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Background and Context

Working Paper Title: Engineering Major Writing Tutors:  Parallel Processing?
Workshop Participant: Lynne Ronesi, American University of Sharjah, United Arab Emirates 
Institutional Description  
The American University of Sharjah (AUS) www.aus.edu is a Middle States accredited American university within the emirate of Sharjah, which is part of the United Arab Emirates.  Founded in 1997, AUS is one of several universities in Sharjah, but is distinguished by its status an accredited American university, and the fact that it is the only co-educational campus in the emirate. Currently (December 2018), 5270 undergraduates and graduates are enrolled.  The university is a multicultural one, represented by students of 70+ nationalities; the top five are Emirati, Egyptian, Jordanian, Syrian, and Indian. The nearly 400 faculty members represent 50 nationalities. AUS houses a College of Engineering (2450 undergraduates), a School of Business and Management (1379 undergraduates), a College of Arts and Sciences (813 undergraduates), and a College of Architecture, Art and Design (628 undergraduates).  
The bachelor of science degree programs in chemical engineering, civil engineering, computer engineering, electrical engineering and mechanical engineering offered by the College of Engineering are accredited by the Engineering Accreditation Commission of ABET (http://www.abet.org/). AUS was the first university in the Gulf region and the second outside the United States to receive this accreditation.
Educational and Contextual Factors
In the forward of Diana Bairaktarova and Michele Eodice’s (2017) Creative Ways of Knowing in Engineering, renowned engineering education scholar David Radcliffe describes the successful engineer as

self-aware, emotionally intelligent, empathetic, an active listener and a nuanced communicator with diverse groups, persuasive both orally and in all manner of written styles, trustworthy and collaborative, and able to work in structured teams as well as ad hoc groups that emerge in the course of a project (p. v).

In an attempt to help engineering students develop these skills and qualities, scholarship on engineering communication has focused mostly on the potential for faculty-created, course-based, innovative and collaborative or interdisciplinary written assignments and projects. Yet, in the MENA region—even in the American curriculum universities there —engineering instructors generally do not—or feel unable to—incorporate discipline-specific writing practices in their courses (Hodges & Kent, 2017). My research addresses undergraduate engineering students who, in a context where engineering and writing seem to be perceived as polarized, take an elective course to be trained as writing tutor and then work in their university’s writing center—an extracurricular activity demanding nearly all of the abilities elucidated above by Radcliffe; specifically, this study explores the ways engineering-major writing center tutors (EMWTs) understand the relationship between their engineering goals and their writing tutor experience at the American University of Sharjah (AUS) in the United Arab Emirates. 
AUS is an English-medium, liberal arts university; however, nearly half of the university’s undergraduates are enrolled in the College of Engineering. While the emphasis on engineering may seem unusual for a liberal arts institution, engineering programs are largely represented in the university curriculums of the Gulf Arab States (Miller-Idriss & Hanauer, 2011). There is a sense in the Middle East and in the Subcontinent—the regions of origin for most AUS students—that being an engineer conveys high prestige and economic benefit, so many young people, often strongly urged by their families, opt for an engineering degree.  That attitude is reinforced by a regional perception that study in the humanities or social sciences is impractical, due to what Ghabra and Arnold (2007) identify as “old thinking of strict employability within fields of study” (p. 12).  
Accordingly, the significance of writing proficiency seems largely undervalued, intensified by the status of many students as non-native speakers of English who have come from a diversity of secondary curriculums (i.e., British, American, Arabic, Indian, Pakistani, Russian, Iranian, etc.)—many of which do not emphasize writing in English, especially in the last two years of secondary school.  Many students find the rigors of their first-year writing course quite daunting—particularly, the application of critical thinking to their reading and writing assignment, source-based argumentation,  and adherence to academic integrity requirements—and feel resentful about the place of writing in the AUS curriculum, which requires four writing courses.  Subsequently, while the avoidance of writing instruction by engineering students, faculty, and programs has been well documented in the US (Poe, Lerner, & Craig, 2010) the attitude toward writing in this context is rather more adamant, even as regional employers have identified engineering graduate communication skills as problematic (Prescott, El-Sakran, Albasha, Aloul, & Al-Assaf, 2011).  
Given the perceived disparity between the two disciplines—particularly in this context, but, indeed, worldwide—these EMWTs may seem like an anomaly, although, in fact,  they represent a significant number as 30% of the writing center tutoring staff this semester—second only to the writing tutors from the College of Arts and Sciences at 46%.  Beyond that, these particular EMWTs—multilingual and multicultural, raised in superdiverse contexts with a linguistic and mindset flexibility that positions them as globally competent—possess strong interpersonal skills and a civic nature.  There is no denying that these student informants represent the ideal engineer as we consider the needs of engineering in the 21st century as articulated above by Radcliffe (2017), especially in view of emerging calls for globally-proficient engineers (Downey et al., 2006; Cumming-Potvin & Currie, 2013).
Hence, my study addresses undergraduate engineering students who, in such a context, take an elective course to be trained as writing tutor and then work in their university’s writing center—an extracurricular activity demanding nearly all of the abilities elucidated above by Radcliffe. 

My research question is the following:  How and in what ways do engineering major writing tutors (EMWT) interpret and situate these dual roles? 


[bookmark: _GoBack]
Working Paper Title: Engineering Major Writing Tutors:  Parallel Processing?

Workshop Participant: Lynne Ronesi, American University of Sharjah, United Arab Emirates 






The Transformative Laboring and Languaging of International Exchanges about Higher Education Writing Research Workshop
March 14, 2018

2018 CCCC Annual Convention in Kansas City, MO




Introduction

In the forward of Diana Bairaktarova and Michele Eodice’s (2017) Creative Ways of Knowing in Engineering, renowned engineering education scholar David Radcliffe describes the successful engineer as

self-aware, emotionally intelligent, empathetic, an active listener and a nuanced communicator with diverse groups, persuasive both orally and in all manner of written styles, trustworthy and collaborative, and able to work in structured teams as well as ad hoc groups that emerge in the course of a project (2017, p. v).

In an attempt to help engineering students develop these skills and qualities, scholarship on engineering communication has focused mostly on the potential for faculty-created, course-based, innovative and collaborative or interdisciplinary written assignments and projects. Yet, in the MENA region—even in the American curriculum universities there —engineering instructors generally do not—or feel unable to—incorporate discipline-specific writing practices in their courses (Hodges & Kent, 2017). My research addresses undergraduate engineering students who, in a context where engineering and writing seem to be perceived as polarized, take an elective course to be trained as writing tutor and then work in their university’s writing center—an extracurricular activity demanding nearly all of the abilities elucidated above by Radcliffe; specifically, this study explores the ways engineering-major writing center tutors (EMWTs) understand the relationship between their engineering goals and their writing tutor experience at the American University of Sharjah (AUS) in the United Arab Emirates. 

AUS is an English-medium, liberal arts university; however, nearly half of the university’s undergraduates are enrolled in the College of Engineering, whose Bachelor of Science degree programs in engineering have received accreditation by the Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology (ABET). While the emphasis on engineering may seem unusual for a liberal arts institution, engineering programs are largely represented in the university curriculums of the Gulf Arab States (Miller-Idriss & Hanauer, 2011). There is a sense in the Middle East and in the Subcontinent—the regions of origin for most AUS students—that being an engineer conveys high prestige and economic benefit, so many young people opt for an engineering degree, often strongly urged to do so by their families. That attitude is reinforced by a regional perception that study in the humanities or social sciences is impractical, due to what Ghabra and Arnold (2007) identify as “old thinking [about] strict employability within fields of study” (p. 12).  

Accordingly, developing writing proficiency is an enterprise that is frequently unappreciated.  This attitude is intensified by a number of compounding factors. First, AUS students have come from a variety of secondary curriculums (i.e., British, American, Arabic, Indian, Pakistani, Russian, Iranian, etc.)—many of which do not emphasize writing in English, especially in the last two years of secondary school.  Moreover, a significant number of AUS students do not speak English in their homes or lack proficiency with university-level English.  Thus, students frequently find the rigors of their first-year writing courses quite daunting—particularly, the application of critical thinking to their reading and writing assignment, source-based argumentation,  and adherence to academic integrity requirements—and become resentful about the place of writing in the AUS curriculum, which requires four writing courses (Bilikozen, 2015).  Subsequently, while the avoidance of writing instruction by engineering students, faculty, and programs has been well documented in the US (Poe, Lerner, & Craig, 2010), the attitude toward writing in the AUS context is rather more adamant, and  regional employers have identified engineering graduate communication skills as problematic (Prescott, El-Sakran, Albasha, Aloul, & Al-Assaf, 2011).  

Given the perceived disparity between the two disciplines—particularly in this context, but, indeed, worldwide—these EMWTs may seem like an anomaly, although, in fact,  they represent a significant number as 30% of the writing center tutoring staff this semester—second only to the writing tutors from the College of Arts and Sciences at 46%.  Beyond that, these particular EMWTs—multilingual and multicultural, raised in superdiverse contexts with a linguistic and mindset flexibility that positions them as globally competent—possess strong interpersonal skills and a civic nature.  There is no denying that these student informants represent the ideal engineer as we consider the needs of engineering in the 21st century as articulated above by Radcliffe (2017), especially in view of emerging calls for globally-proficient engineers (Downey et al., 2006; Cumming-Potvin & Currie, 2013).

Yet, these EMWTs are not yet engineers; currently, they are writing tutors, and in their capacities as tutors, they are worthy of research attention.  DiBiase (2016) notes that writing center scholarship has neglected exploring other aspects of writing tutors’ identities  to better understand what they bring to their tutorials and to the notion of a writing center, a concern that has been repeatedly raised over the years (Dinitz & Kiedaisch, 2003; Geller, Eodice, Condon, Carroll, & Boquet; 2007; Gladstein, 2008). 

Hence, this IRB-approved inquiry seeks to explore the engineering student that is a writing tutor as well as the writing tutor that is an engineering student, the sense they make of both identities, and the spaces—and intersections—in-between. The study will be guided by the following broad research question: How and in what ways do engineering major writing tutors (EMWT) interpret and situate these dual roles?
To prepare myself to make sense of emergent themes in the data, I’m casting a rather wide net to determine the applicability of the theories in the following frameworks: writing center (tutor) studies, engineering communication / education,  translingualism, New Literacies / multiliteracies, epistemology/ sense-making / identity studies (see theoretical frames and glossary below). 



I. Key Theorists and Frames (all are cited in full in the reference list at the end of this document)

Engineering Education in the Middle East – details the pedagogical approaches and challenges faced in engineering programs.

(Abdulwahed, Hasna, & Froyd, 2016; Hodges, & Kent, 2017; Ronesi, 2017).
New approaches in Engineering and WID / Arts – details innovative approaches to integrating writing and the Arts and Humanities into engineering curriculum.
(Bairaktarova, & Eodice, 2017; Fox, J. & Artemeva, 2017)
Sense-making: Writing Center Tutor Studies
(DiBiase, 2016). This dissertation highlights the significance of exploring other aspects of writing tutors’ identities to better understand what they bring to their tutorials.  

Reader: I’m looking for more “writing center tutor” studies around identity and sense-making.  Suggestions are welcome.

Sense-making / Epistemology/ Identity studies: mostly STEM-related -- While I am still exploring the literature, I have been excited to come across the work of Elby, Gupta, Danielak, and their colleagues who are exploring epistemological dynamics and sense-making of students studying engineering and the sciences. I’m wondering about implications of these related frameworks how EMWTs negotiate identities mediated within the institutional and discipline spaces

(Danielak, Gupta, & Elby, 2014; Downey, Lucena, Moskal, Parkhurst, Bigley, Hays,Jesiek, Kelly, Miller, Ruff, Lehr, & Nichols-Belo, 2006; Elby, & Hammer, 2010; Geller, Gouvea, Sawtelle, & Turpen, 2014; Goertzen, Scherr, & Elby, 2010; Gupta& Elby, 2011).

New Literacies/Multi literacies—highlights the dynamic, technological, and multimodal natureof contemporary literacy practices, highlights the role of identity and
social context in an individual’s determination to engage in them
(Cumming-Potvin & Currie, 2013; Cope & Kalantzis, 2009; Gee, 2004; Zenger, A. A. (2012)

Translingualism--Translingual scholarship may offer an additional way to theorize the situation of the EMWTs—a way that is compatible with New Literacies work, urging pedagogical approaches that invite competences developed outside, and which resonates with the linguistic strengths of the AUS students

 (Canagarajah, 2007, 2013a, 2013b; Hall & Navarro, 2011; Horner, Donahue, & NeCamp, 2011; Nebel, 2017; Zenger, Mullins, & Haviland, 2014)




II.Glossary:
Accreditation Board for Engineering and Technology (ABET):  An accreditation body for postsecondary engineering programs (not for entire institutions).  An accreditation by ABET means that the engineering program of a particular institution has been deemed to have met a high standard of quality with regards to students, curriculum, faculty, administration, facilities, and institutional support. This accreditation lasts for 6 years. (http://www.abet.org/). 

EMI (English Medium Instruction): instruction that takes place in English in non-Anglophone settings like Europe, the Middle East, and Asia where it is a growing trend at the postsecondary level

First-year Writing/Composition (FYW / FYC)—a fundamental part of American-university curricula, first year writing courses generally introduce first-year students to academic writing with emphasis on critical thinking, rhetorical strategies, audience, purpose, genre, and source-based writing.  This introduction should lay a foundation for discipline-based writing in upper-division courses. 

MENA countries – Algeria, Bahrain, Djibouti, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Malta, Morocco, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates, West Bank and Gaza, and Yemen 

Sharjah: one of the seven emirates (like state or province) of the United Arab Emirates. The other six are Abu Dhabi, Dubai, Ajman, Um al Qawain, Fujairah, Ras al Khaimah.  All emirates have their distinct qualities.  Sharjah is known for its culture (16 museums), higher education (several universities), and its conservatism. 

United Arab Emirates: an oil rich gulf state founded in 1971, characterized by a very small local population and a large, multilingual, multicultural work force of expatriates. Islam is the official religion, and Arabic the official language, although English, Hindi, and Urdu are widely spoken.

Writing Center tutor: at my university, this refers to an undergraduate student who has been trained to support the various students with their writing assignments in any class at the university writing center 

Writing Center: commonly found at universities in the US and Canada but increasingly throughout the world, a venue where students receive assistance on their written assignments from undergraduate peers who have been trained to support them in maintaining structure, clarity, and integrity in their writing.




Methodology

Data collection involves interviews with 3 male and 3 female EMWTs who have tutored at least a year and are upperclassmen

IRB application submitted in Spring 2017 and study declared “Exempt from full board review”

EMWT Interview Protocol

Personal data: major field of study, heritage languages, origin, year at the university, curricular and extracurricular activities, jobs, interests, short and long-term goals for education and career

Pre-University Experience:  Type of secondary school, medium of instruction, academic strengths, hobbies, and interests, in secondary school?  Interest / ability in writing? Choosing engineering as a major. Other fields of study considered?  Family influence?

University Experience:  
Early critical experiences in engineering coursework and writing coursework.  
Taking WRI 221 and becoming a writing center tutor.  Critical or illustrative incidents.
Engineering program. Intellectual climate. Level of compatibility.  Critical or illustrative incidents.
Intersection between discipline knowledge and writing knowledge.  Relationship of writing, writer tutoring and engineering (synergistic, subtractive, additive; negotiation of different discourses // ideologies)
Learning through extracurricular activities.  
Disciplinary Identity. Imagined communities. Internship? How might / will writing fit into their future?


At the end of the interview, EMWTs are asked to read this, and fill in the blank with the word that comes to mind.

the successful ____________ is self-aware, emotionally intelligent, empathetic, an active listener and a nuanced communicator with diverse groups, persuasive both orally and in all manner of written styles, trustworthy and collaborative








CODING PLAN:

Preliminary coding will identify the following descriptions provided during interviews:

EMWTs as writing learners
EMWTs as engineering learners
Of describing similarities between the two
Of describing differences between the two

EMWTs’ writing tutorial strategies and activities
EMWTs’ engineering course approaches and activities
Of describing links between the two
Of describing differences between the two

EMWTs’ perspectives on what constitutes and characterizes engineering.
EMWTs’ understanding of their future roles as engineers
EMWTs’ perspectives on what constitutes and characterizes their role as writing tutors
EMWTs’ perspective on if / how their role as writer tutors connects to their future roles as engineers




EMWT informant information


	TUTOR
	MAJOR
	YEAR
	ORIGIN
	Semester trained
	Years // capacity in writing center
	INSERT

	1. Tartela
(Ruba)
female
	Chm engineering
	Senior 
(graduating)
	Palestinian Jordanian // parents are living in Saudi
	Recommended by Sana S14
	Since F14;
Tutor;
Online;
Mentoring;

	Team player

	2. Sohaib
(Mustafa)
male

	Mechanical Engineering
	Senior 
(graduating)
	Pakistani / UAE resident
	Self-selected; F15
	Since S16;
Tutor;
fellow
	No answer; when given choice of tutor or engineer, picked tutor

	3. Hashim
(Ahmad)
male
	Computer Science
	Senior 2
(graduating)
	Pakistani // international student
	Encouraged by his friends who worked in the writing center – Saad, Yomna,
S16
	Since F16; tutor;
Recommended recruits
	Writing center tutor

	4.Yomna
(Noor)
female
	Computer Science
	Senior
(graduating)
	Egyptian / UAE resident
	Recommended by Anoud in S14; 
F14
	Since S15; tutor
	Writing center tutor

	5.Fadia
(Jowana)
female
	Civil Engineering / minor in Engineering management
	Senior 1
	Bulgarian-Syrian / UAE resident
	Recommended by Zofia in S15; S16
	Since F16;
tutor
	Manager

	6.Saad
(Fahd)
male
	Mechanical Engineering
	Senior (graduating)
	Pakistani / / UAE resident
	Self-selected; F14
	Since S15; tutor; Fellow;
	failure







Early Insights

While I am still awaiting the transcripts of my interviews, I have noted some trends in the EMWTs’ responses:
· A significant number of EMWTs felt themselves to be mediocre writers in secondary school, and only became aware of their writing abilities in university first-year writing courses.  A focus on argumentation and building support more suited them than the more literature-oriented writing they experienced in secondary school.

· EMWTs are generally quite comfortable with their decision to be engineering, majors.  With the exception of one, EMWTs were strong in the sciences in high school, wanted to study engineering (were not coerced by their family), and identify strongly with their field.  They can be largely characterized as engineers who “came into” writing (as opposed to writers who were forced into engineering).

· EMWTs saw themselves as less insular than their “batch” (fellow-engineering majors).  They felt they had more outside interests and activities.  (It was acknowledged by some that their engineering colleagues may indeed not be so insular, but the EMWTs were not privy to that side of their colleagues in the same way they were aware of their writing tutor peers)

· EMWTs see writing as a methodical process which they attribute to their engineering predisposition and training--breaking ideas into smaller parts, treating each part--and they feel that as tutors, they tend to prompt students to follow the same method.  (This is true for all of them except for the “coerced” EMWT who did not understand writing in that manner—he felt writing to be more “intuitive”).

· EMWTs claim the comradery element of being part of the writing center is important to them, and, they report less comradery with their disciplinary classmates—although this claim is not as resolute with the computer science majors who seem to have mostly project-based courses.  

· The spontaneity and variability of writing center work, the diversity of fellow tutors in terms of nationalities, majors, class-level, hobbies and interests, the variety of the tutees in terms of writing needs, engagement, and personalities, along with the writing center’s friendly and upbeat atmosphere represent a counterpoint/distraction to the EMTWs’ engineering courses. 

· EMWTs are granted a certain status by their disciplinary peers (and other students and sometimes their professors) for their writing skills and are often tasked with the writing in group projects, or at least ensuring that the written components of group projects are satisfactory.  They may even be “exempt” from the other parts of the project.
This “other side” of this phenomena is highlighted by Bilikozen (2015) who noted that even as early as in NGN 101—a course taken in the first semester by all students in the College of Engineering (CEN) which, to approximate an actual engineering team, focuses on group work and requires lab reports and a project report—students with weaker communication skills tend to be given the research or technical part of the task.
Discussion directions

· I envision the discussion going in several directions.  First, I want to explore, informed by New Literacies / multimodal / identity / sense-making frameworks (as applicable) the qualities that prompt EMWTs to gravitate toward writing center work.
· I hope to discuss how and in what ways do the EMWTs understand the effect of their engineering qualities on their work as writing tutors.  
· I then hope to shed some insight on how the EMWTs perceive their writing strengths and their experience in the writing center as significant to their identities as engineering students and to their futures as engineers.
· In terms of pedagogical implications for our first-year writing students, the connections they make between the two might suggest ways in which DWS can better accommodate our many engineering major students in first-year writing. 

· Additionally, the data might lend itself to exploring what the College of Engineering could do to prepare students who can communicate well—which is a big part of their stated goals and objectives in the AUS catalog, as per the ABET recommendations / requirements.

· I have observed that students in writing classes that bond together tend to be happier in the class and more invested.  This appears to happen when students share other classes together.  This might be a good reason to try to match WRI 101 sections with NGN 101 (first general course in engineering taken by all engineering majors their first semester) sections as much as is logistically possible.  
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