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Abstract

When students go to a writing center to be tutored, they expect a certain type of
instruction based on their prior experiences. Many students are perplexed to find that the
parameters of writing center instruction are quite different than they anticipated. The
resulting conflict between student expectations and actual center methods often induces
tensions which can impede the effectiveness tutorial instruction. This thesis explores the
basis of student expectations, strategies for addressing student expectations in practice,
and the importance of acknowledging these expectations in writing center theory.

Chapter 1 discusses the incongruous relationship between writing center theory
and practice and how the lack of attention paid to student expectations in writing center
literature has figured in the formation of this incongruity. Chapter 2 focuses on research
projects which have attempted to accurately assess specific student expectations. This
chapter also examines the common influences on student expectations as well as factors
which promote misconceptions and unrealistic expectations. In Chapter 3, tactics for
reducing the tension caused by unmet student expectations are proposed. While this
chapter notes the benefits of incorporating legitimate expectations of students into
practice, it details several approaches for modifying students’ expectations through
writing center image clarification. Chapter 4 recognizes that tutors can provide valuable
insight as other writing center professionals continue to adapt and develop theory. This
chapter suggests methods for improving tutor training so that tutors are better equipped to
work through tensions that surface when tutees’ expectations aren’t met, amend student
misconceptions, and employ flexibility in tutoring techniques to instruct a diversity of

students effectively.



This thesis is dedicated to those people who,
though conditioned to believe they will invariably fail,

persevere to succeed.
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INTRODUCTION

In her introduction to Intersections: Theory-Practice in the Writing Center, editor
Joan Mullin suggests that writing center theories have not fully accounted for students,
implying that these theories need to be reassessed. Mullin remarks, “Reassessment will
enable us to articulate our theories and to review practices that may not be engaging our
changing student populations” (vii). She admits that “those in writing centers also
represent academic culture which excludes individual voices and privileges its own
langtiage” (xiii). Many of these exclusions and privileges can be eliminated if writing
center theorists acknowledge the need for change. One of the most direct but least
recognized courses of action for rectifying current writing center problems is a thorough
examination of how student expectations influence the dichotomy between theory and
practice.

The incongruity between theory and practice, especially in terms of the lack of
attention paid to student expectations, is not a result of the theorists being out of touch
with practice—indeed, most of the prominent writers in the field of writing center theory
have been involved for many years with the day-to-day operations of writing centers at
their colleges, universities, and high schools. Rather, the gap is partially due to the fact
that even though the theorists are involved in writing center operations, they are, because
of their administrative status, most concerned with tutor training techniques, gaining
institutional support by fighting misconceptions, trying to keep writing center theories
consistent with current theories on the teaching of composition, and solving operational

problems. Out of the necessity of their positions in relation to writing centers, theorists
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have become most concerned with these issues; however, because the theorists have not
focused their attention on the average student who visits the writing center, they have
failed to integrate sufficiently these expectations into their theories and, as a result, have
not trained their tutors to acknowledge and address these expectations.

As a tutor working in a writing center, I have noticed some of the problems with
unacknowledged student expectations. On many occasions, a conflict arises when a
student seeking help on a paper obviously does not know what to expect from the tutorial
and shows disappointment. As a tutor trained in the methods outlined by modern
composition theories, I have been unable to resolve the incongruity between these
students’ expectations and current writing center practices. These practices have not
adequately trained me to meet and respond to the differences between what students often
expect from a tutorial session and how tutors are trained to function in these sessions.

In “Tutor and Student Relations: Applying Gadamer’s Notions of Translation,”
Mary Abascal-Hildebrand uses feedback from the tutors working in writing centers.
Interestingly, the tutors come right out and address the conflict between writing center
practice and student expectations. Abascal-Hildebrand observes, “Students usually
expect that tutors are available to ‘fix’ their writing, or at least to tell them what to do to
fix it.” She goes on to say that, as one tutor has explained, “Unless [students] have had
experience in writing centers that stress process, they are unaware of the relational
dimension of tutoring” (176). While these important issues are finally brought to light,
they are quickly abandoned by Abascal-Hildebrand, and instead, she focuses on ways to

change instructors’ attitudes towards writing centers. Her approach repeats itself

throughout the writing center literature.
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Is there a way that the theorists can be made to acknowledge students’ unmet
expectations within their tutoring practices, or are writing centers’ hierarchical structures
too imbedded in the theoretical framework to allow for these changes? The best way to
remedy the current problems in writing center practice is to re-evaluate theory. The very
word “theory” is so formidable to some that they feel it is too established to change.
Current writing center practice is based on theory derived from composition theory. If
writing center theory is to be revised, as conflicts in practice (typically, conflicts between
tutors’ and students’ perceived roles in the tutorial) have indicated it needs to be, a
rethinking of theory must, this time, be based on practice. A major aspect of practice that
needs to be incorporated into a revision of theory is that of student expectations. As Lil
Brannon pointed out at the 1990 CCCC, “Writing center professionals do their identities
a disservice by insisting upon research which focuses upon distant, theoretical concerns.”
Brannon went on to say that the daily operation of the center is the best place to discover
contextual knowledge and research (qtd. in Bushman 27). By examining how student

expectations have figured in writing center practices, an alteration of theory can begin to

correspond more closely with practice.
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CHAPTER 1

THE IMPORTANCE OF EXAMINING STUDENT EXPECTATIONS IN

REGARD TO WRITING CENTER PRACTICE AND THEORY

Almost all writing center tutors have encountered students who come to the
writing center expecting a particular type of service. When tutors explain to these
students that centers do not provide services such as proofreading, a tension develops—
tension resulting from misconceptions on the part of the student based on unmet
expectations. Karen Rodis, in her article “Mending the Damaged Path: How to Avoid
Conflict of Expectation When Setting up a Writing Center,” refers to this type of tension
as “Expectation Conflict.” Rodis argues that there are “many conflicting expectations
that a tutor at a writing center encounters each and every time she tutors a student” (46).
Where lies the fault for this so-called expectation conflict? Is it with the students, faculty,
administration, or the centers themselves? Many factors contribute to misconceptions in
different ways, but certainly, misconceptions leading to expectation conflict will
eventually lead to what students perceive as unmet needs and what centers perceive as
problematic attitudes of students.

Do centers have a responsibility to take extended measures to clear up these
misconceptions? If centers do have such responsibility, how can these misconceptions of
writing tutorials be countered? Perhaps the best way to clear up misconceptions is to
examine the expectations and perceptions and find a common ground between perception

and practice. Fortunately, writing centers do have the power to help clarify the image of
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writing tutorials. At the same time, writing centers have an obligation to understand the
conflicting expectations and perceptions of all clients in order to provide services that
meet the needs of tutees. Rodis explains that “much of the fault for these inequities—
and, therefore, much of the power to remedy them—Iies with [writing center
professionals]” (46). The lack of research and literature addressing student expectations
shows that many other writing center professionals do not actively acknowledge this
power.

, The minimal amount of documented feedback from students obviously is a hurdle
in finding the underlying causes of expectation conflict. Locating studies of student
expectations and perceptions based on actual research is no easy task. Paul Ady suggests
that writing center professionals “are reluctant to ask [students’] opinions, partly because
we are afraid of failure, partly because we cannot be sure we will receive sincere
answers” (11). Because writing center theorists and administrators have neglected to
acknowledge the difficulties tutees face when confronted with an unexpected learning
environment to which they are unaccustomed, a bond of trust between students and
writing centers has not been formed. Many students see centers as just another part of a
large, uncaring, self-serving institution. While this is certainly not true, all one has to do
is take a look at the pervading themes of current writing center literature to see how
writing centers, necessarily preoccupied with their politics and determined struggles to
gain respect, appear to outsiders.

Languishing in the actual gap between theory and practice are the tutees. They are
found between tutors who are struggling to be motivated by theory and the ideals these

tutees themselves believe tutoring should be. Tutorials seldom mirror the ideal expressed



Bonevelle 6

in a majority of the predominant theory. Kenneth Bruffee states, “What peer tutor and
tutee do together is not write or edit, or least of all proofread” (qtd. in Gillam 43). In one
sense he is right—what peer tutor and tutee do together is struggle to reach common
ground concerning the direction each expects or hopes the tutorial will take. The
composition theories behind writing center theory contribute to the fact that writing
center theory itself, in its present form, is not transferable as practice. Does writing center
theory need to be constrained by the expectations of students? No, not as long as many
student expectations are based on misconceptions. Does writing center theory need to be
constrained by the techniques that writing centers can logically and effectively support?
Certainly.

The current theory and basis for tutor training only compounds the expectation
conflict. Just as the literature and general focus on research has tended to disregard
student expectations, tutor training techniques have likewise failed to account for these
expectations. As tutors realize that their training has been insufficient in teaching them to
counter conflict of expectation with students, these same tutors have developed a
dialogue of their own—a dialogue that occurs, primarily, in the “Tutor’s Column” of The
Writing Lab Newsletter. At the same time as these tutors address, discuss, and propose
solutions to the dilemma of expectation conflict and the resultant problems consistently
faced in tutorials, administrators and theorists have continued on their own separate path,
one that bypasses central issues of tutorial tension. Writing center theory based on
composition theory has been established. Now, theorists should use insight from actual

practice, especially tutors’ insights, to continue to develop this theory.
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Muriel Harris maintains that tutors must analyze and work with each student as an
individual (“Instruction” 98). But current theory does not accommodate the type of
flexibility needed in practice, especially the type of flexibility that allows tutors to work
effectively with students who have expectations that conflict with theory. DeCiccio,
Rossi, and Cain point out that theories “have a way of becoming stripped of complexity,
rigidified, and rendered monolithic as they become popularized.” These theories “can
become disabling rather than enabling, inducements to deny rather than to deal with
unconforming realities,” a process that may alienate students (26). When students expect
a different style or approach to tutoring than those techniques by which tutors have been
trained to abide, either theory breaks down completely as tutors reluctantly, and almost
guiltily, must go against the tutoring doctrine, or a high degree of tension results between
the tutor and the student. The first place that writing center theory needs to endorse
flexibility is in tutor training. If theories appear less rigid to tutors as they are trained,
these tutors will be able to better function in the dynamic environment of the writing
center and will be able to diffuse expectation conflict themselves to a certain extent.

The other main problem in tutor training, and an overall problem in writing
centers, is that tutors are instructed in methods that are unfamiliar to both them and the
students they tutor. Collaborative learning, which has been heartily embraced by writing
centers all over the United States, dictates many ideals that can enhance and improve the
learning process. Unfortunately, until academe as a whole adopts collaborative learning,
the concept remains an ideal. In principle, the writing center is an environment where
collaborative learning techniques can be easily employed. However, as Lunsford so

courageously observes, it is difficult to create a collaborative environment in writing
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centers because “the students’, tutors’, and teachers’ prior experiences may work against
it” (112). Undoubtedly, these groups’ current experiences are also working against
collaborative learning. Classrooms at all levels still maintain the hierarchical structure
where the teacher imparts information and wisdom to students with little self-guidance on
the part of the students. Christina Murphy has asserted that the most effective tutors will
be those who utilize collaborative learning styles (32). This statement is true only when
viewed from a purely idealistic, theoretical standpoint. And in some specific cases of
practice, collaborative learning does create an effective tutorial session. But students’
lack of familiarity with the concept of collaborative learning frequently creates confusion.
Students will dwell on the familiar, and academic training has perpetuated
students’ dependence on formal guidance in learning situations (Nash 183). College
students especially have developed a reliance on instructors dictating educational
methods and processes. Because the didactic, hierarchical, non-interactive classroom
setup is familiar to students, they are comfortable with such environments. Students who
walk into the writing center and find that they are expected to control the progress of the
tutorial experience an uncomfortable, unfamiliar role. John Trimbur states that writing
center professionals “must teach tutors to ‘unlearn’ the traditional hierarchical academic
model in order to resocialize tutors as collaborative learners within student culture” (qtd.
in Bushman 32). This is what current tutor training methods attempt to do. But what
about resocializing tutees to unlearn traditional hierarchical models? Again, tutor training
methods create expectation conflict by presenting students with an environment contrary
to the vast majority of approaches to which they have ever been exposed in educational

settings. Perhaps Trimbur should have recommended that tutors be trained to help
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students understand that writing centers do not operate under the traditional hierarchical
academic model.

Writing center literature has noted, however, that peer tutoring is a contradiction
in terms. This creates another conflict between theory and practice. Tutors are instructed
to act as though they are on the same level as their tutees. Yet, how can tutors act as
peers and collaborators when they do know more about what they are tutoring (Cogie
166)? When writing tutors refuse to portray themselves as authorities in their field,
students become confused. Students come to the writing center seeking, expecting, a
resource who is an expert in writing. If students wanted to talk to someone on their own
level, they would seek out a struggling classmate. The idea that tutors need to pretend
they are on the same level as students needs to be re-examined to help avoid expectation
conflict. The other option, trying to clarify to students that tutors are no more
knowledgeable then they, will only undermine the mission of the writing center by
causing students to question tutors’ qualifications. A re-examination of tutor training
methods is one of the best ways to counter misconceptions and acknowledge student
expectations.

Integrating the analysis of student expectations into writing center theory and
practice has many implications. Other positive results are evident beyond improving the
effectiveness of tutorials. Writing centers are not independent—the work of these centers
carries over into other aspects of academics and education. Writing centers are
undeniably connected with their institutions. Institutions provide funding, resources,

tutors, administrators, and tutees. And writing centers can help an institution show

enthusiasm for helping students to be better educated. “Just as we cannot look at the
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function of the writing center, narrowly, we cannot accept it as an isolate, apart from the
institution and the system in which it lives. We are part of a larger whole and a larger
effort—to effect change in the way our students are educated” (Fishman 4). Writing
centers and their institutions have a mutual relationship—writing centers help improve
their institutions and institutions help improve their writing centers. Addressing student
expectations will help improve the center in the eyes of the students. And if students
have a more accurate conception of the writing center, contentment, acceptance, and
approval generated by expectation clarification will carry over into the institution as a
whole and can even contribute to institutional stﬁdent retention.

Improving writing centers can improve an institution’s overall writing program.
Obviously, students who better their writing competence in centers will have a higher
success rate in their composition classes. Raising student success rates in composition
classes is another way that writing centers can help their institutions and help retention.
Students who pass their writing classes are less likely to be discouraged, will not be upset
at having to pay to take a failed class again, and therefore will be less likely to transfer.
When students at an institution graduate with higher writing skills, the institution’s
overall image will be improved as those students enter the work force. Clearly, the
implications and potential benefits of improving the writing center are limitless.
Understanding student expectations is the most immediately necessary step to
improvement.

Acknowledging and addressing student expectations will help writing centers
clarify their image and clear up misconceptions. But this process will result in something

much more important—the long-sought-after, so far elusive connection between theory
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and practice, or at least the basis for a connection. “Theory without practice is likely to
result in ungrounded, inapplicable speculation. Practice without theory, as we know,
often leads to inconsistent, and sometimes even contradictory and wrong-headed,
pedagogical methods” (Ede 100). Inapplicable speculation and contradictory methods
can be avoided, in part, when more attention is given to the problems that can result from
expectation conflict. Steve Inman defines the mission of service establishments such as
writing centers as making patrons happy (3). Reluctance to discover what students
expect, what it is that will make them happy or at least content, contradicts this mission.
According to Jeanette Harris, “Successful writing programs are those that involve the
entire university community” (44). Writing centers can only contribute more to
successful writing programs when they do involve the entire university community—and

the concept of the university community for writing centers needs to be redefined so that

students are the emphasis of both theory and practice.
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CHAPTER 2

STUDENTS AND THEIR RELATIONSHIPS

TO WRITING CENTERS

“What can we do about our image?” asked a tutor in our Writing
Center staff meeting last year. “People don’t seem to understand what we
do here.” This tutor had just been explaining for the umpteenth time, to a
student who showed up asking to have his paper proofread, that we are not
a proofreading service.

That was only one of the misunderstandings the tutors are forever
having to correct. (Leahy and Fox 7)

Surely, this same conversation has taken place in tutor meetings at virtually every
writing center across the United States. The relationship between students (tutees) and
writing centers is very complicated. This relationship becomes more and more
complicated as various factors contribute to student expectations and misconceptions,
which are sometimes synonymous. As Martha Maxwell has so precisely stated, “What
students expect to gain from tutoring may be an important determinant of whether they
continue to use the service and how much they profit from it” (14). If students find their
expectations are not met or are in conflict with espoused tutoring methods, students will
probably not find writing centers valuable resources; therefore, it is imperative to

understand the sources of student expectations.
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Theorists’ invalid assumptions about student expectations appear frequently in
writing center literature. For example, Stephen North, in “The Idea of a Writing Center,”
contends that “in most cases the writers come prepared, even anxious to get on with their
work, to begin or to keep on composing” (442). North also believes that each student
needs “to talk about his or her writing, preferably to someone who will really listen, who
knows how to listen, and knows how to talk about writing too” (440)." Annette
Rottenberg concludes that students who visit writing centers are “interested in global
changes” and want to examine their work as a total presentation (11). These types of
claims are somewhat idealistic rather than realistic.

More recent articles have portrayed a realistic picture of students’ wants, needs,
expectations, and goals. These assumptions are based on writing center professionals’
experiences. Even after “image clarification” attempts at the writing center at Boston
University, Susan Blau found that “students still want [tutors] to proofread their work”
(3). Maxwell observes that a student whose goal is to graduate from college as quickly
and easily as possible (and how many students do not have this goal?) will only expect
tutors to help them pass (15). As Phyllis Sherwood mentions, “Tutees often expect to
learn everything at once. They are impatient and hopeful for a quick, immediate solution
to their problem” (102). And Steve Sherwood mentions that other students “need us to
help them generate ideas, calm their fears, and set them back on the right road (or show
them they never left it)” (66). Remarks such as these are realistic and are made by writers

who are not afraid to put writing centers and their relationships in a less than ideal light.

While some theorists make assumptions about students that, though inaccurate,
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correspond with theory, other theorists document true student expectations to challenge
theory by gathering information and conducting research.

Of course, the best way to discover student expectations is to devise ways to get
feedback from them, before, during, and after tutorials. Such feedback can reveal the
expectations of students who have not visited the center, those who plan to visit the
center, and those who have already visited the center. Understanding the expectations of
all students in all stages of the writing process can provide a comprehensive view of
student expectations and help writing center administrators and personnel investigate the
relationship between expectations and problematic attitudes.

Only a few research projects dealing with tutee expectations are documented in
literature. These studies provide a valuable perspective and resource for understanding
what students expect, and how these expectations differ from accepted assumptions. In
1990, R. M. Akah interviewed 125 minority students at Ohio State University. Many of
these students, all of whom had participated in tutoring at their school, said that they
expected tutoring to “give them hope.” In other words, these students expected their
tutors to help build their confidence. Other surveys have discovered that tutees feel that
tutorials that offer high problem-solving techniques are the most successful (Maxwell
15).

Paul Ady conducted a study at Rhode Island College to discover student
perceptions. Of the 96 students he surveyed, only one had ever previously used the
college’s writing center. Ady’s study found that students expect the tutor to control the

discussion, expect that all tutors are English majors, expect that tutors will rewrite their

work, and do not expect to benefit very much from a tutorial (11). A survey conducted at
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the University of Vermont revealed that many tutees expected tutors to be more
knowledgeable than they were (Kiedaisch and Dinitz 93); the tutors probably were very
knowledgeable, but the collaborative approach did not convey this image. Naturally,
students with expectations such as these experience confusion when tutored for the first
time. This type of confusion is common in writing centers where student expectations do
not correspond with tutoring practice.

In 1994, the Valdosta State University writing center personnel designed a survey
to determine student needs and expectations. The students surveyed provided feedback
and points of concern in areas such as environment, professional attitude, scheduling, and
software programs in VSU’s center. Those surveyed indicated that they had expected a
quieter environment, a more professional attitude from tutors, and more availability for
walk-in tutoring (Inman 3). Gary Olson’s survey of University of Alabama tutees showed
that students expected a punitive, critical, and condescending environment—*“Over one-
third of the respondents claimed that at first they had felt ‘anxiety or fear’ about attending
the writing center. In addition, eighteen percent of the respondents felt ‘threatened’ by
being referred to the center . . . ” (“Prob