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THEORY ≠ PRACTICE
because you learn by doing. pull quote from LL.

COURSE WA, WRITING CENTER WA
because there are different tricks of the trade. pull quote from AH.

DOING TIME
because it’s a crime to not put in the time. pull quote from PSL.

 

MATCHING EXPECTATIONS
because you might have to adjust your own. pull quote from HN.

 

COURSE WA / PROFESSOR DYNAMICS
because communication is key. pull quote from HS.

SPOTLIGHT ON ANNA Z: leading workshops in class
because you can go beyond just tutoring. 

SPOTLIGHT ON HALEY N: working with professors 
you’ve never had

because you can always find a way to make it work. 

WA / STUDENT DYNAMICS 
because you are a peer. don’t go ego trippin’. pull quote from AH. 

ON COURSE WAing:
starting off on the right foot

because first impressions matter. pull quote from AZ. 

attending class + participating
because you’re not supposed to be a mysterious figure. pull quote from AZ. 

meeting with students
because sign-up sheets will make you the most popular girl in the seventh grade.

pull quote from AZ. 

piper s-l and anna z talk about THE SCIENCES
because writing is universal.

 
knowledge dropped by:

abby hawkins, anna zeemont, chris herndon, haley nevers,
hannah seidel, lila leatherman, and piper stull-lane
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“Trying to ask students questions and help them reach their own conclusions 
was a really interesting way to think about tutoring. I found that that doesn’t 
work all the time. It’s not that easy to lead these questions, especially if you’re 
crunched for time. I found it easier to read a student’s paper and be like, “I’m 
trying to give you structural feedback. These are two or three things that I 
noticed.” And then go through and give them those suggestions. If there’s more 
nitty-gritty stylistic things, I’ll point them out last.” —LL

“I feel like one of the hardest things—and I’ve encountered this both in the 
WC and in the class—is people with jargonitis. ‘Cause everything is technically 
correct and it sounds very academic. It’s the only time I feel like I don’t have the 
authority as a peer to say, ‘Your writing sucks. You could write this so much better.’ I 
have no idea. My advice is good luck.” —HS

“When asking questions doesn’t work, it’s helpful to give them a direction and 
be like, ‘What do you think about arguing something like this?’ or suggest an 
outlandish thesis to help them realize the crux of their argument: ‘I believe that 
Affirmative Action is HORRIBLE, is that your thesis?’ ” —LL

“Mistakes that I made early on with tutoring had more to do with my not 
coming to a discussion with an open mind. When I’m meeting with a student 
about a paper, my ideal scenario is that I have three hours, they have three hours, 
and no one’s in a rush, and that’s never the case. When people are especially 
passionate about getting help it’s when they’re late on a deadline or it’s due 
really soon, which can be frustrating.” —PSL

“Something I try to stay away from is when I find myself talking more than 
a student is. I try to frame my comments into directive questions and then 
identify problems the same time you identify solutions to those problems. … If they 
do the same thing throughout the paper, identify these things and say, ‘Oh what 
do you notice about this sentence?’ ” —LL

“Being flexible and being a good listener are the two most important things 
about being a WA. Because really it’s about listening to people, rephrasing the 
same things they say to you. The flexibility thing comes in regarding who’s in 
the class, what types of students you’re going to work with, and also sometimes 
you’ll try things that don’t work and you just have to try something else. I’ve 
had to adjust the way I work as a WA not just for individual students but overall 
in trying to figure out what works and what doesn’t. I guess that’s the biggest 
advice: try different things and see what works the best.” —AZ
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“You can give more attention rather 
than feeling rushed in a little glass box 
on the first floor of Mudd.” 
“I’ve liked course tutoring because you can work with a student over the course 
of the semester and see their progress. It also helps you be more invested in the 
sessions one-on-one because you’ve seen the students in class. If you are having 
trouble with a student, you’re going to see them again. It’s not like they can just 
leave and you never see them again, like how that happens in the WC.” —LL

“Being a course tutor is always a gamble because you don’t have the set hours 
of sitting in the WC and you never really know how responsive the students 
in that class are going to be to using you as a resource. Especially with younger 
students—there’s the danger of them seeing you as something ‘remedial’ even 
though that’s so far from the case.” —HN

“It’s fun and you can audit the class, almost, and be more engaged with the 
material than you can when working with students in the WC. You can talk to 
the professor and see what their expectations are and maybe empathize with the 
students more, like, ‘Yeah the professor really didn’t explain that assignment very 
well. Maybe you can meet with them outside of class and see how things are 
going.’ ” —LL

“I found the WC very rewarding but very stressful because you just never 
knew who was going to come to you. Someone could dump this 10-page history 
paper and be like, ‘Blah, I don’t know, blah, it’s due tomorrow, blah!’  That’s just 
so stressful.”  —AH

“Since it’s an introduction to rhetoric class, the teacher’s been talking about 
different techniques in writing and so in my sessions I can be like, ‘What 
technique are you using in this paragraph?’ Being able to comment on course 
themes as a WA can be helpful for students.” —LL

“You’re not required to do the reading for the class or anything like that, but 
spending the energy to be more useful than a WC associate would be is important. 
If you’re not specifically appropriate to that class, you’re not a resource that’s 
different from going to the WC.”  —CH

“The WC is good. It’s like bootcamp. You just get everything ever, like every 
discipline. But once you’re actually in the class, where you have some sort of 
base on what that realm is, you can really focus in and do more intensive stuff.” 
—AH
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“To do a really decent job, you have to 

devote a lot of time.”
“One thing that I’ve noticed is that depending on the amount of time, it can 
either go the way of like, ‘We’re going to make this the best paper it can possible 
be and figure out exactly what needs to happen’ OR it’s like, ‘We’re going to 
work with what we have and try to get it to a point.’ Acknowledging that divide 
might help manage time better. Sometimes it’s better to give someone any 
help at all than to get them half way to something else and have them still be 
confused at the end, but that’s totally a situational thing.” —LL

“The reality is that when you have your own courseload and all the other things 
that you’re trying to balance in your life, you’re not going to be able to keep up 
with the reading for the class that you’re tutoring. So I spent some time over the 
summer trying to do some of the reading so that I would be more prepared for 
the class, be more familiar with it.” —HN

“Course tutoring is important to set aside time for. When you’re planning on 
doing it, you must account for it in your schedule. You don’t have to take the class 
but you have to put energy into it. Sometimes I feel as though I am prioritizing 
other things and not being as attentive as I should be.” —CH

“It’s good because I’m part-time this semester. I like the idea of being able to 
do more ‘freelance’ scheduling with students and really getting more involved in 
their writing process.” —AH

“Getting to know the people in your class, although it may seem time 
consuming, is pretty necessary, pretty indispensable.” —PSL

“When you’re doing something like this you have other people to think of, so it’s 
a little more stressful and if you fall behind it’s a little bit more destructive. There 
are other people relying on you, it’s not just for your own education or grade or 
something.” —CH

“I’m lucky because I’m part-time; I think I probably would not have done a 
good job if I had less time on my hands. … I think that that’s something to be 
said for the WA program itself. To do a really decent job, you have to devote a 
lot of time. If you’re not willing to do that, it’s always helpful having others read 
your work but you’re not going to get the same kind of development in your 
writing if you aren’t willing to put in legit long time.” —PSL
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“It’s hard to just walk in as someone’s 
employee and not only be able to 
communicate with them openly but also 
for them to know that you’re credible.” 
“I meet with the professor on average once a week, maybe less, but we met a couple 
times a week at the beginning of the semester to really figure out what issues she 
wanted me to drive home with the students.” —AH 

“I had this really high expectation of what the class was going to be like based on 
having taken it myself. I feel like similar things happen no matter what if you have 
expectations about the composition of the students in the class. I was expecting 
people to be more in the discipline which didn’t really make sense; students in 
first-year seminars are not necessarily in the major of whatever class the seminar is 
in. It’s important to be aware of the fact that there’s people coming from all sorts 
of writing environments—not just in terms of the discpline but different types of 
schooling, different kinds of backgrounds. Thinking about that has been one of the 
biggest learning experiences for me as a WA.” —AZ

“I think a lot of professors are hesitant to be meeting with the WA frequently 
because they have a million other things going on and they want to focus on their 
class and not necessarily the writing side of it. But if they choose to have a course 
WA they are sitting themselves up for that commitment. If course tutors have the 
opportunity to meet with professors periodically, that’s ideal. You can keep track of 
what’s working, what’s not working, what needs to change. You can offer something 
valuable to that conversation just as a professor might have feedback for you and your 
role, so it’s really important for the course tutor to have that open relationship. But also 
a respectful one. Don’t step over boundaries.” —HN 

“Your priority as a WA is sometimes very different than what their priority is as 
a teacher. A lot of professors may be more product-oriented.” —AZ

“I’ll send the professor the scans of some corrections I do, just to check in, to make 
sure I’m making the right kind of comments.” —PSL

“Course tutoring is such a case-by-case thing. The only broad advice that I think 
is really important is to communicate a lot with the professor and to feel confident 
representing the professor’s expectations to the students. I didn’t have a meeting with 
the professor I am working for where we talked about exactly what she wants. I 
took a class with her two years ago and I wrote successfully for her so I felt like I 
knew what she wanted but … It’s good to get a really clear idea from the professor 
about things that he or she is looking for. It’s a really bad thing if the WA tells the 
student that something is working and the professor says that it’s not working … 
then the WA has betrayed the student.” —CH
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and weird.”

“I’ve heard from other WAs that working with a professor you’ve never had 
before can be a really difficult experience. I’ve also heard from one person that 
it’s turned out really well… I guess focusing on a class that you have some confidence 
in, some familiarity with, and a professor you feel comfortable with is ideal.” —CH 

“If it’s at all possible, be the course WA for a class that you’ve taken, with the 
professor that you’ve taken it with. Because then you’re already very familiar 
with not only the professor and their style but also their readings. Knowing a 
professor’s personality and knowing what you’re getting into when you’re working 
with them is key, because everyone is different and everyone has a different 
way of utilizing the course WA. That’s something that is good to know at the 
beginning—‘Okay, I kind of know something about this professor’s personality, I can 
shift the way I’m working to fit with, or enhance it, in some way.’ ” —HN

“I do recommend that students pick professors in writing intensive classes or 
professors who value the writing process even if they’re not ‘writing proficiency’ 
classes. I also recommend that WAs, if they have a professor in mind who 
they’ve worked well with in the past, seek them out because I think it takes one 
unknown out of the equation. You don’t know where the students are going to be 
at, you don’t know what that group dynamic is going to be like in the classroom, 
so at least you know that you and the professor come from a similar place or that 
you know that they like what you do.” —AH

“It was really nice working with a professor who I’d had and who I really 
respected… I had a sense of what types of things she wanted on a paper, but even 
so I had her send me all the comments that she’d written for all her students’ 
papers so I could get a sense of what she was looking for.” —AZ

“I would definitely say if there’s a professor that you even remotely think you 
might want to work with, talk to them. But not just a professor you like because 
I did that my first semester, thinking, ‘I really like this professor, I’ll ask if he wants 
a WA.’ But it was not the type of class and he’s not the type of professor that 
it worked well with. It just ended up being awkward and weird. And then I 
got placed in a first-year seminar that just wanted a WA, and the professor was 
amazing and really good at integrating me into the class. I sort of feel like the 
people who request WAs know what they’re doing.” —HS

“I would really recommend to WAs to get in touch with professors they know 
even if those professors did not request to have them as a WA, or request a WA at 
all. Now my professor is hooked on the WA program!” —AZ
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“She has let me lead a writing workshop 
in class both semesters, which is really 
really fun. I’ve gotten good feedback.”
If you’re able to lead something in class—even though that’s not officially a WA 
thing to do—it will increase your visibility within the classroom and it’ll get the 
students thinking and talking about writing in an explicit way. It’s different than 
having a professor talk. A lot of professors just don’t talk about writing explicitly 
in the same way. Being able to talk about writing at all is really refreshing.

I think it changes your relationship with the professor you’re working with for 
the better because they get a better sense of where you’re coming from as a WA 
and what the priorities are. Your priority as a WA is sometimes very different 
than what their priority is as a teacher. A lot of professors may be more product-
oriented.

When I was working with a first-year seminar, I led a workshop about thesis 
statements. It was for an English first-year seminar, and the workshop was 
pretty discipline-specific… In thinking about now, I realize that some of the 
stuff I emphasized could hopefully be applied outside of it. It was about the 
importance of having a thesis that will rely on evidence, or one that relies on 
evidence and not a statement. I gave them five sample thesis statements that I 
made up about a book they were reading. They were all almost good. The idea 
was that from these, you could see how the paper was almost there. I had them 
work in pairs to see how they could be improved, then we regrouped as a class 
and we talked about it together.

In ENGL 299, I led a workshop about integrating secondary sources. We 
looked at works of literary criticism because it was their first time doing 
research specific to English. I talked about different ways to get articles and 
then I talked about … basically I introduced the concepts of They Say, I Say, 
but specific to the discipline of English, and in a more complex way. I also did 
sample essays. I emailed some friends to see if they had papers where they used 
secondary sources, where you have your own argument that builds off them. I 
found ones that I thought would be good and had them work in groups, and 
then reconvened as a class.

The first one was more general. Ideally for a first-year seminar, workshops 
should be less discipline-specific and more generally applicable; presumably, 
these students will go on to major in everything. But in the upper-level, you 
should focus on a workshop specific to that discpline. It will be the most helpful 
for students’ success in that class and presumably after that class, too.
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“My first semester I was with a first-
year seminar with a professor that I 

didn’t have any kind of interactions or 
experiences with before…”

I sensed some lack of understanding on the professor’s part on what my role was, 
and I think it’s important to clarify those things at the beginning of the semester. 
Talk about what your role will be in the class, lay out their expectations, lay out 
your expectations, and then don’t make that be the last time that you talk to them. 

We didn’t necessarily see eye to eye on how a piece of writing should be evaluated. 
The things he was looking for in an essay were different from what I thought made 
a good essay and what I was saying to students in meetings. I got the sense that he 
had his readings of things and he really stood by them, and didn’t necessarily like 
it with students disagreed with his interpretation however well they backed it up.

That was really frustrating to me because I would read these papers and—obviously 
every paper has room for improvement—but I would read papers and be like, ‘This 
is a pretty solid interpretation. It looks good, you can change a few things here…’ 
But the paper would come back from him and it would be demolished.

So that was tough. After a while, I started being candid with the students. I 
wouldn't say, ‘I don't see eye to eye with this professor. We disagree and I think he’s 
full of crap sometimes.’ But I would say, ‘My input is this, but you might want to 
run it by the professor to see what he thinks.’

And I continue to do that because from professor to professor there are different 
expectations, and there are always little ticks that professors have… I had one 
English professor who would hate it if you ever used a certain word. It just drove 
him crazy and there was no way to know that going into the class.

So there was a lot of me figuring out what my role was. And also figuring out that I 
wasn’t always going to have the answers and that I wasn’t going to be able to make 
students aware of everything the professor wanted that wasn’t necessarily crucial to 
their writing process, but that they needed to do in order to cater to this professor.

I think that just being open and—especially because first-years might have this 
vision that a junior or senior knows everything—just reminding the students that 
you’re there as a peer, someone to bounce ideas off of, and someone who does know 
about writing well but someone who is also figuring out their own process. It’s 
crucial to be really honest about your own limits, things that you don’t know about, 
and things the professor might have more feedback on.



“I’m now the course WA for a professor 
that I’ve never taken a class with, but 
I’m currently taking another class 
taught by that same professor.” 
I would suggest, when it’s possible, working with a professor that you know for 
a class that you’ve taken with them. That’s the best case scenario.

That said, I didn’t know anything about the course that I’m tutoring now going 
into it. It was a last minute thing; I was originally going to work in the WC 
and then this came up. I’m now the course WA for an introductory composition 
course with a professor that I’ve never taken a class with, but I’m currently 
taking another class taught by that same professor.

I’m getting to know her style as a teacher and as being her course WA at the 
same time, and I do think that being in a class with her as a student is enhancing 
my behavior in the other class as her WA. It helped me realize more quickly 
what kinds of expectations she’s looking for because I am in the shoes of the 
student at the same time as being in the shoes of the peer tutor. 

Staying positive, trying out different methods, and being as present in the class 
as you can be will really help attendance in your office hours. This semester 
I’ve been sending out emails to the students twice a week saying, ‘I’m having 
office hours now, feel free to swing by!’ and they’ve been really busy. Whereas 
last semester, I feel like I didn’t receive that much traffic in the first half of the 
semester and then sort of gave up and was not verbal in class ever. I sat in the 
back of the room all the time, kind of checked out, didn’t send reminders of my 
office hours…

But staying persistent, being communicative with the professor, and making 
yourself an active member of the class is important so that they don’t think 
you’re just some  weird figure that sits in the corner ominously… Obviously you 
dont want to dominate discussion but just chiming in, even with a comment 
once a week, can make them realize, ‘Oh, this is a person that can help me out. 
They care about this thing that I am working on, they care about these issues.’

I wish I had figured that out earlier. Not to be scared as much about speaking 
up and being active in the class. 
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I don’t really like that.”
“Getting to know the class is a big help. I remember learning a lot about where’s 
the line between being a peer and being a tutor and it’s just like…WHATEVER! 
It’s a lot easier to be friends with the person and help them with their writing 
than it is to be all official. People at Oberlin aren’t the kind of people who don’t 
accept advice from their friends, who’d be offended: ‘You’re only a student, why 
should I listen to you?’ And I think, if not being friends, but being friendly with 
your tutee—whether it’s over the course of a class or if it’s just in the last half 
hour—can make a huge difference. I think there’s very few people who have 
been to the WC a lot, who like it, who know what they’re getting into, who want 
to come…so being very official and tutory can just intimidate people.” —HS 

“People can be hesitant to get help. If you approach a tutoring situation as superior 
and student it’s not going to go well. You really just need to be honest. You need to 
say, ‘I will do what you want to focus on.’ ” —PSL

“The one thing that makes my work easy is to relate to someone as a peer and not 
have an ego about what you’re doing, or to think that there’s this body of knowledge 
that you have and they don’t and that you’re going to give them what they need 
of what you have. I like to be pretty informal in my tone with people. I think a 
lot of the nervousness that people feel about writing comes from the formality 
and the multiple expectations around it, the fact that this knowledgable, brilliant 
professor is gonna be reading your crummy little paper and it’s so humiliating…I 
know I’ve certainly felt that way. So I try to reassure them, and that’s part of the 
whole ethos of writing is a continuous process. I like to approach people as a 
writing humanistic therapist, where I understand their insecurities and what is 
holding them back from doing the best that they can. ” —AH 

“When I talk to students as a WA I try not to be overbearing or commanding.”  
—CH

“If you’re a course tutor, it’s really important to try to maintain some sort of 
connection with students in the class. So, for example, when you see them outside 
of class, you HAVE to say hi to them. That’s a personal philosophy that I adhere 
to. I think by practicing it this semester, it’s really made a difference. Trying 
to talk to them outside of class and be friends with them, making them know 
who you are, and then they have to engage with you…I think is making them 
feel more comfortable coming to see me. It’s important to maintain that positive 
rapport. So that they’ll see you not as a professor’s assistant, but that you’re just 
another student who is there to talk to and help you work through stuff.” —AZ
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“Talk to students about the writing 
process overall and get a sense of who 
they are as writers, what they struggle 
with, what they’re looking for specifically.”
“I convinced the professor to make the students have mandatory meetings with me 
during the second week of school. They didn’t have that much writing; I used it to 
talk a little bit about their assignment but basically to get to know them. I feel like 
it made a difference because… it made them get to know me a little bit right away, so 
they knew who I was. If you have a professor who is flexible enough to force people 
to have to come see you, then do it.” —AZ

“There’s a power dynamic—power in favor of the WA—in any setting. But [the 
professor] didn’t present me as an expert or anything, and I didn’t [in group 
discussions] take control of what the groups were saying.” —CH

“[The professor] introduced me to the class on the first day, and then again in the 
second week, because people had shifted around during Add/Drop. She had me 
explain my role, saying that I had taken a class with her before and that I didn’t know 
the content of the course but I knew how to write for that discipline. She was trying to 
encourage all these older students who knew how to write papers already that they’d 
still benefit from talking to me. And what I said was that at any stage at the writing 
process, I’m very open and flexible and willing to help in any way that you want me 
to, I don’t have a prescribed way of writing a paper, I want to meet you where you’re 
at with anything. I emphasize that I don’t necessarily know more than them, but I 
do have experience and I know what this professor likes.” —AH

“At the beginning of the course I’d do an intro, being like, ‘This is my knowledge 
in this class and this is how I approach certain topics, my interests are to help people be 
passionate about what they write about.’ For this [bioanalytical chemistry] class now, 
the professor required that everyone meet with me for one of their early response 
papers so … I met with everyone at least once so everyone knew where I was coming 
from. There was a LOT of skepticism. But it’s pretty much all vanished at this point. 
For that class, earning their respect has been trial-and-error. For the French cinema 
class, I came in and people saw that I had taken classes before, and the rhetoric I used was 
kind of lofty and inaccessible and so those kinds of interactions were more like…we’d 
strive to be on the same page. Whereas [in my current class] it’s kind of the reverse. 
It’s worked better. I also think the way that I was introduced in the [French] class was 
like, ‘Here is your authority figure. Use him.’  and for this class it was more of like, 
‘Here’s this resource.’ so that sounds like an additive versus a requirement.” —PSL

“Part of my WA spiel [at the beginning of a course] is to say that I go to the WC. 
I think it’s helpful for anyone. I convey that I’m enthusiastic about the major and about 
writing in general. I don’t think that I’m doing it in a condescending way.” —AZ
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“People came to see me less because 
they didn’t know who I was.”

“When you go to class, it’s good to participate. I try to participate at least 
once a class, otherwise it’s awkward and you’re just sitting there. If you can just 
participate once … you’re becoming more of a part of their community, or their 
classroom, and there’s this idea that you’re in it together a little more.” —AZ 

“I don’t usually participate in class, I usually do go to class—it meets three times 
a week, I usually go twice a week. Sometimes she solicits me to say things if she 
knows I already know about them (like certain films or topics) and sometimes I 
do participate in conversation in discussion, but usually if the conversation is going 
I just let everyone talk. But I do think being in class is important, because a lot 
of people were confused about what I was. ‘Are you auditing this? Are you in the 
class?’ It’s hard to explain, ‘No, I’m getting paid to do this.’ ” —AH 

“Coming to class as much as possible has been really good. Last semester when 
I was working with a professor I didn’t know, I didn’t go to class as much… 
I know that there are a lot of people who have had good experiences with 
professors they didn’t know, and I did ultimately have a positive experience, but 
it wasn’t quite as fun as working with a professor I did know. So I didn’t go as 
much and I really think it made a difference. I think people came to see me less 
because they didn’t know who I was.”  —AZ

“One thing about the hard science class. She wanted me to come to classes…I 
understand that in an artificial sense—you’re there, you’re one of the group, you 
get to know people—but you don’t get to know people in a class, you’re sitting 
there for a lecture. I did participate in French cinema a little bit, when she was 
being really cerebral and I would try to bring it back down to where intro students 
would be interested again, ‘cause you get kind of annoyed when you have no idea 
what’s going on, even if  it’s really interesting material.” —PSL

“Every Friday [the professor] has students break up into discussion groups. I 
was moving amongst those groups every week and generally being pretty quiet 
but the idea was for them to be comfortable with me in the context of the class. I was 
in class every class.”  —CH

“When I was the WA for a first-year seminar and it was really really quiet, I 
talked more because the professor was sort of like, ‘I don’t know what’s going on’ 
and so I took that as an opportunity to help try and give students examples 
of how to make productive comments in class just because they were so quiet. 
That’s not officially what a WA is supposed to do but you could also raise your 
hand and say, ‘Well you know, if you were going to write a paper about this…’ I 
don’t do that that often but I think it’s helpful.” —AZ



m
eeting w

ith students
“If I am in there in class and pass 
out a sign-up sheet, I’ll get like 1,000 
signatures.”
“I have a Google Doc where students can sign up for a 20-minute slot. Having 
that commitment and having this visible thing might help people come 
more. I know that’s a problem with some other classes—that WAs just don’t do 
anything.” —LL

“When they had their first paper, what I did in class was I passed around a 
sign-up sheet, with lots of different time slots. With me physically present I 
think a lot of them felt more encouraged to sign up. After that, the second time 
around, I did the same thing in a Google Doc ‘cause I forgot to make a physical 
sheet, and pretty much all the same people wanted to meet with me. That might 
just be because they’re motivated in that way and feel comfortable doing that, 
or because they found it helpful. I’ll have people email me drafts, too. That’s 
happened a few times. I’ll make my comments in bold and then send it back to 
them.”  —AH

“The main way that I’ve gotten students to see me is by having a sign-up sheet 
that I pass around in class, or later in the semester via Google Docs 'cause that’s just 
more convenient. But if I am in there in class and pass out a sign-up sheet, I’ll 
get like 1,000 signatures. Depending on the class.” —AZ

“I had a really hard time getting people to meet with me. For classes that 
are more of an introductory sort, I think that literally having sign-up slots is 
important.” —PSL

“I make time slots for 20 minutes right now and they go over every single time. 
I think I should make them at least a half hour, honestly.” —AZ

“For the bio class that I’m doing I generally will make grammatical comments 
and structural comments on their papers, 'cause I’ll have them send them to me 
beforehand. But when I get to the meeting I don’t take it out. I ask what they 
want to focus on and we talk about that, and then at the end I’ll bring it out. If 
they have time we’ll go over the things that I noted, and if we don’t have time, 
I’ll just give it to them and be like, ‘Feel free to take any or none of my changes.’
I prefer meeting in person because I think it contextualizes my understanding 
better. Sometimes I’ll be going through things and I’ll be like, ‘Actually, I don’t 
really understand what you said in this paragraph so maybe if you just go over it 
with me…’ and then they’ll say and I’ll be like, ‘Oh okay, well then this comment 
is negligible or this is actually more important.’ ” —PSL
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This semester I’m a WA for a bioanalytical chemistry class and my background 
in science is very little. I’m really rooted in the social sciences. I said at the 
beginning, “I really don’t have the background that you guys have.” They were 
skeptical because I’m not in the sciences, but also because some of them have 
never really written papers—it was an entirely new experience for them. In 
some ways that was lucky 'cause the basics of writing I understand. I have a 
passion for writing, so I can help people find it within their own work. And 
everyone finds it 'cause they want to convey their research. That passion comes 
out in the end. 

I have them send me their papers as early as they can so I can orient myself 
around their topic. I’m lucky because I’m part-time; I think I probably would 
not have done a good job if I had less time on my hands. But because I’m able 
to devote a substantial portion of my day to reading their papers and looking up 
outside resources and contextualizing, I’ve actually started to learn a lot about 
bioanalytical chemistry and I would never have made that choice of my own 
accord. 

But it becomes really rewarding… I’ve learned some basic science things that I 
never would have cared about before and probably won’t care about in the future 
but more than that it’s like, now I have expanded my understanding of writing. 
Especially in structure. There’s a form they have to adhere to, the scientific 
method, you know…all these things are portions I’ve incorporated into my 
thesis. I think it’s been really beneficial.

I don’t know if I’m one of the first WAs to be in a hard science class, but because 
of that relationship, the professor really wants communication to be central. The 
feedback that I’ve gotten from students is that they were really surprised at how 
useful my comments have been, which is inevitable when you’re going over your 
paper with anyone… But if there were WAs with more experience than I had, I 
can only imagine how much more useful that could be.

In this role over time I’ve realized how fostering this relationship between the 
WA program and the natural sciences is this new frontier. Writing is this hard 
static form of knowledge that can be useful for a variety of individuals. I think 
fostering that relationship is super important. 



\\\ ANNA Z \\\
You know, the one thing is that I’m a Bio-English double major and one of 
the best parts of working at the WC was the few times that I got to see science 
students come in.

I feel like writing in the sciences is something that can be deemphasized. I think 
having WAs who either are science majors or are aware of the different types 
of needs that science majors have in terms of turning in assignments and what 
types of things are being covered is really useful.

The larger issue is that … there are few assignments in the Biology department, 
and the ones that do happen receive very little explicit instruction. That’s why I 
think students would really benefit from going to the WC because they could 
think about what they’re writing more critically, and learn more from doing it.
If you’re just given an assignment, you’re not really thinking about it in the 
same way as if you were actually talking it out in class, or learning about what’s 
important about writing.

The tricky thing is that a lot of professors in the sciences—and I’m generalizing 
here—writing isn’t their priority in terms of teaching students, although what’s 
paradoxical is that they’re publishing papers. So they’re writing in their careers 
but, you know, there’s this idea in the sciences that you have to cover a lot of 
content or do a lot of memorizing so there’s no time for writing. I’ve heard 
professors say that. But I think it’s important for students’ learning and critical 
thinking, and if anyone actually wants to be a scientist they’re going to have to 
write.

So I guess what we can do as WAs is encourage science majors to get involved 
with the WA program. Or maybe get professors who are in the sciences to 
suggest people that they think would be good WAs, or have WAs try to volunteer 
or get in touch with professors who they think they could WA for who is in the 
sciences. Or maybe coordinate with BIO 102. BIO 102 always has big papers, 
so maybe coordinate with the instructors and get them to hype the WC.

I just have a lot of beef with the sciences of terms of writing. Writing instruction 
is basically nonexistent.
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