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The Reality and the Ideal Functions of Writing Centers 

 There are many ideas about writing center ethics and practices, with different 

perspectives on the best approach to any given session and the ultimate goal of the writing 

center. What the writing center strives to do has greatly evolved since its conception as a place 

for students to work on grammar. Writing centers today are generally perceived not as “fix it 

shops” but as places where students can improve their writing process and learn how to be a 

better writer. However, there’s still much work to do in order for writing centers to be truly 

ethical, including working with the institution at large to broaden the definition of acceptable 

writing. Writers from traditionally academically unrepresented race and/or class backgrounds are 

often forced to assimilate their writing in order to succeed: “writing centers are still by and large 

perceived as places where students are prepared to participate in the mainstream” (Grimm 525). 

If these students were allowed to write in ways that included their literacy origins, it’s very 

possible they would be able to contribute unique and interesting writing to the academy’s system 

without sacrificing their community ties. However, it is my belief that this is the work of the 

writing center at large and not individual tutors in their individual sessions. Tutoring should 

happen with the intention of helping each tutee achieve their individual goals, even if that 

involves participating in the problematic system of norms. The work of challenging the status 

quo should be mainly delegated to upper level writing center staff. 

Understanding the need for diversifying what the academy deems acceptable can be 

understood through the lens of literacy acquisition. Literacy is social; the types of literacy one 

acquires and the degree to which one acquires it depend on past experiences with particular kinds 

of expression. The family and community one is raised in can greatly influence this degree and 

kind of acquisition. Deborah Brandt, in her article “Accumulating Literacy: Writing and 
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Learning to Write in the Twentieth Century,” discusses how literacies build on one another, 

exemplified in the literacy experiences of her two interviewees. One, Charles Randolph, was the 

son of an African-American preacher in Tennessee: “In accounting for his success as an essay 

writer, Charles Randolph mentioned vague recollections of grade-school lessons on essay 

structure and topic sentences. But he was ‘confident’ that his father’s sermons served as a model 

for his own writing” (Brandt 661). Randolph wouldn’t have been able to write successful essays 

without his school-taught foundations, yet his exposure to his father’s style of preaching also 

heavily influenced his writing style.  

His unique style of writing, somewhat informed by an academic setting and somewhat 

informed by a much more emotional and colorful environment, combined in a way that he 

describes as unconventional. Randolph says of writing as an affirmative action administrator, 

“‘The interplay between what I wanted to write and the way I wanted to write it and what they 

wanted me to write was pretty hard. I remember a couple of times having the writing reviewed 

and having been told they didn't particularly like it—which also frustrated me because I didn't 

particularly like the way they wrote’” (Brandt 663), though Brandt says he “learned how to 

compromise, earning his doctorate and serving for several more years as an educational 

administrator” (663). In an ideal institution, one that embraced a wider variety of writing styles, 

Randolph would not have needed to compromise to earn his doctorate. If literacy is influenced 

by a variety of factors, such as the home or the community, writers who grew up in homes that 

didn’t emphasize the academic institution’s values may have a much more difficult time learning 

the academic standards. Yet hat background would create a unique writing style if the academy’s 

values allowed for it, as it did for Charles Randolph.  
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If each person’s unique writing style may have influences from their upbringing, writing 

centers should be doing the work of broadening the academy’s definition of acceptable. The 

writing center first and foremost serves students. At the most basic and visible level in the 

tutorial, the writing center’s “object is to make sure that writers, and not necessarily their texts, 

are what get changed by instruction” (North 69), and the original intent of the writing center, 

misguided though its practices may have been, was to help students succeed in academia. Nancy 

Grimm, in her article “Rearticulating the Work of the Writing Center,” cites one theorist, Wlad 

Godzich, who “speculates that…mainstreaming students into traditional study of literacy was 

perceived as the ultimate goal of writing programs” (524). The methods may have changed since 

then, but that basic goal, to help students succeed, has remained constant. Ideally, the writing 

center on the whole would be helping writers by pushing back against the academy’s 

exclusionary values and expectations. On the larger scale, however, the writing center’s 

institutional function is to reinforce the strength of the academy’s values.  

Generally speaking, helping students succeed involves teaching them the norms of 

academic writing and giving them the tools to assimilate, despite assimilation’s problematic 

nature. According to Grimm, “Writing centers are supposed to deal with heterogeneity…and 

writing centers are expected to master and control this heterogeneity rather than interpret it” 

(524). The institution expects writers and papers that have gone to the writing center to come out 

more assimilated to the academy’s style of writing and thinking, as do teachers. Grimm says that, 

“writing centers are triangulated into the relationship between teachers and students for the 

purpose of managing cultural anxiety about literacy” (527). Teachers come to represent the 

academy for students outside the status quo and that society and the academy expect the writing 

center to intervene in this relationship to what they see as the mutual benefit of both the teacher 
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and the student. The current state of writing center in relation to the institution is one that very 

much benefits the academy’s values by reinforcing them to minority students who fall outside 

the status quo. 

 Working against the institution’s homogeneity is essential for the ethicality of the writing 

center’s place in the system. There are several ideas as to how this could be accomplished. 

Grimm suggests that upper level writing center staff instigate change using “the network of 

relationships we build—or fail to build—in our workplaces” (526), detailing that this would 

involve “[giving] up the protection of old beliefs, [understanding] history, [focusing] change on 

the self, and [sharing] more” (528). Frankie Condon in “Writing Centers and the Work of Anti-

Racism” calls for something similar, with specific regard to race: “Multi-racial collaborative 

work and coalitions of allies across institutional boundaries can do much to mitigate the effects 

external resistance to structural changes within the writing center” (29-30).  

However, it may be unfair to expect individual tutors and tutees to carry out a widespread 

anti-establishment movement. Most tutees who come to the writing center want to get good 

grades and get through college, and many of those tutees want that degree to enable them have a 

better paying job than they might have had otherwise: “Their thinking represents less of a 

concern for intellectual development or personal satisfaction and more of a drive for vocational 

training that will ensure a stable income” (Denny 65). Who are tutors to deny students that 

chance by encouraging that they revolt against the system? Condon agrees that widespread 

change should start at the structural, upper levels of the writing center, stating “organizational 

learning and leadership required of us in implementing anti-racist structural change builds lines 

of public responsibility and accountability. Such a starting point moves us explicitly beyond the 

stuckness of good intentions” (31-32). Individual tutors in tutoring sessions can employ certain 
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strategies to avoid reinforcing the academy’s exclusionary values, including informing the 

student that good writing doesn’t have to mean academically acceptable writing. Still, tutors in 

individual sessions can encourage uniqueness, too. Complimenting a line with a touch of the 

writer’s humor or asking curious questions about the writer’s choice of vocabulary may 

encourage confidence in the tutee’s writing and gently push back against the status quo. 

However, the tutor should still be careful; if the tutee’s goal is to assimilate, the tutor would be 

out of line to encourage anything too unconventional when the assignment calls for 

conventionality. In the end, the goals of the tutee—specifically, whether or not they want to 

assimilate—should direct the approach a tutor takes to the session.  

 Aiding students in their goals, even if that means assimilating and participating in the 

academy’s problematic status quo, is best done through collaborative tutoring. Collaborative 

tutoring can come in many different forms. To me, collaboration in tutoring involves the tutor 

and tutee being on somewhat equal ground, with the tutor acting more like a peer than a teacher 

in that they listen to the writer and work with the writer to contextualize or create knowledge 

together. This involves asking questions, using materials other than the writer’s text to access 

knowledge rather than imparting knowledge onto the writer, and the tutor being honest about 

what they see in the paper in regards to issues or connections to be made. This implies being 

accomodationist with ESL writers, and also occasionally involves employing techniques from 

minimalist or directive strategies. Muriel Harris, in “Collaboration is Not Collaboration is Not 

Collaboration,” defines collaborative tutoring as “a collaborative effort in which the tutor listens, 

questions, and sometimes offers informed advice about all aspects of the student’s writing in 

order to help the writer become a better writer” (Harris 274), which is consistent with the writing 

center’s purpose on the individual level—the best way to help the student. While they were 
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discussing ESL writers specifically, I also believe Matsuda and Cox’s description of 

accommodationist tutoring is applicable to writing center practices and goals. They define 

accomodationist tutoring as tutoring with the goal of “helping the writer learn new discourse 

patterns without completely losing the old so that the writer can maintain both his L1 and L2 

linguistic and cultural identities” (Matsuda and Cox 45). Being ready to help students conform or 

not conform is the ideal for a tutor.  

 In several sessions, I’ve employed collaborative tutoring methods. In one session with an 

ESL student, I used Dictionary.com to show them a good resource for accessing their course 

material when the language barrier was interfering with their understanding. With a variety of 

students who asked for help citing their sources, I turned to the Purdue Owl and guided them to 

the section discussing their concern. These strategies kept me in the position of peer, creating a 

space of two peers accessing knowledge rather than the tutor imparting knowledge onto the 

student. I also do my best to only ask questions I don’t have the answer to and explicitly explain 

any thoughts I have about the paper, always ending with some variation of “Does that make 

sense?” or “Do you like that idea?”, so that the tutee and I are authentically bouncing ideas off of 

each other and the tutee maintains control over the writing. I try to preface explanations of 

academic norms with “Generally, it’s done like this” instead of “Do this.” While I could often do 

a better job of explaining that the tutee has complete control over the direction of their writing, I 

try to leave the avenue of resistance open and avoid, as much as I can, the role of a stand-in 

teacher. This practice, I hope, works toward establishing the writing center as outside of the 

status quo, if only in small ways that aid larger-scale efforts. 

 Writing centers have great potential as places of establishment resistance; their frequent 

interactions with writers who fall outside of what’s expected by the academy put the center at 
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large in a good position to advocate for difference, for expanding the definition of acceptable. 

Writing center upper-level staff should be leveraging their status in the academy to work toward 

changing the institution’s norms. Meanwhile, tutors should continue to help students achieve 

their goals, even if their goals are to operate more efficiently in the problematic system. 

Maintaining these contradictory ideologies, at least for the foreseeable future, will hopefully 

work toward more ethical writing centers.  

 

Works Cited 

Brandt, Deborah. “Accumulating Literacy: Writing and Learning to Write in the Twentieth  

Century.” College English, Vol. 57, No. 6, pp. 649-668. National Council of Teachers of  

English, Oct. 1995. http://www.jstor.org/stable/378570. 

Condon, Frankie. “Writing Centers and the Work of Anti-Racism.” The Writing Center Journal,  

Vol. 27, No. 2, pp. 19-38. The Writing Center Journal, 2007.  

http://www.jstor.org/stable/43442270. 

Cox, Michelle and Paul Kei Matsuda. “Reading an ESL Writer’s Text.” ESL Writers: A Guide  

for Writing Center Tutors, pp. 42-50. Boynton/Cook Publishers, 2009. Portsmouth, NH. 

Denny, Harry C.. “Facing Class in the Writing Center.” Facing the Center: Toward an Identity  

Politics of One-to-One Mentoring, Utah State University Press, 2010. ProQuest Ebook  

Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/uma/detail.action?docID=3442806. 

Grimm, Nancy Maloney. “Rearticulating the Work of the Writing Center.” College Composition  

and Communication, Vol. 47, No. 4, pp. 523-548. National Council of Teachers of  

English, Dec. 1996. http://www.jstor.org/stable/358600. 

Harris, Muriel. “Collaboration is Not Collaboration is Not Collaboration.” The Longman Guide  



 Kennedy 8 

to Writing Center Theory and Practice, Pearson Education, Inc., 2008, pp. 272-287.  

North, Stephen. “The Idea of a Writing Center.” The Longman Guide to Writing Center Theory  

and Practice, Pearson Education, Inc., 2008, pp. 63-78.  

 

 


