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ABSTRACT

THE UNIVERSITY OF MICHIGAN-FLINT WRITING CENTER:
A CASE STUDY AND A HISTORY

By
Ann Russell

This case study and history of a twenty-five-year-old
writing center attempts to realize three goals: (1) to
respond to the call by writing center researchers for
contributions to a body of case studies, (2) to uncover and
examine underlying theories and assumptions that influenced
the founding and development of one writing center within
specific historical and discipline-wide contexts, and (3) to
analyze the resultant narrative of events and developments,
theories and assumptions for their impact on this center's
sense of identity. What emerges is a detailed portrait of a
writing center whose similarities to, as well as differences
from other centers may provide useful points of comparison
and inspire other researchers to offer similarly detailed
case studies of their own writing centers.

The University of Michigan-Flint Writing Center has
several distinguishing characteristics. The laboratory

itself was intended to replace the traditional basic writing



course. It was atypical for its time in having started not
as a skills-and-drills experience, but as a student-
centered, process-oriented laboratory designed to put into
practice the pedagogical theories of Robert Zoellner. This
center was among the earliest to use undergraduate peer
tutors, portfolio-based writing instruction, and holistic
evaluation. Its tutor training program was unusually
rigorous and well-informed, and peer tutors were given the
responsibility of grading their fellow undergraduates.

One feature of note that is uncovered in this study is
the impact of marginalization on a writing center's
development. Established as a response to educational
problems caused by social and political upheaval, operating
initially at a time when composition studies was a new field
and writing center theory was practically nonexistent, UM-
Flint Writing Center personnel found themselves situated on
the margins of their discipline, their department, and their
institution. The way the peer tutors in particular
perceived themselves had necessarily to undergo a change in
order for the Center to adapt to a wider mission within its

institutional context.
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To every writing teacher who has ever wondered whether
today's plans and challenges, dreams and decisions make
make any difference in the grander scheme of things.
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INTRODUCTION

A case study and a history
The University of Michigan-Flint Writing Center,

founded in 1971, is among the oldest postsecondary writing
laboratories currently in operation. Created at a time when
scholars and researchers were first beginning to study the
processes of writing, when the field of composition studies
was beginning to coalesce, and when instructors and programs
devoted to aiding "remedial" students were highly
stigmatized, this Center has achieved an identity that was
slowly shaped by time and change. In this study of the
University of Michigan-Flint Writing Center, I wish to
explore the interaction between the Center itself and the
multi-layered context in which it has developed. My mode of
inquiry will be that of the Composition Historian; my
method will be the case study. In this Introduction I will
show that, while these two features have not often been
combined in Composition Studies, they are both appropriate
to my subject matter and compatible with each other. I will
also address the issue of researcher subjectivity, or
writing from within the study, since I have considerable
personal involvement with the writing center I intend to

describe.




Objectives
This study has three broad purposes. The first is to
add to the slowly accumulating body of case study

' in order to

descriptions of existing writing centers
contribute to an understanding of what writing centers have
become, or what they can become. Professionals concerned
with establishing or maintaining writing centers have long
struggled to identify the most salient characteristics of a
successful center; yet, as Muriel Harris points out in
"Theory and Reality: The Ideal Writing Center(s),"
generalizations are difficult to reach because centers vary
so widely from institution to institution. Reading case
studies can be an effective way of "touring" a variety of
writing centers and making comparisons among them. Clearly,
the more detailed descriptions we have available for
comparison, the likelier we are to reach conclusions that
will prove useful.

Richard Leahy's article, "On Being There: Reflections
on Visits to Other Writing Centers," describes the ihpact
that his visits to twenty writing centers had on the
revisualization of his own center. These impressions of
other centers resulted in significant changes in the way he
directed the writing center at Boise State University.
After concretizing these changes, Leahy reflects on their
origins:

And I was left wondering, where did the idea for all
this come from? I didn't copy any of the centers I'd
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visited except in a few details. I suppose that after
seeing them, I saw ours in a new way and almost
intuitively understood what it needed. And that, I
have come to realize, is a microcosm for the overall
effect of that round of visits. I did borrow some
specific ideas about training, record keeping, and
other procedures. But the big changes have

been indirect, intuitive, hard to pin down. (2)

This type of impact is one of several purposes for
writing and sharing case studies of writing centers that
Joyce A. Kinkead and Jeanette G. Harris identify in the
introduction to their own collection, Writing Centers in
Context: Twelve Case Studies:

[A collection of case studies] will provide those who
are developing new writing centers with knowledge of
what exists--what types of programs are already
established and why they evolved as they did. It will
provide new ideas and information for those who are
expanding in new directions or evaluating existing
programs. Also, practitioners will find solutions to
common problems as well as plans that have already been
implemented and tested. Scholars will be interested in
the histories of the various programs--how and why they
evolved as they did--as well as the glimpses these case
studies provide of the roles that writing centers

have assumed in shaping higher education. Finally,
researchers will discover common histories, shared
problems that remain to be solved, and new issues that
need to be investigated. (xvii)

There are, then, several potential uses for case-studies of
writing centers within the field of composition, ranging
from the pragmatic to the scholarly. Because this case
study of the University of Michigan-Flint Writing Center is
likely the longest and most detailed study of its kind to
date, it may prove especially helpful to readers who wish to
make point by point factual comparisons among various types

of centers. However, it is also my goal to capture "the



4
people, the atmosphere, the ideas, the concerns"--elements
that Richard Leahy remembers best from his writing centers
junket (2)--because it is these human factors as much as the
facts of organization and resources that make any center
what it is.

My second purpose in conducting this study is to
uncover and examine underlying theories and assumptions on
which the University of Michigan-Flint Writing Center was
founded and to trace their influence on the ongoing
development of the Center. My approach is a type of
"archaeology" in which I link these theories and assumptions
to the Center's social and political context and to
developments in the field of composition. This approach,
though more detailed and more historically oriented, is
similar to that of a case study entitled "Writing Others,
Writing Ourselves: Ethnography and the Writing Center." In
this study, Janice Witherspoon Neuleib and Maurice A.
Scharton of Illinois State University offer an
"archaeological ethnography" in which they "excavate" the
assumptions underlying the founding of their writing center
and offer a triangulated description of the center as it has
evolved, through the separate perspectives of tutors,
teachers, and administrators. This excavation relies on
Michel Foucault's archaeological orientation, which
questions the assumptions that underlie any theory, systen,

or approach: "Where was the field born? What were the
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assumptions at the time of that beginning?" (Neuleib and
Scharton 57). The authors are also guided by Linda
Brodkey's Writing Critical Ethnographic Narratives to
formulate the following context-related questions, again
archaeological in nature:

What political and social situations informed the

design of our center at its beginning? How did that

original political situation affect design choices? How
does it continue to affect the operation of the center?
wWhat do our collection of data tell us about the
center, and how do our own agendas affect what we see

as we observe our center in operation? (57)

My own study will address similar questions as they apply to
the University of Michigan-Flint Writing Center.

A third purpose of this study is to examine the image
of the Writing Center as it evolved over time. While this
purpose may at first glance appear to be similar to my
initial objective of a writing a case study, I am concerned
here with one specific, subjectively experienced aspect of
this particular writing center. By "image," I mean the
Writing Center's collective sense of self--the way tutors,
staff, and directors have come to see their identities in
the Center--as well as the way the Center is perceived by
the larger institution. The image that writing center
personnel have of themselves affects their procedural
decisions and their relationship with the larger institution
in which they are situated. In examining this particular

Center's image, I will focus on the tutors' self-image in

particular and suggest how certain historical, political,
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and institutional factors may have influenced the

development of other writing centers' images as well.

Writing history in the field of composition studies

In The Making of Knowledge in Composition: Portrait of
an Emerging Field, Stephen North categorizes kinds of
inquiry by methodological community. Such communities are
"groups of inquirers more or less united by their allegiance
to one...mode, to an agreed-upon set of rules for gathering,
testing, validating, accumulating, and distributing what
they regard as knowledge" (1). He describes three main
communities: Practitioners, Scholars, and Researchers.?
The latter two groups are subdivided, with Scholars
including Historians, Philosophers, and Critics, while
Researchers include Experimentalists, Clinicians,
Formalists, and Ethnographers. As the writer of this case
study, I see myself operating within the Composition
Historian community, a group of scholars that is
comparatively recent in origin and small in number. Much is
needed by way of contributions to the history of composition
studies, as the field continues to grow and to define its
chief concerns. Although there is a clear need for
histories of key figures and key ideas, even the basic
groundwork for composition's history must still be laid: At
this writing, scholars are as yet offering conflicting

"stories" of the origin and development of composition

itself. The opposing accounts of Robert J. Connors, whose
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traditional position may be described as neoclassicist, and
Susan Miller, who represents a postmodern viewpoint, are
leading examples of this conflict. That my own approach to
the present study is influenced by Miller's interpretation
will become apparent after a brief review of these opposing
accounts of composition history.

Robert J. Connors contends in his essay entitled
"Writing the History of Our Discipline™ that "Composition
studies is both the oldest and the newest of the humanities"
(49). Taking the long view, Connors maintains an
examination of oral composition can be traced back nearly to
the beginning of rhetoric itself (49-50). The field of
composition studies as we recognize it in America today,
however, is a comparatively recent phenomenon which Connors
believes resulted from a schism between oral rhetoric and
writing at the university level, which began with the
influence of German educational theory on post-Civil War
American colleges (50-1). As composition-related concerns
focused increasingly on written as opposed to oral
composition in the nineteenth century, they received less
scholarly attention from oral rhetoricians. Meanwhile, a
two-tier system developed.in English departments, which
placed an emphasis on literary theory and pedagogy while
denigrating the teaching of writing by "unwilling graduate
student conscripts and badly-paid non-tenured instructors"

(51-2) . Until the post-World War II influx into American
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universities of veterans using the G.I. Bill to obtain
college educations, Connors concludes, "composition existed
as a practice without a coherent theory or a developed
history" (52).

Connors situates the birth of composition studies in
the late 1940s to early 1950s, when a new generation of
composition instructors, populist in sentiment, determined
to examine and give shape to composition. Their arrival
coincided with the General Education movement, which strove
to unite separate but related disciplines. Since reading,
writing, speaking, and listening were recognized as
interrelated subjects in language arts, the new composition
specialists reopened a dialogue with Speech specialists.

The Conference on College Composition and Communication was
founded in 1949, and the 1950s saw composition studies begin
to evolve into a distinct field (52-53).

In her insightful postmodern study of composition's
history, Textual Carnivals: The Politics of Composition,
Susan Miller raises noteworthy objections to what has been
termed the "neoclassical" story of the origin of composition
as related by historians such as Connors. Taking issue with
interpretations that seek to legitimize composition by
claiming its descent from a "buried ancient past" that links
it seamlessly to the classical world, Miller charges that
neoclassicists fail to adequately address historical

discontinuities (36). Miller instead sees an originating
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unity of literature and composition in nineteenth century
American education (47-56), with literature serving as the
"high" and composition serving as the "low" agent of a
political and social agenda (51-2). Far from being a direct
descendant of classical rhetoric, the new institution of

composition

lifted out of their indigenous contexts a variety of

disparate parts: grammar based on lessons in classical

languages, graphic conventions largely standardized by
printers, pedagogical practices first designed to teach
translation, "model" texts, the aura of gentility

around privileged ("standard") oral usage, and practice

in "composing" that had once been a small part of a

larger, continuing oral rhetorical curriculum. These

excavations and their collective relocation in one
curricular entity formed a distinct institutional

appropriation of written language. (54)

In criticizing the rhetorical tradition story of
composition's origin, Miller brings in the political
implications of such a proposed origin, asserting that an
argument in favor of the classical rhetoric origins of
composition is an argument in favor of a repressive and
discriminatory educational system which empowered the few
and silenced the many (44).

This brief summary of conflicting narratives
illustrates more than an isolated dispute between two
composition historians. It is also illustrative of
differing interpretive approaches, which writers of
composition history today consciously identify for
themselves and for their readers. Lester Faigley, for

example, introduces his impressive interpretation of the
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development of composition studies between 1963 and the
present by clearly situating his study within the frame of
poststructuralism:

Even though composition studies might seem a peculiar
choice for a disciplinary case study of the impact of
postmodern theory, I find that the conservatism of
composition studies in the face of postmodern theory

is precisely what makes it interesting to study. The
intimate relatlonshlp of theory to the classroom
practice in teaching of writing enacts theoretical
debates by constructing subjectivities that student
writers are expected to occupy. Composition studies as
a discipline relies upon disciplinary technologies of
the sort Foucault describes--technologies that are
committed to the molding of docile bodies. Many of the
practices in the contemporary teaching of writing
follow from an ongoing debate within composition
studies that restages a long debate with modernism, a
debate between those who wish to preserve the rational,
coherent subject of the Enlightenment and those who
advocate the self-expressive subject of Romanticism.
(xi-xii)

At a time when scholars in a wide variety of fields use the
differently framing perspectives of cultural studies,
feminist theory, Marxist philosophy, sociology, psychology,
and poststructuralism to approach their subjects,
composition historians must, at the least, perceive the
people, the movements, the theories, and the pedagogical
practices with which they are concerned as developing within
and being shaped by specific political, social, and
historical contexts. It is my intention to consider these
larger shaping influences as I arrive at a history of the
Flint Writing Center through the necessarily subjective
personal perceptions of past and present staff members. My

approach to this small segment of composition history, then,
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is inspired by Susan Miller's view of the importance of

context on historical developments in any field.

Sources of information
In this study I am composing a history of the

University of Michigan-Flint Writing Center, which was
founded in fall, 1971. One primary, but limited, source on
which I have to draw is documentary evidence. This includes
(1) a journal article about the founding of the Writing
Center by Patrick Hartwell; (2) folders of student writings
dating back to the early 1980s, including log sheets with
tutor and staff comments, old midsemester and final
evaluation sheets, introductory material about the
Laboratory, and miscellaneous Writing Center lessons; (3)
two large file drawers in the Writing Center filled with
lessons still being used today that were either invented by
staff members over the years or photocopied from a wide
variety of sources; (4) the log sheets, evaluation sheets,
and introductory materials that are presently distributed to
students in the Writing Center; (5) a few tutor newsletters;
(6) several letters from past and present staff members to
me; (7) two folders of photocopied scholarly articles
covering topics in linguistics, rhetoric, composition, and
pedagogy which were assigned in the past as readings for
tutors; and (8) the results of a three-year study begun in
1989 by Lois Rosen and Scott Russell, showing that the Lab-
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centered course has a positive impact on student performance
in subsequent English composition courses. Because the
available documentary evidence alone would yield only a
sketchy and incomplete description of the University of
Michigan-Flint Writing Center's development, it does not
constitute the chief source of information for this study,
but rather serves as a supplement.

The bulk of my information has been derived from tape
recorded first person oral accounts, a richly textured type
of source that has become widely used and widely respected
by historians since the Second World War. As historians move
into the third generation of relying upon the tape recorded
personal interview as evidence, its applications have not
only broadened within the discipline of history, but have
been discovered by those in other fields. Oral history
scholars David K. Dunaway and Willa K. Baum observe:

Interdisciplinary applications of oral history have

increased steadily as disciplines such as folklore,

anthropology, and gerontology explore their common
ground with oral history. Each relies on oral
testimony collected in a manner particular to its
field; each uses that information in unique fashion

.+..0ral history also has growing applications in

administration and policy matters....Policy decisions

of institutions and corporations can be made more
effectively by using oral history interviews to help
uncover the rationale behind earlier actions and the

precedents they set for the future. (xiv-xv)

Although its usefulness as a tool for gathering detailed
information and comparing varied perspectives on the same

issues is readily apparent, the tape recorded interview is

as yet a virtually unexplored source of material for
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recounting events in the field of composition. In
commenting on the paucity of interviews of contemporary
composition's key figures, Robert Connors writes, "thus far
few scholars have ventured out into the field with tape
recorder in hand. It must be done, and soon" (70). The
voices I intend to capture for my own study can hardly be
described as belonging to key figures in composition
history; all the better reason for recording them, perhaps,
since most would otherwise have little occasion to speak.

The primary sources of information for this history are
twenty-two tape recorded and transcribed interviews of
people who presently are or formerly were connected with the
University of Michigan-Flint Writing Center as faculty,
staff, or tutors. I began by drawing up a list of Writing
Center personnel, past and present, which I had compiled
from old Center records, conversations with Center-connected
people whom I already knew, and my own recollections. After
obtaining the addresses of as many potential interviewees as
possible--sixty-three in all--I attempted to contact them
through letters, phone calls, or face-to-face queries. The
last method proved most effective. The resulting twenty-
four interviews were guided by a loosely-structured set of
questions, but interviewees were encouraged to follow their
own agendas in describing their involvement with the UM-
Flint Writing Center. (See Appendix A for interview

questions and release forms approved by the University



14

Committee for Research Involving Human Subjects.) In the
end, I used twenty-two of the twenty-four interviews,
discarding two because the interviewees remembered very
little about their Writing Center experiences and thus were
unable to contribute useful information. Two interviews are
of the same informant, Danny Rendleman, who managed the
Writing Laboratory for eleven years. These two interviews
were conducted four years and three months apart; I chose
to interview Rendleman a second time because, as I conducted
research for this study, I realized that he would be able to
answer a number of questions that had surfaced over time.

Most of the twenty-two taped interviews are
retrospective; that is, the subjects are looking back to
past experiences with the Writing Center. Only four are
currently employed in the Center. These interviews cover the
entire lifespan of the Writing Center from 1971 to 1996,
with sixteen of the twenty-two interviews representing the
Writing Laboratory during its first decade of operation.
Eleven interviewees were connected with the Center as
faculty or administrators working either in the Center or in
the UM-Flint English Department. Ten interviewees were
tutors, and two of these currently work in the Center. One
present staff member started out as a tutor, one former
interim director began her career as a tutor, and two former
tutors and one former Lab manager are currently lecturers in

the UM-Flint English Department. One interviewee is an
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"outsider," a faculty member from Political Science who
offered his impressions of the Writing Laboratory's image on
campus in its early years. I was successful in locating and
interviewing all but one of the former Writing Center
directors on my list; however, since this one-year interim
director--Elizabeth Graykowski--was charged with simply
maintaining the status quo, her input is not essential to
providing an accurate history of the Center.

There are both advantages and disadvantages to using
tape recorded interviews as a primary source of information.
on the positive side, they have proven to be rich and varied
in the details that they offer. The facts and impressions
contained in these transcripts are essential to the story I
am about to tell, and a piece of information brought up in
one interview is often confirmed in others. 1In addition, I
have found personal emphases and interpretations to be
especially intriguing. Numerous colorful anecdotes have
allowed me to bring the Writing Center and its staff alive
in these pages. On the negative side, it must be kept in
mind that personal interviews are not complete, objective
statements of a single reality, but are filtered through
individual recollections, and thus may be incomplete,
contradictory of other interviews, or biased. In piecing
together this history, then, I have found it helpful to

compare the memories of several people describing the same
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time period in order to identify common themes and make

judicious selections of material to include in the study.

The case study as a method of inquiry

The case study is one of eight empirical research
designs described by Janice Lauer and J. William Asher as
being often utilized in composition studies (23-38), and
although it most frequently appears in work by the
Researcher branch of Compositionists, Stephen North points
out that the case study can be appropriately used by writers
in any mode of inquiry, including that of the Historians
(201~-2) . The nature of such a study will be shaped, of
course, by the concerns of the writer's methodological
community: "All [such case] studies can be considered
similar insofar as they focus on some ‘unit' or phenomenon
intensively. But the nature of that focus--how the
scrutinized unit is conceived, how findings are tested and
validated, what happens to the knowledge generated by the
inquiry, and so on--these will all be a function of the
sponsoring mode of inquiry" (202).

In Applications of Case Study Research, Robert K. Yin,
a social science scholar, notes that the case study method
is appropriate "when investigators desire to (a) define
topics broadly and not narrowly, (b) cover contextual
conditions and not just the phenomenon of study, and (c)

rely on multiple and not singular sources of evidence" (xi).
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Social scientists often find it useful to combine the case
study method with one or more other recognized methods
inquiry, such as the analyses of archival records,
interviews, statistics, and observation (Yin xi). While the
particular combination of methods that I have chosen for the
present study is as yet relatively rare in composition
studies, then, it has already become an accepted avenue of
approach in other disciplines, as Yin points out. This case
study, depending as it does on participant recollections
from the sometimes distant past, will be recognized as being
more retrospective than studies that are based on recently
observed events. By presenting what social scientists term a
"thick description" drawn from interviews of participants--a
number of whom participated in the day-to-day activities
within the Writing Center from its beginning--and by drawing
on my own knowledge of the Center as a participant-observer,
I hope to provide a detailed description of the phenomenon
in its context over a long period of time. Further, I will
offer an interpretation of this description, highlighting
recurrent themes and suggesting how the experiences of the
University of Michigan-Flint Writing Center can give insight
into the histories and experiences of other writing centers.

Readers of case studies in the field of composition
will recognize that compositionists have adapted the case
study method from the social sciences as a tool for research

according to their own purposes and methodologies, a
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frequent variation being the intermingling of ethnographic
methods with case study methods. 1In fact, few self-named
case studies in composition would meet all of the criteria
for a classic case study as defined by Robert K. Yin, who
has described in detail the distinguishing features of the
various evaluation tools commonly used within the social
sciences. Yin separates the case study from the
ethnography, the grounded theory study, and the quasi-
experiment (55-76). He identifies the distinguishing
features of the case study design as: (1) assuming a single
objective reality that can be investigated by following the
traditional rules of scientific inquiry, (2) having the
potential to be used for theory-building, (3) also favoring
theory-testing, and (4) considering context as an essential
part of the phenomenon being evaluated. In terms of data
collection and analysis, Yin characterizes the case study as
(5) favoring multiple techniques of data collection and (6)
analyzing either quantitative or qualitative data (64). Yin
also comments, however, that the various evaluation methods
often are not kept clearly separated in everyday use (55)
and that the case study method can be usefully combined with
other methods (75-6).

My own study of the University of Michigan-Flint
Writing Center conforms, in the most general terms, to Yin's
over-all description of the "case study" more closely than

to any of the other recognized methods of inquiry that he
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describes. The general observations for my study, which I
will present later in this Introduction, lay out theories
derived from writing center literature that are tested here;
and the guiding questions (again, detailed below) are aids
in building new theories. The importance of context is in
fact a major concept expressed in one of my general
observations. I have already described my multiple sources
for data collection and evaluation, and it should be clear
that my analysis of this data will be qualitative. The most
obvious respect in which my case study differs from Yin's
classic case study in the social sciences is my assumption
about reality: Like ethnographers, I assume multiple,
socially constructed realities (Yin 60). (A related part of
this assumption, that the investigator cannot maintain an
"objective" distance, will be discussed at length below,
where I address the situation of writing from within.)

Because it has proved useful for a wide range of
purposes in an increasing number of disciplines, the case
study method has undergone recent re-evaluation and change.
In contrast to Yin's definition of the classic case study,
Robert Stake, Professor of Education and Director of the
Center for Instructional Research and Curriculum Evaluation
at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, describes
the case study method as applied in education and the social
sciences in somewhat more flexible terms that are similar to

the way in which I use this method for the present study.
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He sees ethnographic, naturalistic, phenomenological,
hermeneutic, and holistic studies all as falling under the
rubric of "case study" (36). He emphasizes that a main
objective in these qualitative studies is to create an
understanding of the subject being studied as opposed to

presenting an explanation of it:

The function of research is not necessarily to map and
conquer the world but to sophisticate the beholding of
it. "Thick description," "experiential understanding,"
and "multiple realities" are expected in qualitative
case studies. Pursuit of complex meanings cannot be
just designed in or caught retrospectively....It seems
to require continuous attention, an attention seldom
sustained when the dominant instruments of data
gathering are objectively interpretable checklists or
survey items. An ongoing interpretive role of the
researcher is prominent in qualitative case study.
(43)

It is this view of the case study's purpose that I have
adopted for my study of the University of Michigan-Flint
Writing Center. Yin's version of this research method would
clearly be more suitable for a researcher presently engaged
in observation of the phenomenon under study and striving
for classic objective reality. My study, however,
acknowledges multiple realities reflected in the
recollections of twenty-two people, including myself, most
of whom are former rather than present participants in the

UM-Flint Writing center.

Major themes of the study

In formulating questions to guide my investigation into

the University of Michigan-Flint Writing Center, I am
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working with three generalizations about writing centers
that can be drawn from the literature:

1. Context is a crucial factor in determining how a

writing center will take shape and function.

2. A key to a writing center's success is its ability

to adapt to the changing needs of the larger

institution.

3. The personnel of many older writing centers

experienced a marginalized status during their centers'

early development.
I will examine each of these generalizations in this section
and discuss them as themes that emerge from the narrative of
events and developments in the history of the University of
Michigan-Flint Writing Center.

The first observation, that context is crucial in
shaping the identity of any center, becomes apparent on an
examination of any center's development over time. 1In the
introduction to their collection of writing center case
studies, Kinkead and Harris observe:

It is [writing centers'] environment, academic and

otherwise, that most directly shapes them, giving them

form and substance, and the impetus to define

themselves in certain ways. (xv)

Context is a difficult concept to define:

In addition to the institutions in which they are

situated, writing centers often have smaller contexts--

specific programs or departments of which they are a

part. These smaller contexts, like the larger ones,

vary widely....Thus many, perhaps most writing centers,

exist within multiple contexts, all of which help to
define the resulting programs. Often, these different
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contexts exert opposing forces on a writing center

program. As a result, programs most frequently

compromise between the various forces that surround

them, treading a sometimes tortuous path among

conflicting needs and demands in order to serve each

constituency fairly and effectively. (xv-xvi)
In making comparisons among the twelve centers in their
study, Kinkead and Harris offer a chart that describes them
according to size of institution, type of institution,
administrative control of the center, location on campus,
audience (i.e. student population), availability of
computers, types of tutors, and special notes about the
center (228-31). An examination of the separate case studies
illustrates that these practical descriptors, most of which
are context-related, have a profound influence upon where,
how, and for whom individual writing centers offer their
services. Each case study begins with a description of the
broad context in which the writing center is situated and
then discusses center services in terms of the influences
and interactions of various contextual elements. General
references to the importance of context abound in the
Kinkead/Harris case studies. Muriel Harris at Purdue (1),
Brenda M. Greene at Medgar Evers (32), and Irene Clark at
the University of Southern California (112) all comment on
the effects of institutional size and diversity of student
population on their writing centers' operations. Edward
Lotto of Leheigh University explains how being located

within an engineering-oriented institution that values

writing less than certain other types of institutions
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affects the atmosphere for writing center staff (79-80).
Julie Neff of the University of Puget Sound attributes her
writing center's success, in part, to strategic alliances
she has forged within her campus community (134); while Dawn
Rodriguez and Kathleen Kiefer of Colorado State University
state that the reluctance of their institution to support a
comprehensive writing center held them back, for a time,
from achieving their goals (226). These case studies, with
their multiple references to the inexorable influences of
situational factors, indicate that no writing center can be
fully understood without an understanding of its context.

It seems appropriate here to offer a brief description

of the present-day University of Michigan-Flint Writing
Center. In doing so, I will follow both the context-related
categories and the level of detail modeled by Kinkead and
Harris in their thumbnail sketches of the twelve writing
centers whose case studies appear in their collection:

Size: 6,312 students in fall, 1995. 5,895
undergraduate and 417 graduate students.

Type: Four-year liberal arts college; branch of a
research university. Commuter campus.

Administrative control: Has own writing center
director, a tenure-track faculty member in the
English Department. The center receives funding
through the College of Arts and Sciences (CAS).
Director reports to English Department chair and
dean of CAS.

Location: Third floor of the Classroom-Office
Building, a central location on campus.

Audience: Primarily students in the writing program,
especially students enrolled in Writing Workshop,
for whom work in the Center is a major part of
their required coursework. Open to entire campus.

Number of cross-disciplinary drop-in students is
increasing.
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Computers: Many computers are available for student
use across campus, including a new computer
writing classroom two floors above the writing
center. The Center itself has seven Zenith and two
Apple GS computers with five printers. (These
usually are not all functional at once.)

Tutors: 18-20. Mainly undergraduates; some

graduates. Lab manager and director also tutor.

Special notes: (1) Unique lab-tied course for basic

writers. (2) Unique lab manager position. Age:
Founded in 1971, this Center is three years older
than the oldest centers included in the
Kinkead/Harris study. (4) Use of portfolios and
holistic scoring since 1971. (5) Connection to WAC
program is being developed.

How is context a factor here? 1In providing information
for the Kinkead/Harris context-related descriptors, it
becomes immediately apparent to me that this seemingly
static description of the University of Michigan-Flint
Writing Center would not have been accurate five years ago,
and probably will not be accurate five years hence. Much
about the Center has changed over time, usually in response
to changes within the larger institution. An examination of
the Kinkead/Harris case studies shows that this is a common
theme among the various studies, most of which include
sections on the individual centers' histories explaining the
factors that influenced their evolution.

Typical challenges recounted in the Kinkead/Harris case
studies are budget cuts, administrative changes,
institutional decisions about a writing center's role or
affiliation, pressure to incorporate computers into writing
instruction, and changes in student population. Irene

Lurkis Clark observes, for example, that the USC composition
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program's decision to institute portfolio grading had
wsignificant pedagogical, ethical, and administrative
implications" for the writing center (111), while Joan A.
Mullen and Luanne Momenee cite "a substantial increase in
student population...significant administrative changes,
state budget crises, and the voting in of a faculty union"
as context-related changes to which their two branch writing
centers at the University of Toledo had to adapt within a
space of four years (46). It is for reasons like these that
Kinkead and Harris conclude that a writing center's ability
to adapt to changing conditions and changing institutional
needs is critical to its success.

The nature of these context-related conditions with
which successful writing centers must cope introduces the
third generalization concerning the marginalized status
experienced by many centers in their early days. In the
epilogue to Writing Centers in Context, Kinkead remarks,
"When we talk about progress in writing centers, one of the
visible signs of success is where the writing center is
housed. As most of us know, many centers started out in
windowless basements, broom closets, or stuffy alcoves"
(Kinkead and Harris 233). Several case studies refer to
modest beginnings in inadequate quarters or with
insufficient funds, or tell about wars waged by means of
paperwork to justify their centers' existence. Muriel

Harris looks back on the early days of the Purdue Writing
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Lab: "One problem was space, since the half of one room
allotted to the lab was cramped from the start because we
were asked to share facilities with a reading and studies
skills center" (3). Joan A. Mullin of the University of
Toledo-Bancroft Writing Center remembers: "It
was...explained to me that, because of overcrowded
conditions and a tight budget, I would have no clerical
staff, no typewriter, no furniture, and, in fact, no
office..." (46). Julie Neff describes the early writing
center at the University of Puget Sound as being "so small
that even when standing the director and peer writing
advisors could not all be in the center at the same time"
(135).

Such limitations regarding budgets, space, and
materials experienced by many writing centers in their early
years may be seen as concrete manifestations of the low
regard in which academia originally held the idea of writing
centers. Muriel Harris observes in a 1990 article which
looks back on writing center history, "We traditionally have
been the field hands waiting at the back door for a few
scraps from the table of the real folk dining inside" (21).
This "tradition of being at the bottom of the totem pole"
(21), Harris points out, has changed over the past decade or
so, to the extent that a writing program without a tutorial
element is now seen as incomplete (15-16). Nevertheless,

the experience of being marginalized was clearly a common
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one for many early writing center personnel and was
undoubtedly a shaping influence on the way in which they
perceived themselves in the larger context of their

institutions.

How the three themes connect

I will examine the role that each of these interrelated
factors recognized in the literature--context, adaptability,
and marginalization--has played in the development of one
particular writing center's image. "Context" will prove to
be a term having multiple meanings as I attempt to situate
this center within time and space, within the history of
composition studies, and within the growth of the UM-Flint
academic community. In describing changes in the Center's
multi-layered context, I will discuss ways in which the
Center was called upon to adapt--not only altering the
Center-tied basic writing course, the assessment process,
tutor training, and the like, but also altering the
collective self-concept of Writing Center personnel and the
image that they projected to outsiders. Finally, I will
examine the problem of marginalization for writing center
personnel across the nation, relate it to the experiences
and perceptions of the Flint staff, and show how this issue
affected the Center's ability to adapt to its changing

context.
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I have used the three themes of context, adaptability,
and marginalization as a superstructure for framing
questions that will guide this case study. In formulating
these questions, I have also kept in mind the fact that
writing centers are not passive entities simply acted upon
by outside forces. Kinkead and Harris remark:

The relationship between the writing center and its
context...is not inevitably one-sided, with the writing
center merely responding to the needs of various
programs and of the parent institution. Successful
programs establish relationships with their host
environments that are best described as interactive--
the writing center shapes its context as well as being
shaped by it. (xvi)

My questions will attempt to capture the interrelationships
and interactions among Writing Center staff and between the

Center staff and their larger environment.

Guiding guestions
1. How may changing institutional perceptions and
needs have shaped the Writing Center over time?

a. What problems and issues caused the University
of Michigan-Flint English Department to establish
a writing center?

b. In what ways have the Center's structure,
organizational priorities, and pedagogical
approach remained consistent over time? What are
some of the factors in maintaining these
consistencies?

c. What changes have occurred in the Center,
and what factors have influenced these changes?

d. How have the relationships between the Writing
Center and the composition program, between the
Writing Center and the English Department, and
between the Writing Center and the University of
Michigan-Flint campus evolved over time?
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2. How have Writing Center personnel shaped and
reshaped the Writing Center?

a. What theories and experiences informed the
decisions of the Center's two co-founders?

How did these background elements translate into
day-to-day practice? Which practices can be seen
as pioneering efforts in composition pedagogy?

b. How and why have various Writing Center
directors either preserved the consistency of
policies, practices, and approaches or effected
changes?

c. What contributions has each of the two

Center managers made? What role has each manager
played in promoting the consistency of day-to-day
practice in the Center? How has each affected
the image of the Writing Center?

d. Which policies and practices in the selection,
training, and delegation of duties to tutors have
remained consistent over time, and which have
changed? What role has a sense of community played
in influencing tutor performance and shaping the
Writing Center environment?

3. What role may marginalization, or perceptions of
marginalization, have played in shaping the Center and
its image?

a. What were some early self-perceptions of the
Center personnel? How did early colleagues and
administrators perceive them?

b. In what concrete ways did the early Writing
Center experience a marginalized position on
campus? How did this change over time?

c. In what ways may marginalization have been
perceived as a positive status by Writing Center
personnel? What contributions may this perception
have made to the success of the Writing Center?

d. How may the changing status of compositionists
and of writing centers have altered the self
perceptions of directors, staff, and tutors?
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I am not, in the traditional positivistic sense, a
distanced and objective observer of the writing center
described in this thesis. On the contrary, I am intimately
acquainted with the Center itself, and I count as friends or
acquaintances many past and present staff members. Although
I have been connected with the University of Michigan-Flint
Writing Center in various professional ways for the past ten
years, my associations with it go back perhaps twenty-one
years. I received my A.B. degree in English and German from
the University of Michigan-Flint in 1975. As an English
major, I took courses with four of the faculty members whose
tape recorded personal interviews will be quoted in the
chapters that follow: Wes Rae, Bill Vasse, Greg Waters, and
one of the Writing Center's founders, Pat Hartwell.

Patrick Hartwell was an important influence during my
undergraduate years. I remember him as a dynamic and
enthusiastic teacher whose fascination with language was
infectious. I developed a particular interest in
linguistics as a result of taking his introductory course in
the subject. Although I never worked in what was then
called the Writing Laboratory as an undergraduate, Hartwell
gave me a tour of the Lab shortly before I graduated, when
he recognized my interest in English language. He mentioned
the possibility of a new Lab manager position that might

receive funding for the following fall--the Senior
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Instructional Associate job that, as it turns out, was to be
held for eleven years by Danny Rendleman. Although Hartwell
encouraged me to apply for this job, I decided to attend
graduate school in Ann Arbor. I returned to the University
of Michigan-Flint in 1982, first to teach in the English
Department and later to also direct the English Placement
Examination, serve as associate director and acting director
of the Writing Center, and teach the Center-grounded basic
writing course. When Danny Rendleman accepted a lectureship
in the English Department in 1986, Scott Russell was hired
to replace him as Senior Instructional Associate. I met
Scott in his new capacity of Lab manager, worked with him
for many years, developed a friendship, and married him in
the fall of 1992. He is still the Lab manager. At this
writing, I no longer teach at UM-Flint. After teaching in
the English Department for nearly fifteen years, I left in
the fall of 1996 to teach for the English Composition Board
at the University of Michigan's main campus in Ann Arbor.

My research, then, is conducted from the position of
participant-observer. I have chosen to study this
particular writing center in part because I have been so
closely involved with its development. I have a keen
personal interest in coming to understand what my former
colleagues, predecessors, and friends have contributed to
the making of what I perceive to be an especially successful

writing center. It is my contention that the gqualitative
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findings I present will be enriched by my own firsthand
experiences with and observations of the Center and by my
personal relationships with many of the people I have
interviewed. While a project of this nature would certainly
not have been considered credible or legitimate a generation
ago, writing from within a culture, community, social class,
or other group being studied by the researcher has become
increasingly more accepted, particularly in the social
sciences. In an article entitled "Dare We Say ‘I'?
Bringing the Personal into Scholarship," anthropologist Ruth
Behar offers multiple examples of autobiographical writing
that has contributed or soon will contribute to scholarly
knowledge. These examples include the as-yet-unknowp work
of an African-American doctoral student of Behar's
acquaintance drawing on his grandfather's experience of the
migration of emancipated slaves to the midwest, Zora Neale
Hurston's well-known collection of the folklore of her own
people, and the author's own study of a Mexican street
peddler, Translated Woman: Crossing the Border with
Esperanza's Story, which concludes with a link between the
subject's life and that of Behar herself. Behar summarizes
the objections to such autobiographical work as follows:

No one objects to autobiography, as such, as a genre in

its own right. What bothers critics is the insertion

of personal stories into what we have been taught to

think of as the analysis of impersonal facts.

Throughout most of the 20th century, in scholarly

fields ranging from literary criticism to anthropology
to law, the reigning paradigms have called for
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distance, objectivity, and abstraction. The worst sin
has been to be "too personal." (B2)

Arguing that "personal evidence is evidence," Behar asserts
that "the best of autobiographical scholarly writing sets
off on a personal quest and ultimately produces a redrawn
map of social terrain" (B2).

In Academic Writing, Janet Giltrow also comments on the
introduction of the personal in research, pointing out that
the "participant-observer" of some contemporary ethnographic
studies, for example, presents qualitative findings that are
informed by personal contact with the groups and individuals
being studied (330-1)3. Giltrow sees this as indicative of
more widespread changes in the scholarly voice. She offers
the following explanation for these changes:

...It is feminist reasoning, at the end of the

twentieth century, which has most sincerely invited the

subject--the thinking, feeling, being, experienced in
the complexities of daily life--back into scholarly
writing.... Feminist reasoning has criticized research
practices for being carried out from a masculinist
position or point of view, and then representing that
position as universal. So feminist research would be
inclined to dismantle the form of knowledge constructed
by traditional research practices, and expose that
knowledge as not only not "objective" but also as

serving the interests of those who work at it. (330)

Ssandra Harding, a feminist social scientist, writes
about research perspectives in some detail. Harding
identifies the position of current feminist scholars as
follows: "We have claimed the historical realities of our
lives as the places from which our thought and politics not

only do begin, but also should begin" ((En)gendering
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Knowledge 100). In an essay entitled "Who Knows? Identities
and Feminist Epistemology," Harding explains the difference
between traditional research and feminist research as being
located not in a new set of research methods but in
methodology and epistemology (2-10). The researcher's
personal relationship to the study is a crucial element:

The best feminist analysis goes beyond...innovations in

subject matter in a crucial way: it insists that the

inquirer her/himself be placed in the same critical
plane as the overt subject matter, thereby recovering
the entire research process for scrutiny in the results
of research....Thus the researcher appears to us not as

an invisible, anonymous voice of authority, but as a

real, historical individual with concrete, specific

desires and interests. (9)

This move to place the researcher inside the study redefines
the so-called "objectivist" position: "Introducing this
'‘subjective' element into the analysis in fact increases the
objectivity of the research and decreases the ‘objectivism'
which hides this kind of evidence from the public" (9).

In "Personal Experience as Evidence in Feminist
Scholarship," communication scholars Karen A. Foss and Sonja
K. Foss discuss admissibility of evidence and methodology.
Stating that "the question of what criteria should be used
to judge the admissibility of personal experience as
evidence is irrelevant in feminist scholarship," (39) the
authors explain that we are all experts on our own lives,
and consequently no qualitative evaluation of individual

experiences is appropriate (39-40): "Even if I've had a lot

more of it, your experience is your truth. How can one



35
being prove another being wrong" (40)? 1In answer to the
charge that feminist researchers may be in a position to
privilege their own experiences or interpretations over
those of their study participants, Foss and Foss explain
that researchers have a presentational expertise and that
they use these special skills as a means of helping others
"give voice to their experiences" (40). In making choices
about which personal accounts to use, how much of any
account to include, and how to interpret this material,
feminist researchers are again using their presentational
expertise (40). "They constantly monitor their own
perspectives in regard to the personal experiences they
gather. They make every effort to facilitate the emergence
of the experiences they report through presentational skills
that honor and do not violate those experiences" so that the
resulting document is "a joint construction of the
participants' experiences and interpretations and
researchers' presentational expertise" (41).

Sandra Harding sees feminist researchers as necessarily
having multiple, and even contradictory, identities, so that
they are making observations both from the inside and from
without, from the marginalized position of women and the
"center" position of investigators ("Who Knows?" 103-4).

She sets the unmediated raw experience and observations of
the participant against the "Standpoint" of someone who

achieves understanding of experiences through science or
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politics (104). The combination of perspectives is key to
feminist research, in spite of resulting conflicts within

the researcher:

We have criticized the "center's" claim that it alone
can provide the one true story of the world. Even the
central tendency in mainstream thought about science
undermines such an idea. Scientific work--at least
twentieth century scientific work--never claims to
produce true statements, but only statements that are
less likely to be false than the alternatives that have
been considered....But we need not be equally skeptical
of the idea that some beliefs are less false, better
supported by the existing evidence, than others. (112)
It is the "outsider within" who best knows how to locate and
access such evidence.

Although my study of the University of Michigan-Flint
Writing Center is not a feminist work--I am not writing
specifically about women's lives and experiences--I am
indebted to the research of scholars, particularly feminist
scholars, who have deliberately and openly studied a group
or milieu of which they were a part and have responded
effectively to outside questions and criticism of their
positions and methodology. I call attention here to my
relationship with the University of Michigan-Flint Writing
Center because the extent of my involvement with the Center
would not otherwise be immediately evident to the reader. 1
intend to make my stance clear: I am writing both from
within and from without. Although the conjunction of

method, mode, and source material in this thesis may be an

atypical one, these separate components can certainly be
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recognized as traditional approaches to research; yet my
position in relation to my subject is not a traditional one.
Although the reader of this thesis will encounter only
occasional references to my own work with the University of
Michigan-Flint Writing Center, it would be well to keep in
mind my intimate ties to the subject of my own case study
and history. Where minor facts and bits of information
about the Writing Center are presented without
documentation, the reader may assume that I draw on personal
knowledge or experience to fill in occasional small gaps. I
have also drawn on this personal familiarity in trying to
convey my sense of the Writing Center as an organic thing, a
complex and changing entity with its own individual
identity. Finally, my firsthand observations will figure
into the conclusions that I offer about the Writing Center's
development, its success, and the formation of its

distinctive image.
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Notes

' while hundreds of articles have been published in the
1980s and 90s that describe some aspect of a particular
writing center such as tutor training, student attitudes,
writing in the disciplines, assessment of student writing,
etc., fewer publications have attempted to provide an
overview of a given center. Three noteworthy examples
include (1) Lou Kelly's "One-to-One, Iowa City Style: Fifty
Years of Individualized Writing Instruction," a study of
what may be the oldest writing center in the United States,
(2) Patrick Hartwell's "A Writing Laboratory Model,"
important here because it describes the founding and early
operation of the writing center that is the subject of my
own case study, and (3) Joyce A. Kinkead and Jeanette G.
Harris' collection entitled Writing Centers in Context:
Twelve Case Studies, which has provided useful insights for
my study of the University of Michigan-Flint Writing Center.

Examples of other case studies include Donald Gallo's
"Birthing a Writing Lab," Myrna Goldenberg's "The Evolution
of a Writing Center," William V. Miller's "Now and Later at
Ball State,"™ Janice Witherspoon Neuleib and Maurice A.
Scharton's "Writing Others, Writing Ourselves: Ethnography
and the Writing Center," Jane Opitz's "Saint John's Writing
Workshop: A Summary of the First Semester Report," Leo E.
Otterbein's "A Writing Laboratory," William Stull's "The
Hartford Sentence-Combining Laboratory: From Theory to
Program," and Robert Wess' "Making Connections: The Writing
Lab at PSU."

2 when using North's terms, I have preserved his system
of capitalization. Throughout this study, capitalization of
the words "Writing Center," "Center," "Laboratory, or "Lab"
indicate the University of Michigan-Flint Writing Center.

3 Giltrow offers, by way of example, Shirley Brice
Heath's Ways with Words: Language, Life, and Work in
Communities and Classrooms.



CHAPTER ONE: THE WRITING CENTER IN CONTEXT

Part I: Flower Children, Social Reform, and the
Development of Writing Centers

Establishing a context

In order to understand any individual writing center,
it is necessary to understand the specific situational
factors that have brought it into being and shaped its
development over time. In this chapter I will provide
information about the larger context in which the University
of Michigan-Flint Writing Center was founded in 1971. 1In
describing the city of Flint and the campus of the
University of Michigan-Flint, detailing the concerns of
English Department members who were attempting to teach
writing to a new type of student, and showing how these
concerns led them to decide on a writing center as a
solution to their problems, I hope to set the stage for the
decisions and actions of the Writing Center's two
cofounders. I would like to emphasize here that time is as
important as place in this particular setting: The
turbulent Woodstock-to-Watergate era of the late 1960s and
early 1970s posed new challenges to educators which were
partly responsible for the growing popularity of writing
centers in general, as I will show later in this chapter.
It will also be seen that this era generated the particular

concerns on which the center at Flint was founded and

39
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significantly influenced both the atmosphere of this new Lab

and the self-perceptions of its staff.

An era of unrest
Between 1968 and 1974 the United States experienced

unprecedented peaks of optimism and valleys of despair. The
brutal assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Robert
F. Kennedy only months apart were followed a year later by
the triumph of the first moon landing. Hopes were raised
for a thaw in the Cold War when the United States met with
the Soviet Union and China to discuss world peace, but
Richard M. Nixon, the president responsible for this move,
eventually resigned to avoid impeachment for campaign
misconduct related to the Watergate break-in. The unpopular
war in Vietnam continued, expanding into Cambodia before its
eventual end in a complete withdrawal of U.S. troops and a
negotiated peace. There was strife between the "hippie"
youth culture and the Establishment, exemplified by anti-war
demonstrations on many college campuses and the clash of
protesters with police at the 1968 Chicago Democratic
convention; yet the gathering of half a million young
people at an upstate New York farm made "Woodstock" a name
evocative of "peace, love, and music." Finally, a number of
advocacy groups (such as N.O.W., the Weathermen, the Black
Panthers and the Yippies) were born out of protest and the

struggle for equal rights (Barbour, et al. 17-18). The
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explosive events of this era affected American life at every
level.

Institutions of higher education could scarcely remain
unaffected. Anxieties related to the Cold War and
competition over the space race which had begun with the
launching of Sputnik in 1957 stimulated interest in college
education and attracted federal funding, even for the
traditionally ignored subjects of literature and
composition. Expansion of the corporate and state sectors,
as well as a growth in the student-age population,
dramatically increased the number of students attending
college, and social and political changes added even further
to rising enrollments (Berlin 120). Inspired in part by the
civil Rights Movement and the feminist movement, so-called
non-traditional students who might in an earlier era have
lacked the means or the incentive for attending college now
seized opportunities provided by open enrollment. The
college-level student population was transformed, then, not

only in terms of numbers but also in terms of background.

The growth of writing centers in the United States

The writing center as a component of American college-
level English instruction is a comparatively recent
development. While it is true that the general concept of
the writing tutorial is not, in itself, new--Stephen North

points out that centers "have been around in one form or
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another since at least the 1930s when Carrie Stanley was
already working with writers at the University of Iowa"
("The Idea of a Writing Center" 436)--writing
n"laboratories," "clinics," or "centers" first received
widespread attention around the late 1960s and early 1970s,
in response to a perceived instructional crisis. Newly
adopted open enrollment policies at many institutions had
drawn in a diverse population of students, some of whom were
not as academically prepared for college work as so-called
"traditional" students had been. For these students, the
typical freshman composition course--lecture-based and
grounded in the assumption that students had already
mastered the basics of the composing process--simply did not
provide adequate experience for preparing them to write
academic papers. Unlike Freshman Rhetoric 101, a writing
center could provide the individualized one-to-one
instruction that was desperately needed by less experienced
writers. Gary A. Olson observes:
As the number of non-traditional students increased
in the 60s and 70s, it became more and more apparent
that writing could not be taught to a classroom of
twenty, thirty, or more students. Such a pedagogy had
always been a marginal method at best. 1In large
classes you can teach grammar, you can teach
literature, you can teach rhetorical patterns, but you
cannot teach writing. The best way, maybe the only
way, to learn how to write is by writing and rewriting.
Beyond practicing writing, the writer can also learn a
good deal by talking to a sensitive and responsive
reader before and during writing and rewriting. The
chief pedagogy of writing centers, tutoring, recognizes
that writing is at once the most personal and the most

social task students engage in. As Kenneth Bruffee
explains...what we know, hence what we write, is a
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product of social inter-action: our talk. Students'
writing can improve through close and regular contact
with a supportive, yet critical audience. Trained
tutors, peer or otherwise, know how to listen and how
to engage students in a constructive dialogue that
becomes an essential part of the composing process.

(xi-xii)

It seems likely that the Zeitgeist of the 1960s and
1970s not only was primarily responsible for larger numbers
and wider diversity of the student population but was also a
determining influence in the acceptance of the writing
center as an increasingly common solution to the problem of
underprepared students. The notion of one-to-one
instruction was not new, but it fit in neatly with the
social and political agendas of many academics. In an era
of Utopian aspirations toward a non-racist, non-sexist
egalitarian society, providing individualized instruction
that recognized diversity in personal and social backgrounds
and in levels of academic preparation undoubtedly held a
certain appeal for those who would remake the world.

There were sound pedagogical motives for establishing
writing centers, but there were ethical motives as well.
The sense of waging a social crusade was an important
element in the newly formed self-images of certain writing
center personnel. In a later chapter of this dissertation I
will explore the implications, for the University of

Michigan-Flint Writing Center and for writing centers in

general, of this social agenda.
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Writing centers today

Although writing laboratories/clinics/centers began to
receive attention at the time of the so-called paradigm
shift in writing theory and pedagogy--when cognitive
psychology, linguistics, and new research in composition
were helping to shape the writing-as-process approach--it
would be inaccurate to imply that these centers sprang up
fully formed and flawless, reflecting the newest thought and
the most effective pedagogy. Joyce S. Steward and Mary K.
Croft characterize early writing laboratories as focusing on
the most basic writing problems and sometimes relying
heavily on the skill-and-drill approach:

The first labs were primarily remedial, many of them

in technical schools or community colleges, and some of

them served merely as depositories of material, self-

teaching kits, or other equipment for drill in basic

skills. Some writing labs were spinoffs of broader

learning centers, usually those for remedial or

developmental reading. Many such facilities served

only students referred from specific courses, who

sometimes came to earn a passing mark or attain a

stipulated competency. (2)
Stephen North suggests that the development of what we might
call the "contemporary" writing center dates from around the
1972 publication of Lou Kelly's book, From Dialogue to
Discourse (North, "Writing Center Research" 25), which grew
out of Kelly's experience at the University of Iowa Writing
Laboratory. Certainly hundreds of the writing centers in
operation today were founded during the mid-1970s (Harris,

"What's Up and What's In" 15), but many were not yet

"contemporary" in outlook or approach. In an essay entitled
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"One-On-One, Iowa City Style: Fifty Years of Individualized
Writing Instruction," Lou Kelly details the evolution of
what is arquably the oldest writing center in the country--
founded by Carrie Stanley in the 1930s--from its original
Rogerian face-to-face tutoring through a period of isolated
grammar and correctness exercises to the present student-
centered tutorial. Lil Brannon notes that as late as the
early eighties most writing labs were still workbook-driven
or auto-tutorial (5). A great deal was learned through
experience during the "adolescence" of these centers from
the mid-seventies to the mid- or late eighties. During this
period, they evolved from "labs," a name that came to imply
the skill-and-drill approach, to "centers," places of
genuine interaction and learning among students, tutors, and
faculty.

It should be mentioned here that the writing center at
the University of Michigan-Flint, while never a "lab" in the
negative sense of that word, was originally called the
Writing Laboratory, and retained that name until 1983.

Later in this chapter I will explain the rationale behind
this name choice. Throughout this thesis I will refer to
the pre-1983 center as the Writing Laboratory.<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>