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FEATURES FROM THE WRITING CENTERS

IWCA 2017 ANNUAL CONFERENCE FOCUSES ON
DETECTING WRITING SECRETS
Winter 2018

November 10-13, 2017
By N. Jean Hodges

On Friday morning, November 10, 2017, I awoke in a
small, unfamiliar room. Not an alert early-morning
riser, I pulled back curtains to assess my situation
and saw a dusting of snow covering the ground
several stories beneath me, very much like a heavy
coating of powdered sugar atop a muffin. To the
right, a lone figure with a dog on a leash briskly
trotted along the Riverwalk, both black silhouettes
against the snow. The river itself cut through the
snow like a calm, icy vein. A noisy garbage truck,
headlights on, rattled down a side street, occasionally
stopping for another black silhouette to disembark,
accompanied by a metallic scrunching of debris as its
packer blade worked inside the compactor.
Gradually, I remembered. I was in Chicago. The
Windy City. The Murder City. . . .

Figure 1. Chicago City Riverwalk.
Photo credit: Jean Hodges.

What a fitting location for the 2017 IWCA Annual Conference! Co-organizers Lauri Dietz and
Andrew Jeter titled the conference Tutor, Writer, Director, Spy, reminiscent of John LeCarré’s Cold
War espionage story, Tinker Tailor Soldier Spy. The theme evoked associations with Chicago’s 1920s
gangster reputation (minus the violence) for illegal activities and the behind-the-scenes espionage
tactics required to bring the criminals to justice. Session titles such as “Spies Like Us,” “Sleuthing and
Code,” and “Mission [Not] Impossible” immersed conference attendees in the role of spies using their
ingenuity to overcome ignorance and “criminal” uses of English, and simultaneously revealed hidden
“clues” for finding tools and novel perspectives for more effective writing and tutoring.
Neisha-Anne Green’s stirring keynote address, “Moving Beyond All Right,” very effectively
introduced attendees to some of those tools, hidden clues, and novel perspectives. Now director of the
Writing Center at American University, she recounted her multi-cultural journey from recognition to
self-acceptance of subtle thinking and personality influences from Barbados and America in her
language use to new insights about working with student writers. Beginning with Peter Elbow’s
argument that our first childhood dialect continues to influence our later academic and professional
writing, Green argued that there was much more than just some influencing from that initial dialect.
Using code-meshing (the integration of dialects and languages with standard English) to study her own
uses of English, Green claimed that what she learned changed both her personal and pedagogical
goals. She explained,
As a student in Barbados, the two-ness Du Bois referred to ruled and I
knew how to perform. My goal as a younger student in Barbados was to
suppress my native habits and traits while in the presence of teachers,
parents, my friends’ parents and older family members. When I moved
to America my goal shifted to suppressing the three-ness; especially “the
American Negro” and the “Bajan” and to instead strive to be a better and
truer “American” self. My goal now is to continue the peace talks and
blend all of my selves into one rhetorically savvy being. (Green)
3

FEATURES FROM THE WRITING CENTERS

Winter 2018
Cont’d.. IWCA 2017 Annual Conference Focuses on….

Becoming “rhetorically savvy” about her own cultural components led Green to study code-meshing
research. Today, if students permit, she helps them also recognize and merge themselves and their
prior language influences into a harmonious whole through code-meshing. This requires taking time
to get to know the students with whom she works; developing strategies for relating to them; and,
most importantly, teaching them to recognize and address judgments and influences implicit in
various language uses. For Green, this self-process resulted in “extreme triple consciousness” that
made her simultaneously aware of her self-view and of how others see her. This enabled her to stop
equating difference with error, thereby enriching her discussions about audience with student
writers. Rather than discussing “mistakes,” she now explains students’ choices as authors and the
different potential results of those choices rather than forces agendas upon them, such as correcting a
student’s language codes for fear readers will judge them as deficiencies. What emerges is a more
confident authorial voice that reflects the writer’s authentic self (Green).
For Green, encountering a “cultural moment” in a student’s writing awakens her anew to the
racial tensions that “conventional readers” may perceive, but she recognizes these readers as
“gatekeepers and people who aren’t as brown as me” (i.e., who are not self-aware of their assumptions
and prejudices). Code-meshing teaches acceptance of differences and counters even the informed
students’ potential to feel that freedom to write authentically as themselves entitles them to become
“people who are too caught up in a fake sense of elitism to realize the harm they are perpetuating.”
Rather, she seeks authenticity and acceptance on the part of both readers and writers (Green).
In line with Green’s code-meshing was the concurrent session “Pragmatic Aspects of
Communication between Agents and Multilingual Clients,” presented by Olga Muranova and
Svetlana Koltovskaia. According to them, “bugs” installed everywhere in their own headquarters
revealed “speech acts used during information-exchange sessions, such as compliments, requests,
suggestions, etc.,” that motivated them to study how inappropriately using these language tools could
lead to miscommunication and potential conflict (Pearson).

Figure 2. One of many concurrent sessions held during the IWCA 2017 Annual Convention. Photo credit:
Jean Hodges.

The potential misunderstandings and language
misuses discussed basically extended Green’s codemeshing by focusing on cultural language use as one
of the variables affecting successful communication.
The presenters identified tutors/consultants as agents
who must learn to anticipate and to detect the
interactions between sociopragmatics (preferred
human
behaviors
and
interactions)
and
pragmalinguistics (the choices made to create
meaning). For example, different cultures define these
everyday speech acts differently; consequently,
student responses to a consultant’s compliment on a
thesis can be quite unexpected if their cultures
observe different customs. Consider Muranova and
Koltovskaia’s sample responses to the tutor’s
compliment below:
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Tutor:
Student 1:
Student 2:

This is really good! This is off to a great start! You are an excellent writer!
No, I am not. Not really.
Yes, I am! I am an excellent student, too! (Muranova and Koltovskaia)

In these exchanges, Student 1 responds by downgrading the compliment, a common reaction among Asian
students. In contrast, Student 2 upgrades the compliment to extend to his or her overall academic
performance as well as the thesis. This response is more common among Arabs. Each response surprises the
consultant who expects a mere “Thank you!” in response!
Another example illustrates a problem I sometimes have when trying to be polite: hinting rather
than requesting. This strategy is especially confusing to multilinguals because it does not actually ask for
something but instead requires inference of the request, a skill they either may not have or that they may
misinterpret because of a lack of understanding that different cultural practices are involved. For example, a
student might ask for help with a paper in the following ways:

Student 1:
Student 2:
Student 3:
Student 4:
Student 5:

Listen [. . .] eh [. . .] Can you revise my paper?
Could you help me revise my paper please?
If you could possibly help me revise my paper, please.
Revise my paper.
I think in this paper there are many issues with organization, flow, and
transitions. (Muranova and Koltovskaia)

According to Trosborg’s Taxonomy of Request Realization Strategies, Students 1, 2, and 3 are using
conventionally indirect, hearer-based strategies. Student 4’s statement illustrates a direct, imperative
strategy that many tutors/consultants would find offensive, and Student 5 merely hints at the request
indirectly and risks hiding the actual desire for help. In different cultures, each response could be preferred
and expected (Muranova and Koltovskaia).

Today globalization requires a more frequent and more effective reaction to cultural differences than
in the past. By sensitizing ourselves through code-meshing as described above, we can begin to build and
improve cross-cultural understanding. For starters, tutors/consultants can practice the following strategies
recommended by Muranova and Koltovskaia:
 use more imperative/direct forms of suggestions—not hinted at or hedged;
 present the student with different response variations as authentic examples;
 practice using additional devices and confirmation checks of the student’s understanding by asking

questions, such as, “Do you know what I mean?”;
 provide explicit feedback on clients’ pragmatic behavior by explaining the meaning understood

from the inappropriate response method; and
 include model dialogues/expressions in information exchange sessions for multilinguals.
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No doubt, holding the 2017 IWCA Conference in Chicago was a wise decision by the co-organizers that
really set the mood and immersed attendees in examining writing center work from “behind the
scenes” as well as taught us new tools to accompany our discoveries. Even if we had never thought of
ourselves as spies, the analogy is appropriate, as Green’s keynote address and Muranova and
Koltovskaia’s presentation both illustrated. Globalization is rapidly increasing the likelihood we will be
working with multilingual students whose backgrounds and personalities differ significantly from our
own. We cannot make the same assumptions about these students that we habitually and
automatically make about members of our
own cultures. We must train ourselves to take
nothing for granted, to look for the clues that
indicate whether we are being understood
and understanding others, and to learn
strategies for discovering the covert problems
arising from cultural norms that affect our
students. Error has been an over-used term
that 21st Century tutors/consultants must
replace with different and with the
accompanying tolerance that difference
necessitates. These are key requirements for
communicating accurately and effectively in
the modern world.
Figure 3. The author posing with sidewalk decorations for fall.
Photo credit: Jean Hodges.
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Peer Tutors Seize New Training Opportunity
Elizabeth Whitehouse
Winter 2018

Writing Center Supervisor, SASP, University College, United Arab Emirates University

On a Thursday morning in January, more than sixty students from the United Arab Emirates University
(UAEU) converged on the university’s Business Center, eager to participate in a training initiative
recently launched by the Student Academic Success Program (SASP) of University College. This
initiative, spearheaded by the SASP Learning Centers, is offering all participants the chance to gain an
internationally accredited qualification in tutoring.
The writing center community, and other learning centers, have long acknowledged and exploited
students’ ability to help each other learn. The SASP Learning Centers, comprising the Writing,
Speaking, Tutorial and Independent Learning Centers, recruit some of UAEU’s highest achieving
students to work with them as peer tutors every semester. In addition to in-house training conducted
by the individual centres, SASP has now initiated a world-class training opportunity for their peer tutors
as well. Accredited by the US based National Tutoring Association (NTA), the oldest and largest
association specializing in the training, certifying and advancement of tutors, this program equips
trainees with the theoretical grounding and practical knowhow needed to be effective and ethicallyaware tutors. This NTA certification program is believed to be the first of its kind in this region. Lead
trainer, Dr Ahmad Abubakar, Academic Supervisor of the Tutorial and Independent Learning Centres,
anticipates that successful completion of this training will not only help students hone their skills as
tutors and broaden their perspectives, but bring them enhanced confidence as well. Furthermore, for
those concerned with their future prospects in the workplace, having an internationally recognized
certificate to add to the skills and experience they gain through working in the Learning Centers is a
major attraction.
In their mission to help
UAEU students become
better writers and achieve
academically, the SASP
Learning Centres are
committed to offering the
best possible services and
programs. An important
step in achieving this is to
invest in the centres’ student
workers, thus unlocking
their full potential to help
their peers advance
academically and make
meaningful contributions to
university life.
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DWCN SPRING EXTRAVAGANZA
'Re-Discovering Your Practice' was the theme of
the spring Doha Writing Center Network (DWCN)
Meeting. Twenty-four Doha Writing Center
Practitioners met on Thursday 8 February 2018 at
Georgetown University at Qatar to network and
discuss salient topics in the WC field. Engaging
topics such as Mindfulness, Sharing Projects and
Events, Communicating and Collaborating with
your University and Overcoming Barriers to
Accessing the WC were among the topics on offer
for small group discussion. Participants enjoyed
lunch and further networking after the small group
discussion.

ANNOUNCEMENT!
If you are interested in sharing your scholarship by submitting articles to WLN: A Journal of Writing Center
Scholarship (https://wlnjournal.org/), two projects are being started to help prospective authors work towards
publishing in WLN. The first will be a series of online workshops open to anyone who wants to sign up: WLN is
proud to announce our first webinar: "Introduction to Publishing in WLN: A Journal of Writing Center
Scholarship." This event, covering WLNprocess of publishing, scholarly genres, and other information, will be held
on
Friday, February 23, 2018, 3:00pm to 4:00pm E.S.T. and is hosted by WLN Associate Editors Elizabeth Kleinfeld,
Julie Prebel, and Sohui Lee. There will be opportunities for Q & A. The webinar is FREE but please R.S.V.P.
at: https://www.eventbrite.com/e/introduction-to-publishing-in-wln-a-journal-of-writing-center-scholarship-tickets
-41031721985.
Another group on the WLN editorial staff are organizing a project to provide one-to-one online mentors (or writing
buddies) for anyone interested in starting to write an essay to send to WLN or is in the midst of writing an essay.
Right now, that group is still getting themselves organized and gathering a group of mentors. When that’s completed,
they will send out a call to see who might want a writing buddy or mentor or whatever they decide to call these
people.

Thanks to everyone who contributed to this edition of the newsletter.
Remember there can be no newsletter without your submissions! If interested in featuring in
future editions, please send pieces to sherry.ward@qatar.tamu.edu .
Thanks again for your interest in MENAWCA.
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