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As I read Lisa Ede’s response to Terrance Riley and Stephen North in the Spring 1996 
issue of the Writing Center Journal, I was quite impressed, as usual, by the overall 
quality of her arguments, I was particularly struck by a short passage in which she 
discusses some of the problems inherent in talking about writing centers—and the people 
who work in them—as a collective “us”: 
 

“If the past holds more stories than conventional histories have narrated [referring 
to Peter Carino’s article on “Early Writing Centers: Toward a History”], might 
not such diversity also characterize the present? I believe that such is the case and 
that it is important to consider this diversity, particularly when making broad 
recommendations about what centers should and should not do. If we kept this 
diversity clearly in view we would recognize that the dangers and opportunities 
that professionalization offers a writing center staffed by teaching assistants in a 
major research university would differ substantially from those faced by a writing 
center staffed by undergraduate writing assistants in a small liberal arts college, or 
by part-time instructors in a community college.” (116) 

 
Ede echoes here the point which I have often made in this column regarding writing 
centers and ethics. The institutional positioning, the social contexts, the economic 
circumstances, and the very culture of the academy in which writing centers operate will, 
in large measure, create the foundational principles which, in turn, will determine the 
ethical frameworks they use to establish administrative policies and guide their tutoring 
practices. 
 
But writing center ethics are even more complex than the cultural features of academic 
life can account for. While they may be deeply immersed in the general contexts of 
institutional location and administration, they are also rooted in the particular 
circumstances of student, tutor, and text. Consider, for example, the many ethically 
relevant features that emerge from the following situation: 
 

The writing center at Medium State U.,a four-year state university, is staffed with 
two graduate student tutors and fifteen undergraduate tutors from a variety of 
majors, though most of the tutors come from humanistic disciplines such as 
English and Speech Communication. The writing center is open only about six 
hours a day, five days a week, and students generally place a tremendous demand 
for tutorial assistance during those hours. Though most students can be 
accommodated at some time on the same day that they contact the center for an 
appointment, during busy times of the semester they sometimes have to sign up 



for conferences two days in advance, just to be assured of getting a time slot. The 
center’s budget is stretched thin, there are no more funds to hire additional tutors, 
and the writing center director must struggle with campus administrators annually 
to justify continued funding at the same level. The director is a non-tenured, 
though tenure-track, assistant professor in the English department, and the 
administrative duties of running a writing center have detracted somewhat from 
her ability to establish a strong publication record on a par with her peers in the 
department. 

 
Into this writing center and this context comes a student with a paper. The student is 
twenty-five years old, is working on his Master’s degree in civil engineering, and English 
is not his native language. The text he brings in is a draft of his Master’s thesis, a fifty- 
page document on “The Tensile Dynamics of T-Rod Supports in Suspension Bridges: A 
Computer Model,” and nearly every page contains complex formulas and detailed charts. 
The paper itself is filled with handwritten notes, circles, and arrows, most of them 
suggestions and comments from the student’ s graduate advisor,  and on the last page is a 
note from the advisor berating the student for his poor grammar skills and demanding that 
he take the paper to the writing center for “repair.” The student resents having to come 
into the center, saying it makes him feel like a “dummy,” and he demands that the tutor 
proofread the paper and fix it up for him. The conference is scheduled to last for one 
hour. 
 
What should the tutor do in a situation like this? What is the appropriate response? 
Though these questions, on one level, address the immediate practical exigencies of 
tutorial work in a writing center—quick assessments of texts, quick assessments of needs, 
quick assessments of personalities and stress levels, quick assessments of the “best” 
tutorial pedagogy—they are also deeply ethical questions. They require tutors to make 
complex and cognitively challenging judgments about the most effective and most 
responsible course of action in given situations, and they demand that tutors weigh in the 
balance a diverse assortment of overlapping contexts, desires, and institutional demands. 
 
If we use the hypothetical case above as an example, we can see how ethically 
convoluted even the most seemingly straightforward decisions can be in tutorial 
conferences. To begin with, the student’s agenda for the conference—that the tutor must 
do the proofreading—must be addressed, and the response to this agenda will be 
inflected, partly, by any explicit policies for or against proofreading in the writing center. 
If there are formal guidelines which prevent tutors from proofreading student papers in 
conferences, then it may be the tutor’s responsibility to ignore or finesse the student’s 
stated wishes. Similarly, if the instructional mission of the writing center emphasizes the 
higher-order problems of discourse (organization, development, tone, etc.) over the 
lower-order matters (grammar, spelling, punctuation, etc.), then the tutor may feel an 
even greater sense of obligation to direct the conference away from the text-based, 
surface-level agenda that the student came in with. On the other hand, if the paper’s most 
significant problems seem to be at the level of surface features—problems with idioms, 
definite articles, or other ESL markers—then the tutor might feel that some type of 
proofreading in the conference session would actually be the most helpful to the student, 



in spite of general dicta to the contrary. The instructor’s comments also make it clear that 
grammatical issues are the teacher’ s primary concern for the next revision, so the tutor 
may feel responsible for helping the student make the changes that might lead to a higher 
grade on the paper and give faculty the sense that the writing center is responding to their 
needs. Belinda Droll sees such teacher expectations as “a powerful third force in tutoring 
sessions” (WLN 17.9) and makes the case that overlooking or ignoring the instructor’s 
rhetorical emphases in a conference may actually hurt both the student and the writing 
center in the long run. Tutors must therefore weigh the consequences of subverting the 
explicit agendas put forth by instructor and student and determine whether the outcome 
of doing so will lead to a greater “good” than otherwise. If the director’s status in the 
university is tenuous and uncertain, she might be more willing to have her tutors remain 
flexible about proofreading policies in the interest of generating goodwill among faculty 
who might have some influence on future funding—or tenure—decisions. 
 
Additional ethical concerns and questions arise as well:  

• Who is the most appropriate tutor for this student? A graduate student or an 
undergraduate? A tutor from the same or a different major? A tutor with the same 
language background or a native speaker? A male or a female? How deeply will the 
disciplinary discourse evident in the paper affect the shape of the conference; to 
what extent should specialized discourse issues be a matter of concern? 
 
• How should the student’s hostile attitude be handled? Sympathetically? Firmly? 
What are the rights and responsibilities of tutors in conferences when they must 
deal with student emotions (or their own)? 
 
• How should the tutor cope with the length of the paper in a one-hour conference? 
Would it be more ethical to talk about the paper globally and discuss a few 
problems that affect the paper as a whole (at either the organizational or 
grammatical level)? Or would it be a more useful—and therefore, according to 
some perspectives, a more ethical— decision to review the paper locally, on a 
sentence-by-sentence or paragraph-by-paragraph basis, and bypass the issue of 
complete coverage? Does this decision depend, in part, on funding and the 
availability of timeslots for follow-up conferences, or are the two issues 
independent and unrelated? It seems evident, even from this brief example, that 
ethics—particularly in the writing center—is an extraordinarily complex matter, 
and the few questions I’ve listed here represent only a small portion of the many 
issues, contexts, and considerations that can impact them. How are we to begin 
talking about ethics given the multitude of circumstances that converge in writing 
center tutorials? 
 

This is, of course, the long way of getting around to announcing my plan for this year’s 
columns, which is to confront— head on—the question of what ethics are, what ethical 
philosophies we might subscribe to in writing centers, and how these philosophies impact 
the work we do and the ways we respond to students and faculty. In next month’s 
column, then, I will consider some of the ethical systems that have dominated 
philosophical thought over the last two thousand years or so and provide a few definitions 



that we can work with in the columns that follow. 


