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Papers about religion 
Many papers written for many academic courses contain religions themes. Literary 
exegesis often describes the religious imagery present in novels, short stories, or poems; 
history papers analyze the influence of religious forces on political movements; and 
papers about artistic works (paintings, music, architecture) many times consider the 
interplay of religious imagery and artistic expression. These papers generally treat 
religion as a piece of intellectual history, a context that can be superimposed over a wide 
array of disciplines and critical epistemologies. As such, they conform nicely to academic 
expectations for such subject matter, and they rarely present any significant problems for 
tutors in writing conferences. 
 
But this rather detached, impersonal, and institutionally-endorsed perspective on religion 
is not the only one which appears in student papers. With some regularity—at least from 
the standpoint of tutors in the writing center—students will write about religion or draw 
upon religious teachings in ways that are not generally sanctioned by the academic 
community. They write about their conversion experiences, or they use the Bible as their 
primary source of evidence in an argumentative paper, or they adopt absolute, inflexible 
opinions about controversial subjects based on their religious teachings (Anderson). 
Tutors can have an extremely difficult time working with some of these students on their 
texts, because challenges to the sub- stance or focus of the writing are sometimes 
interpreted as attacks on religious beliefs. 
 
The conflict between opposing epistemologies is perhaps nowhere more striking or 
evident than in conferences on religious papers of these types. Academic discourse is 
largely grounded in classical precepts of argument and evidence: nearly all subjects are 
open to question and dispute, primary sources and textual evidence can be contested, and 
decisions about the “best” course of action can be determined through rational means — 
a careful examination of the evidence, the application of logical principles, and the 
thoughtful consensus of the majority. Religious discourse is grounded—at least in part—
on principles that stand in clear opposition to academic discourse. Not all subjects are 
open to question; some are to be accepted as articles of faith. Primary sources and textual 
evidence cannot always be contested; God (however the divine being is construed), 
religious teachings, and the Bible (or other “divinely-inspired” religious texts) are touted 
as the “highest authorities” whose judgments and pronouncements are inviolate. And the 
“best” course of action is not always found through secular, rational means: sometimes 
the “best” actions are simply the ones that the religion teaches. 
 



Sincere, good-hearted religious students—Christians, in particular— sometimes take it as 
their special duty to write papers that “witness” their faith and “spread the good word” as 
their religion directs. Some students may consider it a demonstration of their religious 
convictions to do so in a secular environment like the college or university they happen to 
be attending, and sometimes, in writing center conferences, they can be quite adamant 
about their “right” to express their faith and the “rightness” of their beliefs. 
 
What should tutors do with papers— and students—like these? Do tutors have an ethical 
right to tell students that they cannot or should not write about their religion? What 
should tutors tell students about using the Bible as an authoritative source? How should 
tutors get students to think critically about some of the religion-based assertions they 
make in their papers (i.e., homosexuality is a sin, the only way to reach heaven is to 
accept Jesus as your personal savior, life begins at conception, etc.) without seeming to 
attack their religious principles? 
 
As Chris Anderson points out, the issue may be even more complex than we might at first 
imagine because in arguing against the dogmatism of some forms of epideictic rhetoric, 
tutors may in turn be blind to their own dogmatism about the inherent values of academic 
discourse. If we truly believe in the principles of James Berlin’ s social epistemic 
rhetoric, that discourse is “the product of particular cultural and social influences, none of 
them sacrosanct” (12), then not only must we accept the fact that the language of the 
academy is laden with many tacit and generally unchallenged assumptions, but we must 
also be willing to reserve a special place for the rhetoric of religious declamation. 
 
Several approaches are possible, I think, depending on the tutor, the paper, and the 
student. A number of the tutors in my writing center, for example, are devout, practicing 
Christians, and they generally do an excellent job of talking about the different kinds of 
evidence that are appropriate for different audiences without seeming to threaten the 
students’ belief systems. Other tutors may talk about the value that instructors place on 
comprehensive research and the use of sources that evaluate an issue from more than one 
perspective. Some of my tutors have even quoted Socrates’ remark that “an unexamined 
life is not worth living.” But all tutors need to take care in such instances to consider how 
directive they are being with their students and to what extent they are asking students to 
abandon writing that is meaningful and personal in order to conform to the often lifeless 
prose style that is typical for many academic student papers. Perhaps the most ethical 
pedagogy that tutors can adopt here is to present the student with a range of options and 
possible consequences. Characterize the expectations for academic writing in the context 
of the specific course and specific assignment, and discuss how well the student’s the- 
sis, evidence, and assumptions fit within that context. Rather than take on a proactive role 
as textual challenger, the tutor might be more productive adopting the role of passive 
questioner: “What do you think your instructor will think about this thesis? Do you 
consult the range of secondary sources the assignment asks for? What audience are you 
writing this for, and will they be likely to share your beliefs?” Anderson recommends 
giving students several possible models to choose from, encouraging them to think 
critically about their assumptions but finding audiences and modes of expression that will 
allow them to adapt their discourse to the appropriate context. Perhaps educating the 



student in this way will fulfill the tutor’s obligation to address important rhetorical is- 
sues while still leaving the student in control of the final text. 
 
Papers in Unfamiliar Disciplines 
While religious papers may present problems for tutors because they resist some 
conventions of academic dis- course, some other papers may present problems because 
they are fully immersed in such specialized conventions. In many writing centers, 
students are encouraged to bring in drafts of papers for any class they happen to be 
taking. History, mathematics, biology, anthropology, music, engineering — all are fair 
game for writing assignments of one sort or another, and chances are if writing 
assignments are required in a course, the students who have to write them will make their 
way into the writing center for assistance. Typically, these papers do not present any 
special problems for tutors. The paper assignments often ask students to complete 
relatively simple rhetorical tasks which draw on relatively common rhetorical modes for 
their fulfillment: description, narration, evaluation, comparison, contrast, and summary 
(Bridgeman and Carlson; Pemberton “Rethinking”). Tutors can then make use of generic 
tutorial strategies which are not, for the most part, tied to the conventions of a single 
discipline, and they can thereby provide useful writing advice without having to worry 
overmuch about complex issues of disciplinarity and the rhetorical demands of a 
specialized discourse. 
 
But not all paper assignments can be handled quite so generically, and not all tutorial 
sessions can avoid confronting the expectations of specialized dis- course communities. 
A number of WAC programs across the country are construed as WID, or Writing in the 
Disciplines. Writing assignments in these courses are geared to introduce students to the 
discourse and practice of the academic field they are studying; students not only need to 
learn the thinking practices and modes of inquiry central to a discipline, but they also 
need to express themselves as full participants in that discipline. That means mastering 
the vocabulary, the discourse conventions, the tropes, and the rhetorical formats that are 
common to and valued by the discipline. And that also means the best writing assistance 
might be provided by tutors who are familiar with the requisite discourse conventions and 
who can comment on them knowledgeably. If that is so, and if we accept it as a given that 
writing tutors can never be expected to know all the discourse conventions of all the 
disciplines that students might write in, then on what basis can tutors claim to be 
providing useful help to students outside their own areas of expertise? Must tutors and 
students be selectively matched to ensure that they share a similar academic background 
and overlapping domain of content knowledge? Is it more ethical to schedule students in 
this manner and thereby guarantee — as much as such guarantees are possible — that the 
student will receive the highest quality help, or is it more ethical to schedule students 
randomly, believing that perfect matches of student/tutor knowledge domains are never 
possible and that one tutor’ s commentary and advice will be just as useful as that of any 
other? 
 
There are no absolutely right answers to these questions, but I think it is worthwhile to 
note that a tutor will always be “ignorant” of the content or discourse conventions in a 
student paper to a greater or lesser degree, and this should not necessarily be seen as a 



significant drawback or ethical point of contention (Hubbuch “A Tutor” 29). The tutor’s 
lack of knowledge can actually have some affective and cognitive benefits for the writing 
conference, providing the student with an important measure of rhetorical authority and 
giving the tutor the opportunity to provide students with a “fresh” perspective on the 
topic being discussed in the paper (Pemberton “Rethinking” 126). Allowing content-
naive tutors to reflect upon the quality of writing in a field they know little about will 
always be ethically troublesome, but the shortcomings of this practice may not be quite 
so severe as they might at first appear. 
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