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			Introduction

			Recently, we got together with another writing center scholar to talk about research projects. What started out as a writing group of sorts quickly turned into a conversation about work. Reviewer feedback and revision plans were put aside as each of us, in turn, chatted about circumstances in our institutions and our centers. We talked about institutional austerity, the reasons why we got into writing center work, and the joys of working with students and of mentoring. Suddenly, we have become mid-career scholars, though there are not often major signs that accompany these transitions, even if some of us have tenure and have been promoted. A deeper thread in this conversation was existential: after a decade or two working in our field, did we recognize it anymore? Did we recognize the institutions where we have worked? As the current landscape in higher education changes rapidly due to COVID-19, AI, the enrollment cliff, and changes brought upon by neoliberalism and the managed university, we wonder where our profession and our careers are headed. We wonder, as part of the title of this section suggests, where we are going. This might seem like an individual existential concern
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			Chapter 1. Writing Center Labor in the Neoliberal University: Where Have We Been (So Far)?

			Neoliberalism in the 1970s-‘80s (and continuing today) in the United States has had wide-spread ramifications for jobs across many sectors. Techniques of neoliberalism such as privatization, outsourcing, deskilling, deregulation, and globalization all but wiped out some industries (like manufacturing) while also deeply transforming state-supported or state-funded industries like education, medicine, utilities, etc. As whole industries previously controlled or owned by the government were privatized, revenue ballooned even as the costs of these services were largely passed onto the consumer (Cohen & Mikaelian, 2021). In public higher education, this process included de-funding educational institutions and selling off university resources like utilities or parking infrastructure to private companies, even as tuition costs have soared over the last 40 or so years. The concept of “the managed university” is not new
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			Chapter 2. Methodology: Counterstorying, Testimony and Narrative as Research Work

			Before we talk about the methods (i.e., what we did to collect the stories featured in Act II of this project), we want to talk about the guiding methodology that shaped the broader project. The stories featured in this collection rely on a number of storying traditions, most particularly counterstorying. Counterstorying is a “critical race methodology [that] offers space to conduct and present research grounded in the experiences and knowledge of people of color” (Solórzano & Yosso, p. 23, 2002). Counterstories “can be used as theoretical, methodological, and pedagogical tools to challenge racism, sexism, and classism and work toward social justice” (Solórzano & Yosso, p. 23, 2002). Although writing center studies have discussed anti-racism and inclusion work for decades (the first anti-racism special interest group dates back to the early 2000s), research featuring the lived experiences (and counterstories) of BIPOC writing center administrators and tutors has become much more prominent in the last half decade or so (Faison & Condon, 2022; Green, 2018; Haltiwanger Morrison & Nanton, 2019; Martinez, 2016). Furthermore, scholars have centered the lived experiences of queer directors and writing center workers (Denny, 2005; Denny et al., 2019; Webster, 2021). While researchers in education and critical race studies have talked about counterstories and counterstorying for several decades (Delgado, 1989), writing centers are relative newcomers to this methodology of meaning making, though it is quickly becoming a popular research methodology in the field.

			Many earlier references to narrative, however, also seemed to predict the move towards counterstory as it is a powerful and more inclusive approach to writing center scholarship. With McKinney’s (2005) research on “cozy homes” and the ongoing interrogation of “lore” in our field (Driscoll & Perdue, 2012; Greenfield & Rowan, 2011; Kjesrud, 2015; McKinney, 2013), researchers understood clearly that narrative and stories pervade how we talk about writing centers. Yet, these stories often assume white, middle-class, and female-identifying administrators, as well as monolingual white tutors. These stories leave little space for heterogeneity in writing center workers’ identities, backgrounds, and experiences (to say nothing of race, class, sexuality, gender expression, etc.). The reliance on lore to drive writing center tutoring practices has also created orthodoxies that have been challenged in an ongoing manner for decades (Clark, 1993; Thompson et al., 2009). So, while exchanging stories about writing center practices and work was critical to the early scholarly development of the field, the turn towards narrative interrogation and challenging lore has now moved the field to the incorporation of counterstory as a powerful and necessary methodology and praxis for our work. Unlike lore, narrative inquiry, or storying
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			Chapter 3. Key Concepts in the Book

			Below, we share and define several key concepts (in order of appearance) that help to guide our discussion in this book. We bold the font of the concepts here and bullet point them for ease of reading, but they emerge more organically in the discussion of the book’s exigency in Act I, in the stories and interchapters of Act II, and in how to take action in Act III. We also hope, however, that other concepts will surface for readers who bring their own identities and experiences of work to these narratives. Thematics
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			Chapter 4. The Untold Stories, The Hard Truths

			As we close Act I, we need to address the proverbial elephant in the room; we believe it is critical that we be honest about our working conditions. Writing center professionals generally persist for five to seven years on average in the field, which means that there are a lot of people cycling into and out of jobs and our field at any given moment (unpublished data, Giaimo et al.). At the same time, unpublished data about the job market shows that jobs in the field are becoming more professionalized into staff roles and moving off the tenure track under “big tent” academic centers or learning commons models (Driscoll et al., 2017). If data
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			Chapter 5. Genie and Dan’s Origin Stories

			This project began innocuously as conversations among Genie, Dan, and many of our peers in conference hotel hallways, meals between sessions, and phone calls to check in with each other. We shared stories.

			What we present here is, at its core, a collection of stories: stories to challenge us, to upset us, to bring us joy, to excite us, to activate us, and most of all, we hope, to unite us. In the spirit of storying experience and of unity, Genie and Dan first share our own stories of labor and our burgeoning class consciousness as we entered the writing center profession. We offer them in hopes that others will consider what motivates them, what sustains them, and what they wish to change in their own experiences with work.

			From there, we include stories from 34 contributors. We have broken the stories into themes, though, as we note in Act I, we hope readers find their own meaning and connections (of which there are many) among these stories. We also include thematic interchapters where we share some insights from reading and putting these stories into conversation.

			But first, here are our origin stories.

			Genie’s Story

			I have always been interested in people’s stories. When I was dissertating, life narratives surrounded me. I heard people talking about their lives on the bus and the subway. I looked at advertisements from upscale supermarkets that promoted their organic food by telling its “story.” I gobbled life narratives in comics, blogs, books, and documentaries. Stories also shaped my earliest memories. My grandmother, my great aunt, my mother, and her friends regularly swapped stories during social gatherings, large and small. These tellings were performative, they were instructional, they were aesthetic, they were effective, and they were visceral and deeply meaningful. Frequently, these stories were about work and its vicissitudes as much as they were about other things.

			

			And though, as an undergrad, I studied stories under an advisor’s research methodology (Bamberg & Georgakopoulou, 2008), once I became a writing center director, I moved away from this visceral, qualitative, creative, and powerful mode of knowledge sharing and data collection. I bought into what seemed like a very real (but misunderstood) argument that RAD research (Driscoll & Perdue, 2012; Haswell, 2005) was critical to expanding my field of study. Without empirical and countable research (which I glommed onto, though qualitative research wasn’t excluded by RAD definitions) writing center studies would be less than other disciplines in the field of rhetoric and composition.

			It happened over time and out of necessity. In looking for jobs and moving through this field as an outsider, with a Ph.D. in literature, I kept pace with current scholarly conversations about data, specifically, even separate from RAD. These arguments, however, are not value-neutral. So much of the research argued that without data our budgets would evaporate, our centers would shrivel on the vine, and our staff would languish in a kind of austerity hell. I bought into this thinking because, at my heart, I was a very good Capitalist (or a very bad one, by some definitions). I understood work as a meritocracy; I believed that with logic and data of a very specific kind I could convince others to support me. In short, I thought RAD research was the way out of financial precarity.

			This story is about becoming an anti-capitalist writing administrator as much as it details my development as a researcher (these cannot be separated, either). What came with years of experience and time spent in different jobs was a hard-won set of lessons where all the data and logic in the world could not protect me from the creeping extractive fingers of neoliberalization (Giaimo, 2023). I traded narratives, stories, and personal life experiences for what I thought were generalizable scales. I added numbers to my reports: writers served, tutors trained, hours spent working, retention, and persistence outcomes. I wove magical proposals for further support, further resources, and stability. And, in the end, as I have written elsewhere (but not so honestly or personally), it was a zero-sum game played against administrators and unfeeling institutions (Giaimo, 2022). In short, data could not protect me from precarity, toxic bosses, laundry-list job responsibilities, my own workism, or any number of other work-related issues that arose. I needed to find another way.

			Stories, I realized, are protective as much as they are kairotic and cathartic. Sharing detailed information about institutional culture, pay rates, toxic bosses and departments, state-level meddling in education can prepare us or position us for action. Stories give us information that is critical to navigating complex interpersonal relationships and institutional culture. Stories allowed me to share and mentor and be mentored in turn. They allowed me to be vulnerable, to connect with others, to advocate for change with specific detailed information, and, ultimately, to organize labor at my institutions. Stories, in short, were a way out of that zero-sum game where I provided ever more and complex data only to be told that there would be no raises this year or that my budget would be cut once again or there was no money to hire X (coordinator, graduate assistants, undergraduate tutors, etc.) which we so desperately needed. Stories are critical to understanding writing center labor.

			I might be overcorrecting back towards a specific methodology/method
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			Theme 1. Career Trajectories and Labor

			Despite being primarily about labor, many of the submissions we received read as career retrospectives in many ways, so much so that they began to appear as a sort of microgenre among the selections. These career retrospectives vary greatly but what comes through most of them is either the excitement to create something new (such as Harris, this collection), or as in Lerner’s piece in this collection, or what happens when possible work futures are denied because of the competitiveness of the labor market. Of course, movement is an important element in writing center work
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			Chapter 6. Laboring to Grow an Academic Field

			Muriel Harris

			Purdue University

			My story about starting a writing center began in 1975 when I had only a vague sense of what a writing center should or could be. When administrators in the Purdue Department of English decided to offer funding for some kind of tutoring help for writers on a one-year trial basis, the academic world in the 1970s was coping with vocal charges of “Johnny can’t write” (Palmquist, 2020). Solutions needed to be found. The call that went out to Purdue’s English Department was answered by three grad students studying literature and me, a faculty wife and mother with a doctorate in English 16th-century literature, whom they occasionally hired as an adjunct to teach composition. The challenge the grad students and I faced was to plan a tutoring place where we could meet students to help them with their writing. Though we had all taught composition classes, we had only a vague sense of what that tutoring center should offer or how it should be set up. Since there was no internet yet, googling was impossible. But internet searching wouldn’t have helped much because while there were a few writing centers in existence, there was no field of writing center studies, no organization through which writing center people could meet and share ideas, and no books or journals focusing on writing center scholarship. Thus, we lacked any basic knowledge of models to study, questions to ask, or ways to begin our journey, but we shared the belief that one-to-one interaction with student writers could be more effective than grading papers written by students with whom we had no personal contact.

			Eager to start meeting writers one-to-one, the three graduate students and I began to collaborate before we even realized the value of collaboration. We asked ourselves huge, broad questions, such as “Where do we start?” and “What do we need?” as well as smaller questions, such as “How long should each session be?” and “Should we make up some handouts?” Giving students a handout to take away, we all agreed, would help students remember what we talked about and give them a sense of having gained something from the interaction. Only later did we realize how much we, as the tutors, needed those handouts ourselves because while we knew a comma was needed there or a paragraph went on too long, we didn’t have the verbiage for ready explanations. The handouts were needed by both participants in those one-to-one meetings and helped to personalize a session as we marked important points on the handouts or added a few words of explanation. The collection of handouts grew and grew as we discussed at staff meetings which handouts needed to be revised and what other topics could become useful handouts. As the internet came into existence, those handouts became available through email, and later with the birth of web browsers, the handouts became the basis of the Purdue OWL (Online Writing Lab).

			What emotional and physical labor was involved as we started a new learning environment without having a model, a plan, or even a well-defined concept of where we were headed? There was an eagerness that kept us working for dozens and dozens of hours through a hot Indiana summer as we labored to prepare for opening the door to our writing lab when the academic year started. What perplexes me now is why we never expected the English department to compensate us for our time and effort. I strongly suspect the mindset of volunteering still exists because people involved in the labor of writing center administration and practice continue to care deeply about their writing center, the tutors, and the students who seek help there. And for too many, there’s also an awareness that institutional support for the writing center isn’t the strongest. In my case, I became acutely aware of some other faculty members’ unhappiness that our writing center was sucking up resources that could have been better spent elsewhere. Among the more overt indications of that happened a few years later, after I had joined the department as an assistant professor. At a faculty meeting, there was an oblique reference to me or the writing center (or, more probably, both) as “the camel that stuck its nose under the tent.” The irony here was that I never managed to get the kinds of support we needed (more tutors, an asst. director, more funding for the OWL, etc.) because we managed to have a writing center on a minimal budget. As an administrator near the top of the university hierarchy once told me (when I sought information about how the writing center had fared in the most recent outside review), the institution valued our writing lab because it produced “more bang for the buck.” Our problem was that we were receiving great ratings and results with our small budget. (I suspect readers reading that last sentence are nodding in recognition of having the same problem.)

			There was and continues to be another form of labor that is somewhat unique to writing center work, and that is the multiple aspects of administering a writing center that instructors teaching in large group settings do not have to deal with. For a writing center director, there is data to collect; reports to write; tutors to hire, train, oversee, evaluate, and professionalize; instructors to talk to about using the center; the physical room to set up and maintain; clerical staff to hire; technology to purchase and run; a budget to keep within; perhaps social media presence to maintain; staff meetings to plan and lead; the need to be physically present for many hours in the writing center; publicity to keep the institution aware of the writing center; and planning for continuing improvement and perhaps an increase of services offered. And
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			Chapter 7. Curriculum Vitae: An Alternative History

			Neal Lerner

			Northeastern University 

			Director of the Cooperative Learning Center’s Writing and Reading Center, University of Massachusetts Dartmouth, 1992: I started my teaching career as a writing center tutor back in 1986 while pursuing my MA in creative writing and a high school English teaching credential. Some six years later, my wife and I would be moving to the Boston area so that she could start a tenure-stream job, and I would begin an education doctoral program. My application for this position was pitched on the basis of my experience as a writing center tutor and then another three years of adjunct teaching, largely developmental writing in community colleges in California and Maryland. I needed income, and directing a writing and reading center seemed like a reasonable goal. Why not give it a shot?

			Dear Mr. Lerner:

			I am writing to advise you that the committee determined other applicants had experience and qualifications more appropriate to the needs of the position.

			Writing Faculty/Writing Center position, Merrimack College, 1995: Three years into my Ed.D. degree, I was getting anxious about my employment prospects post-graduation and was filled with dread of a career as a permanent adjunct/contingent faculty member after six years of such teaching gigs. I had committed myself to writing center work, pursuing dissertation research on a writing center on campus. And I was bound to the Boston area, given my wife’s academic career.

			Dear Professor Lerner:

			I write to inform you that we recently filled the Writing Faculty/Writing Center position for which you applied.

			Director of Writing Programs, Wheelock College, 1995: Sure, this position was a bit of a reach, but my graduation was looming. I needed a full-time job.

			Dear Dr. Lerner:

			We have reviewed your application, and we regret to inform you that we have offered the position to a candidate whose qualifications more closely fits our present needs.

			Director of the Bryant College Learning Center, 1996: When one finishes a degree program, particularly a doctoral degree, one looks for a job. And not just any job, but one that seemed relevant to my experience and aspirations. The Ed.D. I completed that year in literacy, language, and cultural studies seemed ill-suited (if not making me downright unemployable) for tenure-stream positions in an English department, particularly the ones in the Boston area that seemed like relatively closed shops, given my mixed success with finding adjunct positions in the four years I had lived in Boston up to that the time. And faculty positions in teacher education also seemed out of reach with my lack of experience teaching K-12. Sure, it was a leap from being newly credentialed to running a college learning center, but applications did not take much physical energy, just the need to cushion the psychic blow of rejection.

			Dear Mr. Lerner:

			I regret that you were not among the applicants considered in the final pool of candidates. Although your credentials are excellent, there were a large number of highly qualified candidates.

			Skills Instructor, University of Massachusetts Boston, 1996: Sure, the idea of a “skills” instructor did not exactly fit with the critical pedagogy vibe I inhabited (sorry, Professor Freire!), but I needed a full-time job. I wasn’t going to be choosy about titles.

			Dear Mr. Lerner:

			I’m sorry to say that the Search Committee has selected another candidate for the position of Skills Instructor. Your qualifications are impressive; the decision was not an easy one.

			Coordinator of Graduate ESL Tutorials, Bentley College, 1996: My days as a graduate student were nearly over, and I did teach 9th-grade English as a second language as a student teacher in my first semester of my secondary ed credential program, as well as having had many multilingual students in the first-year writing classes I taught as an adjunct. Why not apply?

			Dear Dr. Lerner:

			Your qualifications are impressive, and the members of the ESL search committee appreciate your interest in Bentley. Other applicants, however, offered different combinations of strengths more suited to our needs.

			Associate Director of the College Writing Program, Boston University, 2001: At this point, I am five years post-doctoral degree, far enough into my first full-time faculty role as Writing Programs Coordinator/Writing Center Director at a college of pharmacy and health sciences, that I wondered what else was possible. It wasn’t so much that I was unhappy with my job
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			Chapter 8. My Writing Center Side Hustle

			Anonymous

			Since moving from a full-time contingent writing center director job to a tenure-track WPA job several years ago, I’ve maintained what I like to think of as a writing center side hustle. I use this term ironically because my particular side hustle doesn’t result in any compensation
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			Chapter 9. Why Write?: Writing Center Publishing as Labor

			Rebecca Hallman Martini

			University of Georgia

			You seem to assume greater familiarity—with both your own arguments and those of others—than you actually have.
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			Chapter 10. Moving On to Move Up

			Joseph Cheatle

			Oxford College of Emory University

			In our field, and in our individual institutions, we frequently discuss the lack of resources for writing centers, whether that is a lack of full-time employees, student employees, funding, or institutional support. At my previous writing center (a large public institution featuring three full-time administrators, 9 graduate assistants, 30 undergraduate consultants, and 10 administrative assistants), we experienced budget cuts for two out of the three years that I was there. This resulted in one full-time employee’s position being “reimagined” (administrative speak for downsizing) into a smaller role in order to save money, as well as the loss of a graduate student assistantship. At the same time these cuts were happening, we also went through the turmoil of COVID-19, which required us to go online for six months and then institute a hybrid model for delivering services. It would have been easy, in the face of budget cuts and COVID-19, to have smaller ambitions for the center.

			However, at the same time as these issues were happening, we were able to expand our services, engage with more students, and positively shape perceptions of the writing center on- and off-campus. Using the same (or even sometimes fewer) resources than we previously had, we were able to expand our tutoring hours and writing retreat offerings. We were also able to build new services, including a multimedia communication center, a speaker series focused on linguistic justice, workshops by request, and embedded tutoring. And, we were able to provide leadership and professional development opportunities through the creation of student positions like a media coordinator, retreats coordinator, outreach coordinator, and pedagogy coordinator. But why, and at what cost?

			I had many reasons for wanting to push against the tides buffeting our center rather than succumb to them. The first was personal pride and a desire to be a leader and innovator in our field. I wanted the center to be recognized as one of the best in the nation and as an example for other centers to follow. The second was a need to escape what can be the monotony of the position. One-on-one and group tutoring are excellent services, but they also follow a similar and well-worn pattern for those of us who have been in the field for a long time. The third was to demonstrate our value for stakeholders on campus, particularly administrators, that control our budget and resources. We wanted to ensure a larger footprint for the center that increased our visibility and impact on campus, thereby positioning the center to ask for additional funding while protecting it from budget cuts. The fourth, and last, reason was to position myself for the next position. Many writing center positions lack the salary, institutional support, and funding that would make them long-term homes to administrators. That helps explain the transitory nature of many writing center positions as well as the many job opportunities available on job posting sites like The Chronicle of Higher Education, HigherEdJobs, and Inside Higher Ed. It also might explain, in part, why we work so very hard.

			It is the fourth reason, positioning myself for the next position, that I want to focus on. I have worked as a professional in four writing centers (including my current position). I left each of the first three positions to progress in my career. After serving as a writing center tutor during graduate school, I served as a professional consultant as part of my first position. I then transitioned into administration as an associate director and then as a staff director. My current position is a faculty director on the tenure track. Until my current position, I was always concerned with maximizing my performance, and the performance of the center, to progress to the next position. In some ways this was positive because it led to a productive and prospering center; however, it was negative because I was always doing more work than I was compensated for and often beyond the initial scope of the position.

			My time in writing centers reflects two aspects of the labor practices of the field. The first is that we constantly optimize our own work and that of our employees. This optimization can be beneficial, but it can also be detrimental. We can reach new stakeholders through the creation of new programs and initiatives; we can also increase our footprint by elevating employees into positions of leadership; in short, we do good and meaningful work that impacts the lives of thousands of writers and hundreds of tutors over our professional lifetimes. At my previous center, we were able to create student positions for a media coordinator, pedagogy coordinator, and outreach coordinator. By doing so, we diversified our offerings while engaging new stakeholders. But this optimization can also be detrimental to both employees and administrators. For employees, they may be put into positions that they are unprepared, undersupported or under-compensated to perform. For administrators, they may take on new duties which are outside the scope of their job and make the lives of future administrators more complicated. As our services expanded and students were elevated into leadership positions, I became more of a people manager. My job was, increasingly, meeting with other institutional administrators and with my own employees. While I have been trained and had the experience to develop programs and initiatives, it was more difficult moving into the role of supervisor. I gave up, in some ways, a sense of control of initiatives and programs as I was no longer involved in the day-to-day success of them. It also meant “coaching,” advising, and high-level supervision of projects. I was further and further removed from the day-to-day operations of tutoring, initiative development, and program execution; rather, I supervised the people who did these things.

			The second is the transitory nature of writing center work. Because of the lean nature of writing centers
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			Chapter 11. The First Year: A New Director’s Experience

			Allie Sockwell Johnston

			Austin Peay State University in Tennessee

			I started my first position out of graduate school as the first faculty member serving as writing center director. I graduated from my Ph.D. program in May, moved in July, and started my new role in August, all during the COVID-19 pandemic.

			I aspired to be a writing center director from the time I was a college sophomore. I discovered the writing center in my own transition to college-level writing. I came from a rural public high school where I would receive A’s on all my work. As I entered a private university, I struggled to meet the new expectations. The writing center is the place that reminded me I belonged. I remember leaving my first tutoring session in awe, knowing I wanted to be a part of that type of work, of ensuring student’s agency in their writing and reminding them of their own abilities in new contexts.

			Now I’m entering my second year in my role as assistant professor and writing center director at a regional state university. Our student body of roughly 11,000 serves a large percentage of non-traditional students, including many first-generation and military-affiliated students. My biggest challenge is making students aware of our services and trying to meet them where they are.

			I entered this position eager to help. The Notes App in my phone was flooded with brainstorming ideas
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			Chapter 12. From Dream Job to Unsustainable

			Anonymous

			My undergraduate university had the kind of writing center that would make any writing center practitioner (and probably Stephen North) cringe: a “writing lab” relegated to the corner of an upper floor of the library that was never advertised or mentioned in any of my courses. It wasn’t until I entered graduate school at a different university and began volunteering as a consultant in their writing center (while simultaneously enrolled in a rhetoric & composition course) that I learned what the space represented, in theory and practice, and felt a strong connection to its purpose and procedures. As a graduate assistant the following year, I served as the assistant director of the writing center; in addition to tutoring, I helped the director with training, attended workshops, and observed in more detail exactly what the center represented for the university and its students. This illuminated connections between tutoring and teaching, and I knew right away that composition studies were for me.

			Toward the end of my last semester in graduate school, the director abruptly resigned and left the university. The writing program administrator and I collaborated to finish the semester (co-teaching the tutor training course and overseeing the consultants’ daily work), and the English department faculty offered me a one-year interim director position (which later became permanent). I remember feeling shocked and honored, thinking to myself, “I never thought I would get my dream job right out of graduate school!”

			My 11 years as writing center director were incredibly rewarding, and I credit my colleagues in the English department for embracing me (especially since I had been a student in many of their classes). They included me in department meetings, email discussions, and job interviews; listened to and considered my ideas; and even asked me for help with their own students, or with teaching writing or designing assignments. I had room to innovate in my position and developed a credit-bearing course sequence to help graduate assistants become more effective teachers. My visibility across the university increased when my colleagues introduced me to other faculty members or invited me to workshops. I received funding to attend conferences every year (and presented at many), and returned with ideas for the writing center, my own classrooms, and writing course curricula. I was never micromanaged and felt like everyone trusted me to make good decisions, report data, and request only what I really needed for the center.

			Although I was happy and felt supported and successful, my job (like many in higher ed) was demanding, despite the fact that it was dynamic and multifaceted. As time went on, my workload increased and expanded, yet remained compressed under “other duties as assigned.” As an NTT staff member, I already felt pressure to say “yes” to anything I was asked to do
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			Theme 2. Precarity and Failed Advocacy

			Here, we move into the subterranean elements of writing center work; the seedy, stressful, less-often discussed elements. This entire section is anonymous by the contributors’ decision. This section serves as a sort of dark reflection on the previous section and the section that follows it: many of the narratives here encapsulate extended periods and even careers in writing center work, and all of them share instances where the metalabor of advocating for their centers and their work has failed them. Writing center labor is often precarious
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			Chapter 13. Writing Fellows; Fellow Students

			Eva Dunsky

			Baruch College

			

			In the summer of 2016, as a rising college junior, I worked as a writing fellow for my campus’ pre-college preparation intensive. The goal of the program was to help economically disadvantaged, often first-generation and BIPOC students gain access to higher education by guiding them throughout their college careers with extra tutoring and support. Having worked as a writing fellow during the school year, I was excited to get started with these students and thrilled about the readings they’d been assigned (Hamlet and Nella Larsen’s Passing, to name a few). I absolutely loved writing center work
	

This publication conforms to WCAG 2.0 Level AA. 
textual
visual
textual,visual
textual
structuralNavigation
alternativeText
noFlashingHazard
noSoundHazard
noMotionSimulationHazard


		Chapter 14. I’ve Got a Secret: I’m Contingent. (Wait, You’re Contingent Too?)
		

		

	
	
		
			Chapter 14. I’ve Got a Secret: I’m Contingent. (Wait, You’re Contingent Too?)

			Anonymous

			I’ve worked in writing centers for over 30 years, first as a graduate student tutor and then as the person responsible for a center’s operations. I realize that description is a convoluted way of describing “director,” but up until very recently, I wasn’t allowed to use the title of director. To be a director, I would need to report to a second-level supervisor rather than a third-level supervisor. I’m not going to even hint at my institution type or give those supervisor levels titles, since I don’t wish to be identified. Why don’t I want to be identified? Above all, my position has always been contingent, and I am employed at the pleasure of the president of my institution
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			Chapter 15. Into and Out of the Tutoring Center

			Anonymous

			“The writing center is being moved from English to tutoring. A decision has already been made. The change will happen quickly.” Hearing these words is not hard to imagine for anyone who has directed a writing center for very long. I was familiar with similar narratives playing out in the lives of my colleagues, and I was never naïve enough to assume it couldn’t happen to me. We are all one key change of administration, one reorganization, one person’s “vision” away from it pretty much at any time. After over twenty years of serving as my writing center’s founding and sole leader, I heard these words from my own provost.

			My story has a satisfying conclusion, but it is an unfortunate narrative in which too few people with too much power made uninformed decisions. It is also a story where others with power emerged to save the writing center. As I lived through the next three years of upheaval, I endured a kind of stress I had never known. Through the course of it, I proved to myself that I possessed patience, restraint, resilience, and a passion for writing centers that extended beyond any desire for self-protection.

			“It’s all tutoring. It goes together,” was the only response I received when I asked the provost why the move was happening. There was no discussion, no reliance on my expertise, not even a request for the years of data I had collected. In the months that followed, many important decisions about how to make the writing center “fit” in the tutoring center were made without my input. The staffing structure was quickly dismantled, and the writing center was physically relocated to a low-visibility and dysfunctional space within the tutoring center. At least weekly, I tried to defend writing center pedagogy after having been told by a tutoring center administrator, “We don’t do things that way.”

			There were two silver linings. Most of the writing center staff, due to the restructuring, got better positions with higher pay. The other was that the full-time tutor who would co-lead the area with me where the writing center was positioned became an ally and trusted confidant. When that person left, and a new person was hired, my relationship with him was equally valuable. He and I spoke the same language and understood each other’s frustration with the lack of interest in understanding our pedagogy and lack of trust in allowing us to forward our vision for a successful writing center within a tutoring center.

			And then the ultimate staffing change happened. I was told by the tutoring center director that my position had been eliminated. I was thanked for teaching the tutoring center staff all about writing centers and told I was no longer needed. A newly hired provost had apparently already approved my dismissal. Even though I shouldn’t have been, I was surprised. I also began to feel an odd sense of relief. I had told my English department supervisor I was going to leave the writing center more than once already. He and various others had successfully talked me out of it: “You have so much invested in this.” “Please give it time.” “What will become of the writing center?” And so, I held on. This time I had no choice. I had been dismissed. I still had a full-time faculty position, just without reassignment time for the writing center. “Not such a bad deal,” I consoled myself.

			I shared the news with the faculty union president, and she was stunned. When I said the new provost had been the one to decide, she became uneasy. This new provost, she said, would not make a rash decision without being influenced by someone who used her lack of knowledge to craft a narrative in which I became disposable. The union president made me promise that I would ask for a meeting with the provost, simply because I deserved an explanation. Though I dreaded such a meeting, I couldn’t disagree.

			I could not have been calmer in explaining to the provost that I respected her decision but wished to know what prompted it. In my mind, the writing center was no longer mine to lead, I had nothing to lose, and I was ready to let go. The provost listened, took notes, asked questions, and, at some point in the conversation, asked me to back up and tell her the story of the writing center from its inception through the events that had just unfolded. When I finished, she sat in silence and then said, “I have made a decision based on limited information.” She apologized and asked for my patience as she rethought things. I had never experienced such humility on the part of an executive-level administrator.

			A week later, we met again. The provost said I was not obligated to accept her offer but wanted me to retain my position in the writing center with the promise that she would work closely with me and the tutoring center director. She went on to say so much more than that. In fact, I took notes in that meeting that I still have on a digital sticky note. She assured me that I would have control over all kinds of changes in the writing center going forward. The digital note serves as a reminder of both the sincere good intentions of a savvy leader trying to make things right and of the spectacular fashion in which they unraveled despite her efforts.

			The provost kept her word and spent hours working closely with the tutoring center director and me. It felt like we were making progress. But after the meetings, with the provost no longer present, things fell apart. I was in no way allowed to have control over the methodology or delivery of writing support. Yet, at the same time, a new power dynamic had emerged. I now had the ear of the provost to whom the director of tutoring reported. I did not hesitate to reach out time and time again when I was not able to accomplish any of the things I had written on my digital sticky note. The provost coached me, guided my efforts to communicate with the tutoring center director, and offered to meet again. But the cycle would repeat itself. In our meetings, it appeared understanding had been reached, but when I operated on that understanding, I was stopped cold by various people in the tutoring center.

			I found myself quagmired and had no choice but to tread water and wait. I knew by that point that if it were to remain in the tutoring center, the writing center would ultimately be absorbed as merely an area in which tutoring for English classes took place. I also knew the provost, even with all the time she had invested, wasn’t at the same point in her thinking yet. I waited, watched, did what I could, and kept talking to the provost. The library building was being renovated, and the tutoring center, along with the writing center, would be moving into it soon. A large, open room had already been carved out for the writing center in a highly visible area.

			The provost invited me to tour the new space. The tutoring center director narrated as we paraded through it, ending our tour in the room that had been earmarked for the writing center. Except that suddenly, it was no longer the writing center but a multidisciplinary tutoring center, a new vision the director had just arrived at days ago. This was news to the provost, too, and not good news. It felt like another confirmation of my longstanding fear that the writing center would simply become tutoring for students in English classes, indistinguishable from tutoring in any other subject area. The provost was silent as we walked out of the meeting together, and I mirrored her silence, understanding that she needed time to think and plan her next move. Just a few days later, she made the decision to move the writing center back to the English department. A three-year ordeal had ended.

			A year has passed, and we are rebuilding while enjoying a kind of recognition and support we have not had before. The three-year sacrifice, the waiting, and the labor against misunderstanding and dismissal was no small feat. The toll of exhaustion it took on me will not be forgotten, and neither will my amazement at the provost’s bold decision. Though this story is not uncommon, the specifics are as unique as the institutional context in which it unfolded. In the end, I am not sure what the concrete take-away is for a reader who might face a similar ordeal. The only guidance I can offer is that the limits of your patience must be carefully considered, and so, too, the risks you are willing and able to take. My tenure at the college, along with my good reputation undergirded many of the bold moves I made. If you are not able to hang on as I did, if the strain on your health is too much to sacrifice, forgive yourself, let go, and don’t look behind you.
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			Chapter 16. Writing Center as Life Raft: The Fracturing of the Grand Narratives of Working in Higher Education

			Anonymous

			There’s a grand narrative to working in higher education. The narrative goes like this: finish your undergraduate degree in four years with great grades, get into a great MA and then Ph.D. program with a good TAship. Complete your MA in two years and your Ph.D. in four years. Publish articles, engage in the field, go to conferences, network. Land your dream job as an assistant professor and writing center director. Jump through the hoops of tenure and promotion, sacrificing your life to publish enough and do enough to gain tenure and be promoted. Continue to publish and do good work, and get promoted to full professor. And when you get full professor, you can really settle into your career, do interesting work, and feel completely secure.

			Grand narratives have a tremendous amount of power. They shape our behavior and mindsets, and when they are shattered, they leave us shattered with them. Narratives have more power for people who are working class, who come from nothing and have nothing, and who have had to carefully learn the “rules” and how to navigate the system.

			My own story looks just like that opening grand narrative. I was a model student, model academic, and a lot of it was driven by my working-class background. I felt like I had to be the best because I grew up poor and in an extremely challenged area of the country that is known to be uneducated, racist, and religious fundamentalist. I felt like I had to rise above these roots, above my own marked dialect, and above my poor country girl status by working as hard as I could to be the best. Because of this grand narrative, I believed that if I jumped through all of the hoops and invested all the work, I would be in a good position, and I could have a stable and great career. This narrative continued to hold truth for me right up until 2020. I was the faculty director of a very well-respected, endowed writing center. I was a tenured full professor and a world-famous scholar, being invited to deliver writing center conference keynote addresses, workshops, and do consultations all over the globe. As director of the writing center, I had done everything to the best of my ability: crafting annual reports leveraging institutional mission and priorities, creating data-driven and effective assessment and research, expanding our services in strategic ways, and offering effective university leadership. I was also a model faculty member, publishing multiple articles per year, having high teaching evaluations, winning teaching and research awards, landing grants, and engaging in substantial service to my university, discipline, and community.

			I had given up a great deal to have that career. I had given up getting married and having children. I had given up a lot of other possibilities for travel, freedom, and to have new experiences. I felt that from the time I entered graduate school at 22 to the time I became a tenured full professor at age 38
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			Chapter 17. Counterstory: Ignored Labor with a Writing Center

			Lucy (Pseudonymous)

     

			This is a writing center (WC) labor story told in the third person by Lucy. Lucy is neither a writing center director nor a peer tutor at her university; she is an English faculty member who joined this institution in 2015 and is currently an Associate Professor, but she has an intersectional relationship with the writing center, as she serves as the liaison between it and the English department. She also teaches the writing tutor training course. As a WC practitioner, Lucy has published some research studies. At the university where she previously taught, she volunteered as a faculty writing tutor. During her doctoral program study, Lucy was a writing tutor, and her dissertation focused on writing centers. Because of her multifaceted experiences and because she does not have direct administrative or tutoring responsibilities, Lucy sees herself as both an insider and an outsider to the WC. Different from other WC stories (e.g., Caswell at al., 2016; Giaimo, 2021), Lucy’s is a counterstory about how her labor is ignored by her WC administrators.

			In 2017, the writing center was taken from the English department and subordinated to the Office of Retention and Student Success (ORSS); its official name became Writing Support Center (WSC), and it was supervised by a non-expert staff member. Its location also moved from inside the library to a classroom building with reduced space. Sadly, there was no official campus announcement about these changes. Students and faculty only heard about them later through word of mouth. As new faculty, Lucy did not know about the changes either until one day, in early 2018, she received a phone call from a former retention specialist, asking if she would be able to conduct tutor training workshops. Recommended by her dean, Lucy was considered an expert because of her writing center background, so she complied.

			Lucy understood the changes to the writing center because some universities locate them in student life departments. Based on its utilization, a smaller space for the WC could also work. However, Lucy believed changing the name to WSC was imprudent as support carried a negative connotation that reinforces the long-term stigma of a WC as a “fix-it” shop. It misleads students and faculty. This name change, to some degree, might encourage those faculty who already do not understand the work of the WC to direct their students there to fix writing problems. Students might be reluctant to utilize it as nobody wants to be labeled “weak” or in need of “support.” What surprised Lucy further was only then learning that those tutors had never received any formal or informal training before they started working as tutors. They were merely recommended as strong writers by their composition instructors or even self-recommended as they needed an on-campus job.

			Firmly believing that tutor training is essential for tutors and benefits writers, Lucy immediately accepted this invitation with compensation neither offered nor requested. She carefully prepared a series of workshops, covering various topics throughout that semester. The workshops were well received. Because of tutors’ positive feedback, Lucy was appointed by the dean to be the liaison between the English department and the WSC. Tutors’ questions regarding different issues during the workshops made Lucy realize that there was an urgent need for a writing tutor training course. She then proposed this idea to her department. With the approval of the chair, the curriculum committee, and the Office of Academic Affairs, Lucy planned to offer a tutor training course in the 2020 spring semester. She was excited and thinking of how to assist WSC to better serve students through their collaboration. But events did not go in the direction she expected.

			When designing the course, Lucy shared her course syllabus with the WSC administrator for her input yet did not receive any response, which was frustrating, but not unexpected. As the liaison, Lucy expected to work collaboratively with the administrator. For example, she suggested having a conversation about renaming the WSC. Again, she did not hear anything back. Knowing the WSC had neither a mission statement nor a webpage to communicate its purpose and service, and suffered from a declining staff and client base, Lucy proposed two remedial plans: 1) creating a WSC webpage and posting flyers, including its mission statement, service, location, and hours, 2) allowing tutors to visit classes, especially writing classes, at the beginning of each semester to introduce the WSC. For her proposed ideas to be heard, not ignored, Lucy purposefully shared them during the 2021 fall semester’s faculty meeting. Unfortunately, Lucy’s first idea was ignored, the second was rejected immediately. The reason was “we don’t want to interrupt any classes, we cannot do so!” even though Lucy explained that the visit would be brief, simply promoting the WSC’s existence and allowing its service to be known. This short-sighted thinking demoralized Lucy. But she told herself that laymen need persistent enlightenment; she continued to persevere.

			During the pandemic, many university writing centers quickly switched to online tutoring, synchronous and/or asynchronous. The WSC, however, failed to make such adjustments. Its react