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Letter of Intent

Many times in the writing center, I have found myself 
wondering if how I just handled a session was “right.” 
After a student leaves, I won’t be able to get the session 
out of my mind and I play over details, trying to see where 
things could have gone more smoothly. I decided to make 
a book of tips and tricks for moments when I want to deal 
with these worries, look at some information, and learn 
from my experiences. 

I have learned so much this semester. Our class has 
taught me a lot about writing pedagogy, the state of higher 
education, and how privilege and power enter the writing 
center. All of this theory grounds my experience. I have 
also learned an amazing amount through practice; with 
each session, I gain insights about how to be a better tutor 
and how to best support students. This book is a compila-
tion of what I have learned in my first semester as a writ-
ing tutor and I hope it can be useful to others. When you 
have a free minute in the writing center, pick up this book 
and see what you can find!
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At the Beginning

Be Friendly
Actually be friendly. It is so not that 

hard. Smile, intorduce yourself, make 
the person feel at home in the space. 
It will help a lot in the rest of your 

session.

Exchange Names
Don’t forget this otherwise things will 

definitely be awkward later!

Warm Up
You can small talk while the student is 

getting ready (pulling up their file, etc.) 
Just talk about how much work you all 
mututally have and how hard it is to be 

an Obie -- universal connections!

The Assignment
It will be much more useful if you can 

read the assignment yourself as op-
posed to having them reiterate it to 

you. Reading it and then asking them 
questions about it will help you make 

sure the student has understood it, 
which will help you understand if their 

paper is truly answering the assign-
ment or not.
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How to Read a 
Student Paper

Reading Aloud
Students might be resistant to reading 

aloud. Or they might just not get it. 
Explain it to them! Let them know that 

reading aloud will help them catch their 
own mistakes.

Order of Concerns
For a pretty standard length essay, I read the 
essay with the student paragraph by para-

graph, stopping after each one to make com-
ments about how that paragraph functioned 

in terms of clarity and coherence. I make 
sure to focus only on Higher Order Concerns 
unless there are Lower Order Concerns that 

inhibit my understanding of the piece.

After Reading
Go back to the thesis and make sure it fits 
the argument the student is making in the 
rest of their paper. After you have a solid 
grasp of what they are arguing and how 
each paragraph functions, you can make 

comments about the overall organizational 
strucutre of the piece.
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No topic? No problem!

Ask Questions
Ask the student questions to help them generate 

a topic. Examples include: Did anything stand out 
to you? How does this compare to the other works 
you’ve read in this class? Does this shed light on 
anything you’ve been discussing in class? Is there 
anything that seems radically different from what 

you’ve encountered before within this topic?

While You’re Listening
Write down what they say to you in their words 
and give it back to them. While they’re brain-
storming aloud, they’ll probably forget what 
they’ve said, so it might be useful to them to 
have a written copy. Make sure you keep it to 
their language, however; this exercise is about 

the student thinking through ideas, not you.

Challenge Them
You should feel free to challenge them on 

their argument, however. Helping a student 
learn how to nuance an argument to avoid 
making generalizations which are hard to 

fully defend (such as “Beyoncé is a feminist 
figure”) will be really useful to them.
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On Conclusions

A 
good 

question 
to ask is, 

“So what?” 
Have the student 

ask and answer that 
question. What are the 

implications of what they 
have argued? Why does it 

matter? Why shoulld we read 
their work? Having them brain-
storm this will help them write a 

better conclusion.

So what?

 Making New

The conclusion of a paper is not a good 
place to introduce new information, 

but it is the place to take what 
you’ve said in your paper and 

make new of it. Bring the infor-
mation into a new light or 
make it seem fresh some-

how. Make sure that 
while you’re doing 
this, you are stay-

ing true to the 
argument of 
your paper.
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Easily Applicable
Style Tips

Sentence Subjects
It can be hard to read a paragraph when it lacks coherence. 
The ideas seem jumbled and all over the place. One of the 

best ways to work on this is to think about what the subject 
of each sentence is. There should be only a few subjects in a 
paragraph; employing this subject multiple times throughout 
the paragraph establishes its importance and makes it a focal 

point for the text.

Active Language
Each sentence grammatically has a subject and a verb. How-
ever, sometimes the most important characters and actions in 
a sentence are not made the subject and verb of the sentence. 

Read through sentences for the important characters and 
actions and try to rewrite them as subjects and verbs. This is 

especially important for verbs -- cut through the unimportant, 
helper verbs and use the active ones.

Cohesion
Cohesion is established in a piece of writing when similar 

information is near one another. This creates flow in a text; 
ideas lead in to one another and the reader doesn’t have to 
pause and retrace their steps. The easiest way to accomplish 
this is by beginning a sentence by building off what was said 

at the end of the sentence previous.



“No one learns to write well by rule, espe-
cially those who cannoy see or feel or think. 

But I know that many do see clearly, feel 
deeply, and think carefully but cannot write 

sentences that make their thoughts, feel-
ings, and visions clear to others. I also know 

that the more clearly we write, the more 
clearly we see and feel and think.”

-- Joseph M. Williams 
and Joseph Bizup, Style 
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Working Through
the Nitty Gritty

Have you ever read a piece of student writing 
that just isn’t working?

There’s a sentence, section, or paragraph that 
just isn’t clear. Maybe it’s not cohesive, maybe 

the ideas are coming out of nowhere, maybe it’s 
too repetitive. There are many possible causes. 

Here are some strategies to help students rework 
difficult sections of their paper.

1
Have Them Explain

Getting them to explain it out loud will allow them 
to think through it in a different form and explore 

their ideas more simply. Often really confusing 
writing comes from students seeking to tap into a 
certain academic register of language, which can 

obscure their ideas and make their piece harder to 
understand. 

As the student is explaining, write down what 
they are saying. As they are explaining, they’ll 

probably forget what they’re saying so they will be 
grateful to have a copy to look at. Write down the 
student’s words verbatim - try not to insert your 

own language.
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Getting Into 
the Harder Stuff

3

2
Free Writing

Ask students to do a free write. Give them a time 
limit and tell them to get down all of the ideas 
they have about that section without worrying 

about transitions, grammar, or correctness. This 
will get the ideas flowing. Then you can help them 

figure out how to incorporate these ideas into 
their paper in place of the difficult section they 

had before.

Make a Note
Talk through with the student the best part to 
change and the best way to do it. If they don’t 

feel like doing all the work right then or it 
would take too long, have them make a detailed 
note about what was discussed. They can tackle 

it on their own.
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DIRECTIVE

“We need to make the student the primary agent in 
the writing center session. The student, not the tutor, 

should ‘own’ the paper and take full responsibility for 
it. The tutor should take on a secondary role, serving 
mainly to keep the student focused on his own writ-
ing…I would like to suggest that when we refuse to 

edit, we become more active than ever as educators”
-- Jeff Brooks, “Making the Student Do All the Work”

Brooks’s approach seeks to give agency to students. Brooks 
emphasizes that the writing center is not a “fix-it shop,” but 

rather a place to teach students tools to use on their own that 
will help them become better writers.
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NON-DIRECTIVE

“But parents who don’t function within [liberal, middle 
class] culture…want to ensure that the school pro-

vides their children with discourse patterns, interac-
tional styles, and spoken and written language codes 
that will allow them success in the larger society... To 

act as if power does not exist is to ensure that the pow-
er status quo remains the same. To imply to children 
or adults…that it doesn’t matter how you talk or how 

you write is to ensure their ultimate failure.”
-- Lisa Delpit, “The Silenced Dialogue”

Delpit argues that education is deeply rooted in systems of power. 
These systems have allowed some people, especially white peo-
ple, access to the language and codes of academia and have de-
nied this access to others. Because of this, it is imperative to give 

students explicit instruction so they can learn these codes.
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Negotiating Directive 
and Non-Directive 

Approaches

Every session must negotiate the space between Delpit 
and Brooks. On the one hand, a tutor should never coopt a 
student’s paper or authoritatively control a session. On the 
other, tutors must recognize when non-directive tutoring 
is not effective. Not all students will know the answer to a 
roundabout question you ask them. They don’t all have an 
internal sense of the “appropriate” discourse for academia or 
a specific discipline. That’s when you have to help them out 
and answer some questions and get specific with them. Give 
them real information. Teach them content, meaning how 
to write. These are still skills and tools they are taking with 
them. 

Don’t worry that you are doing the hard work for them. 
Because honestly, you’re not. They are doing the work, too. 
They are understanding how to use tools you give them and 
applying those things in their future. Mixing these two ap-
proaches will help them out. 
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Plagiarism
Plagiarism intersects with fears 
about directive tutoring. Some-
times tutors worry that if they 
help a student too much and 

give them too many of their own 
ideas or too much of their own 
language, this is dishonest. Peo-
ple worry that the student will 

be plagiarizing by following too 
much advice from a writing tutor. 
There is some truth to that claim. 
Telling a student exactly what to 
write certainly isn’t good. It dis-
empowers them and takes away 
their ownership over their writ-
ing. Helping a student, however, 
shouldn’t be cause for concerns. 

It is the job of a tutor to help 
students become better writers. 

Sometimes, you need to be a 
little more hands on to get that to 

happen.

On the note of other plagiarism 
worries, don’t let students get 

away with uncited sources. If you 
see text that seems as if a student 
hasn’t written it, ask them about 

it. Maybe they haven’t put in their 
citations yet. Or maybe it’s a great 

opportunity for them to learn 
more about what plagiarism is so 

they can learn to avoid it.
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Giving Students 
Language

Why It’s Ok
As I’ve discussed, it is ok to be explicit with stu-

dents sometimes in order to help them learn. The 
key to it is this: don’t be an authoritarian a***hole. 
If you are respectful, helpful, and allow the writer 
to maintain their authority over the piece, it can 

be really useful to give them words and phrases to 
help them out.

Synonyms
Sometimes a word in an essay just isn’t working 

and the student is struggling to find the right 
way to say what they need to communicate. 
Throwing out a couple synonyms and giving 

them the choice can help move along the revising 
process.

Transition Phrases
Something that can really help an essay out is 

adding in some transition words. Sometimes stu-
dents can’t think of these off the top of their heads; 
you should give them a couple of options. Just list 
them off until they like one. For example: As Au-

thor said; As Author asserts; In Author’s work, she 
explains; etc! The list goes on.
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What to Leave 
them With

A Plan
Leaving the student with a plan is a 
good way to remind both of you that 

you’ve been productive. Not only have 
you read over their whole paper and 

worked through what’s there, you can 
also help the student think of a few 

tangible things they want to work on 
after the session. Make sure they take 

detailed notes!

A Lens
Even more useful and applicable than a 
plan is a lens, a way in which they can 

view their writing moving forwards. For 
example, you could tell a student to re-
read their whole piece, paying attention 
to holes in their argument and ways in 
which they can bolster those holes. A 

lens is something they can apply to this 
paper and future papers as well. 
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Implications

Work in the writing center does not exist in a vacuum. 
The writing center reflects systems of power and privilege 
that exist within academic institutions and American society 
at large. The key to combatting exclusion created by privilege 
is no different in the writing center than elsewhere. It starts 
with education and awareness. As writing tutors, we need to 
learn how imposing standard Englishes and standard ap-
proaches to academia enact systems of power. We also need 
to understand that there are many ways to create inclusion 
that are not based in pretending that standards don’t exist. 
Instead, we can use translingual approaches or attention to 
language to challenge systems of status quo enforcement.  

Ultimately, work in the writing center is not shielded from 
the political and social world. As tutors, let’s seize opportuni-
ties to do the important work of supporting students, helping 
them improve their writing, and opening channels of educa-
tion and knowledge. 
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