — a pedagogy well characterized by
North’s (1984) idea of placing the emphasis on developing better writers, rather than on “fixing
up” texts. This approach encourages tutors to help students by teaching them strategies for
writing and by focusing on the content and structure, or higher-order concerns (HOC), of the
student’s paper, rather than over-emphasizing grammar and spelling, or lower-order concerns
(LOC).

New tutors in academic writing centres generally undergo an initial orientation that
introduces the key ideas of the pedagogy used in their new workplace (Jacob, 1983; Kiedaisch &
Dinitz, 2007; Posey, 1986; Thompson, 1994). Tutor training typically happens in a top-down
manner with the director of the writing centre leading the training. In many writing centres, this
approach makes the most sense because the director is typically the longest serving member of
the writing centre, given that tutors are usually students who work as a tutor only for a single
academic year, or maybe two. The initial orientations that directors lead tend to be a one-off
occasion dedicated to helping new tutors learn how to work with students. However, contrary to
this type of one-off presentation, it can be argued that tutor training is best regarded as an
ongoing process, with tutors learning progressively through their own experiences working with
students (Bell, 2001). Accordingly, two questions arise: what might be gained by giving a

writing centre’s senior tutors a central role in training junior tutors? And how might new tutors
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apply and adapt the pre-service training received in their initial orientation as they learn through
the hands-on experience of working with student writers?

In keeping with North’s (1984) approach, during the AWC’s pre-service training, senior
tutors encourage junior tutors to treat each student as a peer, using conversation and
collaboration to assist the student develop as a writer (Bruffee, 1984). Writing is viewed as a
recursive process whereby a student will brainstorm and develop their ideas in a non-linear
manner, with tutors expected to help the student at different stages in the writing process
(Freedman, 1984; Tutor Training Manual, 2011). While many Canadian university academic
writing centres have professional tutors (e.g., University of Toronto, University of British
Columbia, and Queen’s University), the AWC’s tutors are typically graduate students in
Language and Writing Studies who work in the AWC as teaching assistants. Since AWC tutors
do not generally have the understanding of writing being a recursive process when they begin
tutoring, the training they receive is a key factor in the success of the AWC. Assuming that the
training tutors receive is a key factor in the success of all university academic writing centres,
one would think that the training of new tutors would be a widely discussed topic in the
literature.

To date, research on tutor training has focused on empirical examinations of how best to
prepare new tutors to assist with academic writing. Vandenberg (1999) questioned the
effectiveness of a general orientation, which is a common approach employed by writing centres
across North America. He argued that training should be ongoing through periodic in-service
sessions held throughout the term. Based on this understanding, Dinitz and Kiedaisch (2003)

have suggested that the preparation of new tutors should address their own individual prier
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experiences as much as possible. Such an approach might introduce different theoretical
perspectives informing the teaching of academic writing, such as Rhetorical Genre Studies and
English for Specific Purposes. Training programs in other writing centres have attempted to
build on this understanding that new tutors come to their work with different backgrounds by
introducing tutors to practical issues of tutoring and by providing ongoing support to tutors as
they learn the job (Bell, 2001; Gilwicz & Thonus, 2003; Myers, 2003).

Associated with these concerns of tutor training is the issue of how writing centres should
approach their work of assisting student writers. The initial orientation for new tutors typically
introduces them to the pedagogy employed by the writing centre in which they work. Sloan
(2007) identified tensions between North’s (1984) influential idea of a writing centre as HOC-
oriented and the practical experiences of tutors assisting students in the writing centre. An
example of these tensions includes assisting English as a Second Language or multilingual
student writers, who tend to have LOC and have been seen as excluded from the general
adoption of a HOC-oriented focus in writing centres (Blau, Hall, & Sparks, 2002; Cumming &
So, 1996; Myers, 2003). Thonus (2004) found that experienced tutors often assist students in
ways that run counter to the writing centre’s stated pedagogical approach, principles to which
they had been introduced in their pre-service training. Surprisingly, though, no attention has been
given to the senior tutors’ influence on the writing centres’ training program, which introduces
its pedagogy to incoming tutors.

In writing centres, senior tutors are the ones who best understand the implications of the
training they themselves received, because their practice may have confirmed or challenged the

assumptions underlying this training. Thonus (2001) has called for senior tutors in writing
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centres to engage in theory-building related to their work. This would allow writing centres to
develop, and share with others in the field, a pedagogy based on the experiences of tutors, who
are on the front lines working with student writers every day. Would it not make sense for the
field to encourage senior tutors to contribute new theoretical understandings derived from what
they have learned from their own experiences working with students? Would it not make for a
more effective training program if senior tutors were to draw on their experiential knowledge and
play a central role in preparing junior tutors to assist student writers? To date such questions,
while obviously relevant to the ongoing success of academic writing centres, have not been

addressed by researchers. This thesis takes up the challenge of initiating such an inquiry.

The Research Questions

In order to explore the effectiveness of the approaches employed in training new tutors
and the potential role that experienced tutors might play in the preparation of new tutors, this
thesis addresses four research questions related to the way in which the University’s AWC — as
one example — prepares its junior tutors to teach academic writing:

e How effective is the AWC in preparing its new tutors to teach academic writing?

e To what extent do influences both inside the AWC and outside the AWC shape its
current approach to training new tutors?

¢ How do these same influences shape junior tutors’ learning?

¢ In what ways do the senior tutors contribute to this training? How do institutionalized
practices within the AWC shape these contributions?

o In what ways do the junior tutors learn to tutor? How do institutionalized practices within

the AWC shape their learning?
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Based on the findings of this study, I will be arguing that the training that the AWC provides its
junior tutors adequately prepares them to assist students with their academic writing. Through a
wide range of contributions — from senior tutors within the AWC, from professors with a
theoretical background in teaching writing, and, for those tutors enrolled in Language and
Writing Studies, from courses taken as students — junior tutors are socialized into their role both
through a carefully designed pre-service training program and through follow-up institutional
support within the AWC. Further, I will argue that the effectiveness of the pre-service training
received by junior tutors is crucially dependent on the prior learning of senior tutors, who draw

upon and contribute their own varied collective experiences in tutoring student writers.

An Overview of the Thesis

The present study is an attempt to offer the perspective of an experienced tutor through
an ethnographic account of one writing centre’s — the AWC — approach to tutor training. As is
discussed in detail below, data presented throughout the discussion was collected over sixteen
months between 2011 and 2012 — six of which were focused on daily field notes and interviews
— with the intent of revealing the culture behind the AWC’s approach to training its tutors. Based
on my own experiences and interpretive research, I present an account organized thematically
around different roles in the AWC as they relate to tutor training.

The first half of the thesis progresses in the following manner: Chapter 2 situates the
present study in relevant literature related to writing centres and the training of tutors; Chapter 3
introduces the theoretical framework which informs the study and is used to analyze the data
collected for the study; Chapter 4 describes the methods employed in this ethnographic study,

with a discussion of the participants, the research site, the modified grounded theory approach
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(Charmaz, 2006) used to collect and analyze data, and the limitations of the study. Next, the
findings are presented in four parts: Chapter 5 introduces the culture of the AWC, discussing
ways in which historical developments in the pedagogy used in the AWC over the years
influence current tutor training practices; Chapter 6 discusses the role that senior tutors’
“reflections-in-practice” (Schon, 1983) play in shaping their personal understanding of tutoring
as each tutor thought back on their experiences between September 2011 and summer of 2012;
Chapter 7 discusses how the AWC went about designing and preparing the pre-service training
during the summer of 2012 and explores what, exactly, the training introduced to the junior
tutors; and Chapter 8 discusses the junior tutors’ socialization and their internalization of the
AWC philosophy and practices during the fall term of 2012. Chapter 9 summarizes and discusses
the major findings of the thesis by contextualizing them in the relevant literature discussed in
Chapter 2. Finally, Chapter 10 concludes this study by reviewing the main argument and
suggests the contribution of this research to the AWC specifically and, more generally, to other

academic writing centres and the literature on writing centres.
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Chapter 2 — Contextualizing the Study
In this chapter, I position the present study on tutor training in the literature relating to
writing centres and Writing Studies. I do this by discussing writing centre theory as well as two
conceptions about how to teach writing, namely the view of Rhetorical Genre Studies (RGS) and
that of English for Specific Purposes (ESP). I then locate the study within the literature that treats
writing centre work and tutor training as a professional practice. In particular, I discuss research
about issues in the current dominant sociocultural pedagogy for training new tutors, such as the

need to train new tutors to help multilingual writers.

Sociocultural Writing Centre Pedagogy

In this section, I introduce the current central elements of North American writing centre
pedagogy as it relates to issues of tutoring and tutor training. I present theoretical influences on
this pedagogy by exploring how writing centres envision tutoring students. I then address how
different theories inform writing centre pedagogy by discussing two different conceptualizations

of teaching academic writing — those of RGS and ESP.

Tutoring students in the writing centre

The current pedagogy of the Academic Writing Centre (AWC) is very much linked with
traditional pedagogical concerns of the North American writing centre culture. Sloan (2007)
identified the commonalities that most North American writing centres share by conducting a
large-scale, multi-method study addressing the central philosophic positioning of various writing
centres. He used both interviews and questionnaires to identify how tutors and coordinators in

various locations view the role of the writing centre. Sloan’s findings suggest that North (1984)
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and Bruffee (1984) have been extremely influential in setting the philosophy of various writing
centres. His findings further suggest that there are often tensions or contradictions between
North’s ideals and practices in the writing centre.

North (1984) viewed writing centres as functioning based on the idea that they serve to
make better writers and not better texts. The purpose of a writing centre is to help writers
develop their own skills as writers as opposed to a common misconception of writing centres
being an editing service. For North (1984), writing centres should not serve as a “grammar and
drill centre, the fix it shop, the first aid station” (p. 437). Instead, he suggests that “our job is to
produce better writers, not better writing” (p. 438). North further views a writing centre as
student-centered and writing-process oriented.

Developed during the 1970s and 1980s, the writing process movement influenced writing
centre pedagogy by bringing the understanding that writing is more than an act of simple
mechanics (Emig, 1971). There have been different models of the writing process, including
cognitive and social models. The cognitive approach saw the writing process as essentially a
self-directed process whereby writers started working out their ideas and proceeded through their
own process of writing. Writing became conceptualized as a recursive process whereby an author
may move back and forth between thinking, writing, and editing (Elbow, 1973; Flower & Hayes,
1981). Advocates of the social model claimed that writing is influenced by the social world.
Britton (1982) claimed that the language that an individual uses reflects their sense of reality and,
ultimately, their identity.

Building on the social view of the writing process, Bruffee (1984) believed that tutors are

peers to the student writers who help students explore their own thoughts through conversation
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becau;e writing and speech are grounded in a social context. Peer tutoring creates a social
context where collaborative learning can occur because a student learns from the tutor about
writing skills and strategies while the tutor learns from the student how to approach tutoring in
different situations (Bruffee, 1993).Through the use of conversation, tutorials function to develop
students’ sense of what academic writing is and their strategies to write effectively. By being
encouraged to conceptualize their roles as peers to the student, it is believed that tutors will help
students develop a sense of autonomy as writers (Bruffee, 1984, 1993).

North (1984) further proposes that higher-order concerns (HOC) should be addressed
before lower-order concerns (LOC). HOC relate to rhetorical and content issues in a text, such as
the structure of an essay, the consistency of a thesis statement, and clarity of ideas; LOC relate to
sentence-level issues, such as grammar and spelling. While North views writing centres as
serving the particular needs of individual writers, he also believes that HOC should be given
priority over LOC. A more or less explicit assumption in North’s (1984) manifesto about the
“new writing centre” pedagogy is that LOC should be disregarded altogether whether or not the
student needs assistance with this.

In an essay that revisited his vision of a writing centre ten years later, North (1994)
suggested that he had been romanticizing the role of the writing centre while attempting to
project a favourable image of a writing centre to a wider audience. He acknowledges the impact
of his previous work in setting a model regarding how writing centres should function and in
“mythologizing” writing centre pedagogy. In an effort to dispel the mythology he may have
unwillingly created, North (1994) proposes to reflect on how his experiences as a writing centre

director shaped his understanding of writing centre pedagogy. Specifically, North (1994)
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suggests that a writer’s identity has a much more significant role to play than previously
proposed. He continues to conceptualize a tutorial to be student-centered but acknowledges that
different student writers may need different types of help.

While Vygotsky (1998a/b) never spoke explicitly about writing centres, his work has
been fundamental in the shaping of writing centre pedagogy. Vygotsky (1998b) held that an
individual’s development is observable over time, through self-reflection, or by the prompting of
someone else, as they transition from one skill level to another. Transitions — development —
occur when an individual encounters a situation that challenges their self-perceived ability to
perform a task, such as acquiring written language. For example, as a writer encounters a
challenge to their perceived sense of how to write, they become situated in a context that shifts
their understanding of writing and, ultimately, may mark a new stage in their development as
writers. In other words, individuals’ develop by interacting either directly or indirectly within a
situation that may destabilize their prior knowledge of writing.

Throughout the transitioning phase, a person may experience a shift in their
understanding based on new experiences that they have. These experiences may cause a change
in their level of development. Vygotsky (1998b) saw that social situations interact with the prior
knowledge of an individual to construct an ever-newer sense of self based on the environment
around them (p. 197-199). Essential to this is the idea that the environment that a child interacts
with influences their perceptions of reality and, in turn, their sense of self. For Vygotsky, human
beings develop as they work in what he calls “zones of proximal development” (ZPD). Within a
ZPD, Vygotsky claims that

aided by imitation, [an individual] can always do more in the intellectual sphere than he
is capable of doing independently. At the same time, we see that his capability for
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intellectual imitation is not limitless, but changes absolutely regularly corresponding to
the course of his mental development so that at each age level, there is for the
[individual] a specific zone of intellectual imitation connected with the actual level of
development (Vygotsky, 1998b, p. 201-202).

By imitating what others do, we learn and develop a deeper understanding. Vygotsky’s concept
of a ZPD accounts for how an individual’s cognitive development occurs naturally within a
social environment.

For example, if a history student visits a tutor in the writing centre, the discussion they
may have in reference to the student’s writing may cause that student to see how a more
experienced writer approaches the same writing assignment through the questions a tutor asks.
Based on this, the student may develop a deeper understanding of how to write a history essay.
In this ZPD, there may be complementary knowledge bases in that a tutor may bring their
writing expertise to the conversation and the student may know about their discipline. As a
student gains more experience, they enter a new ZPD that helps them further develop their
intellectual abilities. It can be assumed that peer tutors have some familiarity with ways of
decoding academic genres, and with linguistics and format conventions of academic writing. The
tutors’ knowledge of the writing process may also benefit the students’ potential to develop their
writing skills. Resulting from this encounter is the potential for a less experienced writer to
develop their understanding of writing an academic essay for a history course.

Within a ZPD, Vygotsky (1998a) held that there is a connection between how children
learn to write and how they learn to read. Written language is seen here as a way for an
individual to read an idea and learn through that interaction as well as a way for the same
individual to communicate an idea for another person to read. The cultural development of a

writer is dependent on their ability to learn a particular form of written language, such as a
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history essay. Vygotsky saw that formal teaching of mechanical aspects of writing was not
beneficial to a child learning to write. Instead, children learn to write organically and
progressively through a process where “there is as much involution as there is evolution”
(Vygotsky, 1998a, p.132). Understanding written language is an essential stage in the cultural
development of an individual that is dependent on their previous development. In order to
become participating members of a (literate) society, children must learn how to use a particular
form of writing to communicate precise kinds of meaning for a specific situation. Learning
written language is a process that Vygotsky describes as a child (or adult) attempts to
communicate their ideas through written symbols.

In the context of a writing centre, this means that, when placed in a ZPD with a more
experienced writer, a novice may learn how to better their own understanding of how written
language functions. Over time, the novice writer will learn what works and begin to develop a
better ability to write. Students may be able to speed up the development of their writing abilities
by working in a cooperative and collaborative manner. For writing centres, this means that a
student’s writing skills develop through their interactions with a tutor, who responds to that
student’s particular writing needs. An individual understands what is relevant at a particular time
in their development because it is through their own experience with writing that learning
happens.

In keeping with Vygotsky’s (1998a) argument that formal instruction in mechanical
features of the written language is not as useful as learning in a ZPD, the use of a non-directive
approach in a writing centre is common. Writing centres encourage students to develop their own

understanding of how to represent their thoughts in an effective manner in keeping with the
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belief that adopting a directive approach — interfering — in this process of creativity might limit
and potentially harm their ability to effectively represent an idea. In other words, writing centre
pedagogy has been influenced by Vygotsky’s theory of a ZPD by emphasizing a non-directive
approach that builds on the implicit socialization as a writer works towards completing a writing
task. Writing centres should assist writers by encouraging their development and helping writers
access their tacit understanding of the written language.

In addition to influencing writing centre pedagogy, Vygotsky (1998a/b) has also been
used by many researchers to explain trends they observe in tutor-student interactions (Anton,
1999; Cumming & So, 1996; Ewert, 2009; Thompson, 2009; Weissberg, 2006, Williams, 2004).
Vygotsky’s ZPD is a part of the current writing centre pedagogy since it is implied in North’s
(1984) idea of building better writers and not better texts. Essentially, the use of a ZPD in a
writing centre highlights the difference between what a student can do independently and what
they can do with the assistance of an experienced tutor. Vygotsky held that human actions are
mediated by technical and psychological tools, like language or a text. As students interact with a
tool, they begin to master it and ultimately transfer that knowledge from basic mechanical
functions into higher mental functions. Working within a ZPD gives students an opportunity to
be guided by an expert who can adjust the difficulty of the task as learners gain a sense of self-

regulation (Williams, 2004).

Teaching and learning academic writing
In Writing Studies, there is an ongoing debate regarding the question of how written
literacy is acquired and, for teachers, how best to approach teaching academic writing. The

positions of writing specialists in this debate depend in part on the schools of thought to which





































































































































































































































































































































































































































































