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[T]he discussions with the [high school] teachers before
and after the writing center session are what give me
information about high school writers that help me
continue to shape my pedagogy.
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I now focus the first week or two on what they learned in high
school, how they learned it, what they did or didn’t like about the
way they were taught, and what they’re expecting from a college
education in general and my writing class in particular. I try to resist
the idea that it’s going to be wholesale different in college by
teaching them how to adapt their high school practices into college
practices.

About three years ago, my colleagues in the Writing department, the
librarians from [our small, liberal arts school] and Writing faculty and librarians from
the local community college and a cross-town private, liberal arts school, started
working with English and writing teachers from the three local high schools. The
collaboration started when the head of media services from the school district got all
of us together with a large group of high school English teachers. Together, we
planned a half-day teacher in-service training day. We decided to name the in-service
“Common Ground” and the purpose was to reach an understanding of how writing
and research were taught at our respected levels.
The planning group set up the agenda: we sat together and commented on
and graded papers from both levels and discussed the results; we looked at
assignment sheets and rubrics at both levels to see what the high school teachers
should be working toward and what the college teachers need to change about our
courses based on what we should expect from high school writers when they get to
college; and we held a Q&A panel that included college writing teachers, librarians,
and local students who attended the high schools who were now in one of the local
colleges. The high school English teachers asked the students the majority of the
questions. The in-service was a huge success, and both sides of the high school/
college divide left feeling like we had things to change about our teaching in order to
better accommodate our newly found, much more realistic expectations about the
writing we should be requiring or that we should expect from our students.
Since the in-service, our Writing Center has been working with the local high
schools in any way we could. But before we started to work more directly with the
high schools, the teachers, and the students, we needed to figure out how it had been
done in the past and how we needed to work with the high schools going forward.
We wanted to work with the local high schools, and we wanted to continue
collaborating with [the community college] and [the other liberal arts school] because
our combined resources could much better help the high school teachers and their
students.
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Combining resources made a lot of sense for us. Many colleges and
universities around the U.S. have started working with high schools and high school
students, but many of those schools are much larger than the one where I work.
John Tinker (2006) and the Stanford Writing center have been working for a few
years to make connections between university and high school writing centers. Harry
Denny has tried to cultivate online experiences for college writing consultants to help
high school writers. The Salt Lake City Community College has an amazing outreach
program to help underserved populations and high school students in their
community. All of these programs have shown how success works in their
communities and situations. However, the communities and programs are all
different, and their ideas about how collaborating with high schools can work are
only partially transferrable. The experiences I’ve had working with high school
writers and seeing the way the writing center staff has responded to high school
writers has been much more important to me than the theory behind what we’re
doing.
Writing centers have been theorized as collaborative spaces since always. One
of the trends that has been inspiring to me has been the collaboration among local
centers. The collaboration between the writing Centers at James Madison University
and Longwood University, both in Virginia, that Jared Featherstone and Kristen
Welch outline in their 2012 article is a great model for how writing centers can
benefit from outside collaboration. In fact, the other writing center directors in town
and I have started not only doing site visits but also collaborating and using our
centers as sites for dialogue between peer and professional consultants. Because the
other Writing Centers in town are also part of the common ground initiative and are
also working with high school students, this dialogue has increased our awareness of
how to best help the high school students and high school teachers.
Another influential piece for the way we have approached the common
ground initiative is Harry Denny’s article in the Writing Lab Newsletter, titled
“Confessions of First-Time Virtual Collaborators: When College Tutors Mentor
High School Students in Cyberspace,” was formative in the way I approached the
relationships with high school writers. We haven’t yet attempted anything in
cyberspace, but his pilot program showed me the importance of the in-person
interaction. The biggest criticism Denny had of his project was that “the teacher
reported that the students often did not understand the tutors’ comments, so she
wound up needing to translate our comments as well as produce her own evaluations
and response to her students’ writing.’” The benefit I see in actually transporting the
writing center to the high school is that the comments from the consultants can be
questioned and explained immediately.
In addition, Denny makes the point that in the online context and with the
tutors being from the “UNIVERSITY,” the high school students viewed the tutors
“as service workers whose trade involved transmitting intellectual capital. Failure to
learn was a product of bad service, not of the dialectic, interaction, or context.” I
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argue that the online nature of these interactions were responsible for this failure.
The high school students would, of course, be conditioned to think this based on the
one-way flow of information. Student sends paper. Someone, out in the ether,
comments on the paper. Student reads comments expecting to learn something from
the mystical “authority” who magically made comments appear on their paper. I
certainly don’t want this to sound like a wholesale discrediting of online tutoring: I
think it’s incredibly valuable, but some of the untrue yet prevalent stereotypes of
power relationships in tutoring seem to have been upheld in this instance. Not only
were the students told that someone in college (a.k.a, a place of higher learning that
the students were still aspiring toward), were going to be commenting on their
papers, they were given a situation where the flow of information was in one, and
only one, direction—from the tutor to the high school student. Add to all this the
fact that the tutors responses were difficult to understand, and you’ve got a situation
where many goals of a writing center are undermined.
It was for all these reasons that I decided that my center’s interactions with
high school writers would be all in-person. I wanted the high school students to be
able to question and ask for clarification, and I wanted my consultants to have the
opportunity to show their humanity and explain their comments. These interactions
have been fruitful for both the consultants and the students. Many of the peer
consultants in my center are secondary education majors, in English, biology,
chemistry, among others, and they appreciate the opportunity to get more one on
one interaction with high school students and a chance to see (and help them with)
writing at the high school level. They all have many opportunities in practicum
experiences to practice lesson plans and interacting with a whole class, but this
setting gives them a way to connect with the students outside the classroom and get
to know individual high school personalities. It helps them set expectations for their
eventual career, but more importantly for their current situations, it helps them
understand the level of writing they see from first semester students.
Another reason I wanted our visits to be on-site is because I think this type
of interaction shows a bigger commitment to the high school teachers. I’m not
downplaying the importance of online interactions, but the amount of planning that
goes into a site visit, along with recruiting available consultants, driving across town,
and taking an afternoon or morning away from campus, purely dedicated to helping
high school writers, has helped me form relationships with teachers and
administrators in the school systems makes them and me more willing to interact and
collaborate further. As John Tinker notes about his collaboration between the
Stanford writing center and the high schools with which he worked, “What we have
learned . . . is that the more collaborative the relationship between secondary schools
and universities is, the more likely it is to succeed” (89). I wanted to create
relationships with the high schools and the teachers so we would all be more willing
to collaborate. I work with three of the same teachers every year, with a librarian
liaison at one school and a district-wide administrator who help recruit new teachers
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to work with, and a growing number of teachers I’ve worked with once who hope to
continue working with the writing center in the future. Often, the discussions with
the teachers before and after the writing center session are what give me information
about high school writers that help me continue to shape my pedagogy.
And these on-site interactions have not only helped the high school teachers,
they’ve really helped my writing center staff. Last semester, one of the peer
consultants in the Writing Center worked at the assistant director. The following
section is what she had to say about working with high school students.
Hannah’s Story
One of the main things that I’ve learned about writing centers, after being
involved with the one on our campus for the past three years, is that across the
nation, we really strive to be a lot more than just a tutoring, or to use that word that I
know will make you all cringe, an editing service. Throughout this conference and the
many local ones staged across the country every year, there are hundreds of
examples of ways that a writing center can go above and beyond the basic tutoring
service. At [out school] one of our main ways of doing that is through our
collaboration with the local high schools.
Our writing center has a total staff of twelve, including both student and
faculty consultants. With the resources that we have, we have been able to offer three
different services to area English teachers. In the past we have brought high school
students to campus and worked with them in small groups, we have set up a “mobile
writing center” in the library of a local high school for a day, and we have gone into
English classes to talk to the students about college writing.
Each of these options is a really good way to give back to the community.
According to the U.S. Department of Education, the average class size in American
secondary schools is about twenty-four students. Across the board, teachers at the
high school level lament their inability to work with students one-on-one, and budget
cuts make it sure that the problem is not going away any time soon. The teachers
that we have worked with assure us that even one or two collaborative events per
year can go a long way toward helping high school students improve their writing
and prepare for college.
Last March our writing center hosted an event where we brought multiple
senior honors English classes onto the Morningside campus for a workshopping day.
The students were getting started with their final research papers, so they brought
their topic, some preliminary research, and an outline to structure the paper. We took
the students in shifts; one group would go to our college library to learn out research
strategies while another one would work in a campus conference room with our
writing consultants. Each consultant took a group of two to four students. For most
of the students, this was going to be the first time they had ever written a ten page
research paper, so they benefitted from the organizational help that our tutors could
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give them. The workshop also gave the students an opportunity to talk through and
refine their argument to make sure that they had a loose idea before they began the
tedious process of actually writing the paper.
I found during this workshop that most of the students really knew what
they were talking about and had some awesome ideas about how to approach their
research topics. Their main issue was knowing how to go from the step of “here are
all of my ideas” to getting them down on paper in a sequence that makes sense. It
seemed to me that the students enjoyed a chance to get away from their high school
for a couple hours and to get an opinion from a skilled peer, rather than from the
same teacher that they had worked with all semester.
In the past, our writing center has also put on events where we go into the
high schools and set up a workshop in the library. In addition, we’re planning an
event for this semester where our writing consultants will go into the high school
English classrooms to talk with the students about writing at the college level.
Collaboration with local high schools takes some of the load off of
overworked teachers for a day and improves student writing, but it also has benefits
for the writing center consultants and the college as a whole. The college has the
opportunity to host a huge group of high schoolers, which, from an admissions
standpoint, is a huge plus. And, for me, these high school events have helped me to
better relate to freshmen who are making the transition from high school to college
writing. The workshops have even helped boost business in our Writing Center,
serving as a gateway for some high schoolers to continue bringing their work on
campus.
This semester, I have moved up to an administrative role through an
internship as the assistant director of our writing center. And through that role, I’ve
kind of switched from just “Hey, we’re doing a high school workshop at this time, so
you should show up” to actually organizing the events themselves. Last year, our
Morningside Center hosted the Iowa Writing Center Consortium, and I met a lot of
ambitious student administrators who wanted to find events and initiatives that they
could spearhead. A high school workshop is a really good chance for a student
writing center administrator to set up an event that has the potential to make a big
mark on the community.
As a leader in a lot of different student groups, I’ve found that I’m really
skilled at getting things done around campus. But, lately, I’ve been kind of concerned
with whether those skills will transfer to the real world. Setting up these events with
the local high schools has forced me to get out of my small, liberal arts school
bubble and communicate with real adults and leaders in the community. The
collaborative workshops can give student administrators real experience getting out
of their comfort zone and organizing an event out in the community.
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Back to David
No matter how much these visits help my consultants, the student writers,
and the high school teachers, very selfishly, they have been incredibly helpful to me
as a teacher. I’ve learned some terrifying effects of No Child Left Behind and core
standards curriculum. But let me take a step back for a minute. One of the things I
hate most about my job is telling people I’ve just met what I do. As soon as the
words “I teach writing” are out of my mouth, inevitably, the person I’m talking to
laments the state of young writers and they place the blame squarely on the
shoulders of high schools. And even among faculty, I hear the same refrain: why
aren’t these kids learning how to write in high school? I have always resisted that
narrative (especially because I was an incredibly resistant student in high school,
myself), but ever since working with high school teachers and students, I have a
rebuttal for those folks. At the original common ground in-service and after, I have
seen the material and curricular hurdles these teachers have to overcome. The
biggest problem the teachers have communicated is that state and national standards
have made failing a student nigh impossible. It looks so bad for school funding when
a student fails, administrations have put so much paperwork and so many hoops
between teachers and failing grades that teachers can barely do the amount of work
necessary to fail someone. So, students can make it through high school without ever
writing a paper and still get something approaching a C in the class. Our high school
teachers aren’t to blame for the fact that some students can’t write; our education
system is to blame.
In fact, I was surprised how similar the high school pedagogy was to my
own, and to my colleagues’. Even within the state and federal standards, they are
teaching process oriented composing with an eye toward critical thinking. They have
students write research questions and project proposals. They do peer review and
comment on as many drafts as they can. But that’s the big problem: they’re teaching a
hundred students, and they teach those students every day, Monday through Friday.
Often without adequate resources in the library or in the form of research databases
to give students good instruction in research skills. Plus, if we think we have it bad
because we have to teach “required” courses, try dealing with students who are
legally required to be in class who know they can’t fail.
One of the administrators at [our school] likes to say, “It’s not like there’s a
cocoon that all high school seniors enter at the beginning of summer, emerging at
the end with new wings as a college student.” I agree wholeheartedly. But it’s not just
the students who are the same. Many of the high school teachers I work with are
teaching writing very similarly to how many of us teach it in college, and they (like
us) teach it very well. Additionally, my colleagues in the Writing and Rhetoric
department and I are conducting a longitudinal study of writing transfer, and we ask
students where they learned certain writing practices. They don’t learn the skills
during their first or second semesters in college in our required comp courses; the
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majority of them report that they learned their writing process, how to structure a
paper, how to research, and how to cite sources in high school.
This has forced me to change my approach to my teaching and to my writing
center work. In my teaching, I now focus the first week or two on what they learned
in high school, how they learned it, what they did or didn’t like about the way they
were taught, and what they’re expecting from a college education in general and my
writing class in particular. I try to resist the idea that it’s going to be wholesale
different in college by teaching them how to adapt their high school practices into
college practices. As for my writing center work, I have tried as much as I can to
make collaboration with the high schools a central mission of the center. We are
privileged to have the resources to fund a writing center, and if we can assist these
overworked high school teachers in their efforts, I see it as our duty to do so.
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Problems from the Perspective of a Future Teacher
and Local High School Graduate
Teaching Artifact
Mallory Sea
I’ve been working in our writing center since I was a freshman, and I’ve had
the opportunity to be a part of the workshops we do with high school students, both
off and on campus. As far as my work with the local high schools goes, I can offer a
different kind of perspective, both as a future educator and as a graduate of one of
the local high schools. I went to my old high school with our writing center and saw
the writing process in a completely different light. While all of my experiences with
the local high schools were very enjoyable, I encountered a few problems and I feel
that my position being on both sides of the coin in these settings gives me some
insight on how to deal with them.
Problem 1: Understanding Indifferent Writers
When I walked through the halls of my old high school I was more than
excited to help students with their writing. I felt like this was my opportunity to give
back to the community that helped me get to where I am today. Within the first few
minutes of my first writing consultation I realized that these students were less than
enthusiastic about working with a writing consultant, even if she shared some
common ground. While at the time I was disappointed that some of these students
were indifferent to my suggestions, I can now place myself in their position. I think I
forgot that some high school students have a different mindset about their
education; some feel as if they are being forced to be in school while in college it’s
completely the student’s choice. Since college students have the option of coming to
the writing center if they desire help, the writers I have assisted at the college level
have been a bit more eager to transform their papers. I feel that some high school
students might not fully appreciate what a different perspective might have to offer
when their chance to approach the writing center on their own terms is taken away.
In my own experience with local high schools, an unenthusiastic consultation
is perhaps the most difficult problem to combat; some high school students just
simply don’t want to accept help. However, there’s still hope! Most students do not
deny help outright and so it is still possible to have an effective consultation with the
right preparation. For me, it comes back to the source of the problem: choice. If
these students are required to work with a college writer, they have every right to feel
as if their freedom of choice has been taken away. We need to find a way to give that
back. Rather than telling students how to fix a paper, give them options and ideas
and let them decide what is best for their paper. While I’m not saying that giving
students choice is the one and only way to combat unenthusiastic consultations,
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educational researcher Barbra McCombs, among others, believe that students are
more engaged in their learning when they feel as if they have some control over their
education. With choice in mind, I’ve found that my consultations with high school
students are more exciting and productive and I would definitely recommend
incorporating this as much as possible into consultations at the high school level.
Problem 2: Recognizing Credibility Issues
In some cases, students are apprehensive of working with college students,
not because they are indifferent to writing, but because they don’t have confidence in
the abilities of writing consultants. I was a decent writer in high school myself, and
looking back on my experiences I now realize that I was that student who didn’t want
to work with external authorities because I thought I knew just as much as they did.
So what does the research tell us about working with high school students who think
they have a thing or two to offer the specialists? Unfortunately there’s no
straightforward answer. Professor Joe Martin, famous for his work as an educator
motivator, believes that credibility is built over time as students learn to appreciate an
educator’s expertise. Because we are educators too, right? We all strive to teach our
fellow students something about writing so that they can gain that sense of
confident autonomy in the future. However, there’s a big difference between
educators and writing consultants: they have an entire semester to gain the confidence
of their students while we might only have a half hour. If we can’t change the amount
of time we spend with consultees, we must find a way to forge these positive
relationships almost immediately if we hope to have an effective writing
consultation.
I have found that the best way to do this is to uncover some common
ground. It is widely known in the world of politics that if you can establish
commonality, people are more receptive to what you have to say. This concept
applies in an educational setting as well! When you find those similarities in an
attempt to build some sort of relationship, a student realizes that you aren’t so
different. Some students are simply more outgoing and are willing to strike up a
conversation; others are more reserved. I find with high school students that it is
almost always the writing consultant who must take that first step to establish some
kind of relationship. Share something personal. Tell a joke! For most consultations at
the high school level I think you’ll find that establishing positive connections initially
will reduce the probability of credibility issues that go along with student
uncertainties.
Problem 3: Aligning Consultations with Teacher Guidelines
Some high school students are completely engaged and willing to participate
in the writing process, but that doesn’t mean that the consultation will be smooth
and straightforward. I’ve found that aligning a consultation with teacher expectations
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is a lot harder at the high school level. At our college I have previous knowledge and
experience to go off of; I have either taken the class myself or seen the assignment
enough times to understand what a professor wants. Mainly with the high schools I
didn’t attend, it’s hard to get a firm grasp on what the teacher wants, especially when
some high school students have a hard time understanding themselves. In addition, it
appears as if some students want to present their papers in a certain way because
that’s what their teacher wants to see. I have heard of high school teachers who want
to introduce APA or MLA formatting but show their students something slightly
different or outdated. When I address these errors, students typically want to keep
their citations in the style that their teacher showed them, even if it’s different from
the correct formatting used today.
It’s quite the dilemma. As a consultant, it is my job to help students learn
correct formatting, but it is also important that students meet teacher guidelines. As
a student from one of these high schools, I can personally say that it is frustrating
having someone come in and tell you that your paper, while it follows your teacher’s
instructions, is actually wrong in some way! My solution to this problem is still a
work in progress. If your writing center ever plans on working with local high
schools, I would suggest that you have the teacher create a list of guidelines or
expectations ahead of time so that you can have this with you at the consultations.
While simple in theory, this saves a lot of time and frustration for the writer, the
teacher, and the consultant. With the specific problem outlined above, I always try to
stay within parameters set by the teacher, and if time allows, I show students
alternative ways to correctly cite a paper in APA or MLA format.
Problem 4: Dealing with Time Constraints
That brings us to our final problem: time constraints. As a general rule, it’s
hard to fit everything into a consultation. At the college level, you have less students
to work with, so there’s a bit more time to sit with the student, get a general
understanding of teacher expectations, and really work through a good portion of a
paper. This becomes problematic in high schools when a consultant tries to fit in
multiple consultations in a short timeframe with students who have less writing
experience and need a lot more personal attention to achieve the same kind of
results. I have been a part of two different styles of consultations with local high
school students, and I feel that one is a bit more conducive to learning when
considering the time restraints. In one type of consultation, I worked individually
with students for about twenty minutes on a paper, gave as many suggestions as I
could, and then let the student make changes as I went on to help the next student.
In the most rudimentary form, this is what we do at the college level as well; we look
through a portion of the paper with students, identify recurring problems, and then
offer suggestions as to how to fix the problem so that the student can identify this
problem and fix it in the rest of the paper. However, I find this to be much more
difficult and time consuming at the high school level; for many of these students, it
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might be the first time they even identify these errors, so fixing them with a
consultant is more beneficial. As a general rule it’s better to spend more time
scaffolding with these students and building a strong foundation to work off of so
that they can feel more confident of their writing in the future.
While pedagogues and cognitive psychologists alike believe that this
scaffolding is crucial for student understanding, it’s an unrealistic task in the amount
of time we typically share with high school students. My solution: the second style of
writing consultation I have been a part of. In this other type of consultation, I
worked with about 5 students simultaneously on one facet of their paper. At the time
this happened to be the thesis statement, but I imagine that this could be geared
towards any component of writing (for example, parenthetical citations, reference
pages, writing a conclusion, etc.). With high school students I have found this to be
much more time efficient and beneficial to student learning. Because I was working
with a higher number of students, I had more time to spend with one group before
switching to another group. This was really beneficial because I only had to explain
the way I write a thesis statement once, and then each student could take that
information and apply it to his or her own specific paper. In this case, I noticed that
the knowledge became less unidirectional; students were coming up with multiple
thesis statements, questions, and ideas. When students were satisfied with their thesis
statements, they even started helping each other, making this experience more of a writing
workshop than anything else. I personally prefer this to individual consultations with
high school students because I can spend more time with students who need more
assistance. This makes better use of my time and every student’s time.
While this type of writing consultation only focuses on one facet of the
essay, I can confidently say that each student walked away with a working thesis
statement (if not two or three) that they could use as a concrete foundation for the
rest of their paper. If you are considering working with local high schools, I urge you
to experiment with this type of writing workshop, even if the concept seems a bit
foreign. I’ve experienced firsthand how this saves time, and both you and the writer
will reap the benefits.
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