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Monday Morning Ethics: When a Tutor Knows 
Too Much 
By Allison VanLoon, Hamline University, St. Paul, MN 
	  
Last Monday morning, I walked into the Writing Center fresh and excited to begin my 
sessions for the day. Most of them went well, but one left me with an uncomfortable 
feeling that I could not displace. I walked out of the Writing Center disturbed, pondering 
an ethical problem that I had never before considered: what do you do when you have a 
previous, outside-the-writing-center relationship with a student you are supposed to 
assist? 
 
When I began working in the Writing Center at Hamline University, a small Minnesota 
liberal arts college, I met a student whom I will call Joe. I helped Joe with a couple of his 
papers, and we established a relationship that was productive yet fun. Joe began to drop 
in while I was working and jokingly ask me to write papers for him. He approached me 
while I was waiting to eat with a friend and talked to me for a while. He even asked me 
(and my husband) to his party one weekend, an invitation which I declined. 
 
One night while I was in the campus computer lab, Joe came in, greeted me, and took the 
computer next to mine. He asked what I was working on, and before I knew what was 
happening, commandeered my computer and called up plagiarism sites on the Internet! In 
less than a minute, he found numerous sites that supplied free essays on the topic I was 
researching. I expressed my shock, but he laughed and gave me a lesson on how to use 
those essays without getting caught. Feeling extremely uncomfortable, I cut off the 
conversation—and the Internet connection—and returned to my research, but it was hard 
to forget what had happened. 
 
I wrote about the dichotomy of Joe’s writing in his session notes (our Writing Center 
notes leave room for tutor comments and are open to faculty). Then I sought out the 
Writing Center director to discuss why I was so disturbed and what I should have done. 
When I described the writing to her, she said I had done the right thing to address the 
dichotomy of the paper and then drop it after hearing Joe’s response. After all, I had no 
proof Joe was involved in plagiarism. Suddenly, I remembered the time when Joe showed 
me the plagiarism sites. That was why I was feeling so uncomfortable and so suspicious. 
I became scared that I was complicit in Joe’s shady paper tactics, that somehow I was at 
fault for his questionable paper. I hadn’t wanted to help him with his paper—I hadn’t 
wanted to help him make it any better than it was. I hadn’t wanted to give Joe any tips 
that would help him reconcile the two halves of his paper. I felt that my own academic 
honesty had been compromised and that Joe had taken advantage of our relationship and 
my position in the Writing Center. I felt used. 
 



Suddenly, on a previously carefree Monday morning, I was confronted with a 
troublesome ethical situation. Knowing what I knew about Joe, was I obligated to report 
my suspicions in the name of academic honesty? To whom should I report them – to the 
professor or to the university? What exactly would I report—the dichotomy of his paper 
or the simple fact that he had knowledge of Internet plagiarism sites? Should I have done 
that before or after I saw him at the Writing Center? If Joe hadn’t cheated—if my 
suspicions were wrong—how would an accusation damage the Writing Center? What 
would I have done to Joe, a fellow student who cares enough about his studies to come to 
the Writing Center? How would I have impacted Joe’s relationship with other people in 
the Writing Center? Is reporting Joe a violation of confidentiality, an abuse of my writing 
tutor status? Or, because I didn’t report him and helped him work on his paper at the 
Writing Center – knowing that his paper could have been plagiarized – am I complicit in 
his cheating? 
 
Am I obligated to divorce my Writing Center dealings with Joe from what I know of him 
outside the Writing Center? Should I try to forget what had happened and what I knew 
and not let that affect my relationship with him? Should I treat him like I treat other 
students whom I don’t know? Is that even possible? 
 
Uncomfortable situations like mine and Joe’s can easily arise at a writing center that 
serves a small school. They don’t always involve plagiarism either. Imagine that your 
friend has told you that someone date-raped her, and he comes to you at your writing 
center. Should you work with him? If you don’t, should you tell him why not? Someone 
else with whom you have had personal disagreements in a student organization comes to 
you. Should you help her? Maybe you’ll mend your disagreements; maybe you can 
ignore them and focus on writing together. Or maybe you’ll try to do that and it won’t 
work; the session will be unproductive and your disagreement will have worsened. What 
should you do? A student comes to you with a paper—but you’re in her class and you are 
working on the same paper at home. Do you help her? What if your papers are on 
different topics? Does that change anything? 
 
Honestly, I don’t know the answers to any of these ethical questions—but I do know that 
they must be considered and discussed, especially at smaller schools like mine. At some 
schools, the student population is large enough that writing center employees are rarely 
acquainted with the students they tutor. At smaller schools, everyone knows everything 
about everyone. It is common for me to know something about half the students that 
come in to work with me. The relationship ranges from the gossip mill to a shared class 
to a friendship, but whatever the degree of acquaintance, it complicates the tutor-student 
relationship—not only in the ethical ways that I have described, but also in the related 
areas of professionalism and authority. 
 
When you begin a session with a student you have not met, you have the ability to control 
the professionalism of the situation. You can introduce yourself, make small talk, and 
smoothly transition to the purpose of the session. In this way, you can easily maintain the 
focus on writing without other distractions or obligations. When you have had out-of-the-
writing-center experiences with a student, the professionalism of the session can be 



under- mined. To avoid appearing rude, you must acknowledge the relationship and 
engage in more personal conversation at the beginning of the session. This requires you 
to navigate the fine line between friendship and the slight distance required by 
professionalism. 
 
The working relationship between you and a student with whom you have a previous 
relationship is further complicated because you lose the modicum of authority that 
accompanies the position of writing center tutor. Picture yourself in a session with a 
student you are acquainted with outside the writing center. The student is aware that you 
are a junior while he is already applying for graduate schools. He knows the grade you 
got on your last exam because you share BritLit with him. Your shroud of authority has 
been stripped from you. Some might argue that this is not necessarily bad, and it isn’t. A 
previous acquaintance lessens the power imbalance between tutor and student and 
contributes to true peer tutoring. However, even in the phrase peer tutoring, authority is 
implicit (Trimbur 290). Without that authority, you have little control over the 
productivity of a session and it can become difficult to wisely use time and even to draw 
the line between helping the student become a better writer and working on his paper for 
him. 
 
In a small school, you will probably run into students at the writing center whom you 
already know. You will be unavoidably impacted and constrained by what you know of 
that student; how will you let that affect your working relationship with that student? Will 
you purposefully carry over what you know, or will you purposefully try to forget it? As 
a writing center tutor, I encourage you to discuss the ethical considerations that 
accompany this situation, including its effect on your professionalism and authority, 
before you get blindsided with a Monday morning ethical problem like I did. 
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