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Wri�ng center scholarship and assessment have long incor-
porated quan�ta�ve, empirical, and mixed methods ap-
proaches to research and data collec�on, even if Wri�ng
Center Studies (WCS) hasn’t quite been able to shake the
reputa�on that it is a field directed by lore and qualita�ve
research. During the 2010s, par�ally in response to this
percep�on, there was a no�ceably inten�onal disciplinary
pivot towards scholarship that promoted and employed re-
searchmethods that were replicable, aggregable, and data-

driven (RAD). This turn was embraced by researchers, journal edi-
tors, and conference organizers alike, par�ally because RAD schol-
arship was characterized as “a process that shapes our inquiry, fa-
cilitates our scholarly iden�ty,” and that in turn, “strengthens our
credibility, and posi�ons us to speak with authority” within our
own ins�tu�ons and within the academy writ large (Driscoll and
Powell). InWri�ng Center Prac��oner’s Inquiry into Collabora�on:
Pedagogy, Prac�ce, and Research, Georganne Nordstrom responds
to this disciplinary pivot, exposes a bit of the lore that surrounds it,
and provides a model for empirical research in wri�ng centers that
is locally-based, centers iden�ty and embodied experiences, and is
rooted in social and restora�ve jus�ce.

Implicit in arguments suppor�ng RAD research is that colleagues in
other disciplines, upper administra�on, and the public have been
skep�cal of wri�ng center exper�se. At the same �me, ins�tu�ons
will hold up wri�ng centers (along with programs for accessibility
services, counseling services, cultural support, and student food
banks) as examples of how those ins�tu�ons provide support for
students. This is typically done without acknowledging that it is the
ins�tu�ons themselves that create the condi�ons necessita�ng
those kinds of support in the first place, condi�ons that wri�ng cen-
ters can o�en reproduce. Separa�ng the privileging of quan�ta-
�vely measurable educa�on outcomes (Giroux) from histories of
white supremacy (Inoue) and undemocra�c ins�tu�ons (Brown)
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cannot be easily done. Such efforts can come across as late capital-
ist solu�ons to problems caused by capitalism, as individualis�c re-
sponses to collec�ve concerns—and that’s even before ge�ng to
the ques�on of whether sor�ng out all of that should be the re-
sponsibility of wri�ng centers.

Rebecca Hallman Mar�ni and Travis Webster drew a�en�on to
these complica�ons in 2017, no�ng that “the field’s emphasis on
empirical and replicable aggregable data-supported (RAD) research
that a�empts ‘objec�vity’ may inhibit iden�ty-based research that
recognizes how race, sexuality, gender, ability, privilege, and emo-
�on impact our work.” Along similar lines, Elisabeth H. Buck iden�-
fied that the “explicit and ongoing focus on RAD research” in
wri�ng center scholarship remains a point of conten�on among
prac��oners (99). With those cri�ques in mind, the pivot towards
RAD wri�ng center research calls for cri�cal evalua�on in its own
right: In what ways has the discipline been legi�mized because of
its embrace of RAD research? How has this pivot towards RAD
scholarship materially benefited our discipline, ourselves, our stu-
dents, and our tutors? For instance, are there now more tenure-
track or non-con�ngent wri�ng center posi�ons than before? To
what extent are researchers replica�ng studies and aggrega�ng
data? In what ways has RAD research supported goals of social and
restora�ve jus�ce? What do researchers need to do so that WCS’s
embrace of RAD research does not reinforce neoliberal, white su-
premacist, an�-democra�c ideologies?

In A Wri�ng Center Prac��oner’s Inquiry into Collabora�on, Nord-
strom directly addresses at least the la�er two of those ques�ons
by presen�ng Prac��oner Inquiry (PI) as a way to square the condi-
�ons of higher educa�on with the socially just ambi�ons of wri�ng
centers. Extending an argument she has ar�culated elsewhere,
Nordstrom's concep�on of PI is that of a research method applica-
ble for wri�ng center contexts because of its ethical obliga�ons to
researchers, tutors, students, and communi�es (“Prac��oner In-
quiry”). As such, PI has much in common with frameworks like
grounded theory, teaching-research, and Cri�cal Discourse Analy-
sis, each of which seeks to empower research par�cipants as epis-
temological collaborators, as opposed to trea�ng them as research
subjects. Further, PI necessitates that research ques�ons respond
to local needs, rather than work backwards to prove a predeter-
mined theory.

Although Nordstrom only men�ons the concept of “democra�c va-
lidity” once, the idea resonates across her central argument that
wri�ng centers are—or, at least, should be—sites of equitable, col-
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labora�ve pedagogy and research. Built out of the field of educa-
�on research, democra�c validity measures the extent to which re-
search (a) emerges out of a local context, (b) includes collaborators
from the community, and (c) aims to recognize solu�ons that are
appropriate for that context and those collaborators (Herr and An-
derson). Democra�c validity assumes an ethical obliga�on that
classrooms and other learning spaces should be equitable and col-
labora�ve and extends that ideal to the research process. Defining
collabora�on this way calls to mind Andrea Lunsford, who advised
that collabora�on in wri�ng centers must be prac�ced and re-
searched with care for the collaborators and for control over the
process.

Nordstrom’s home site of research is at the University of Hawaiʻi at
Mānoa (UHM). Localness and context are at the core of her ethos
as a researcher and person, as evidenced by her careful considera-
�on of her own status and privilege as a professional academic, as
an administrator, as a white person working on stolen land. In her
wri�ng, she repeatedly reminds the reader of the United States’s
history of using the educa�onal system to disenfranchise Indige-
nous and other marginalized people, including groups like the “Kā-
naka Maoli (Hawaiian), and descendants of the mostly Asian labor-
ers brought to the islands to work on the planta�ons'' that many of
the students she works with at UHM iden�fy as (55). In response to
these condi�ons, Nordstrom posi�ons empirical research as a
counter to “hegemonic and oppressive constructs both in and out
of the academy” (27). This is a bold move, reifying wri�ng centers
as places that are at once counterhegemonic and socially just be-
cause they are suited for collabora�ve epistemological prac�ces
that have been and are inten�onally oppressed by ins�tu�onal
power. That ins�tu�onal power—characterized as Western, white
supremacist, capitalist, individual—suppresses Indigenous collabo-
ra�ve epistemological and ontological prac�ces and the people
who embody them precisely because those prac�ces and people
are defini�onally an�-white supremacist and an�capitalist. This is
especially important in contemporary contexts of higher educa�on
where neoliberal and white supremacist language preemp�vely
claim so much territory.

Following Nordstrom’s argument, for collabora�on to work as a vi-
able approach to research, it must be grounded in approaches
stemming from cultures that value collabora�on. This complicates
the situa�ons of wri�ng centers, which exist within ins�tu�ons of
higher educa�on that contemporarily are designed to reinforce and
privilege individual accountability. This creates condi�ons wherein
wri�ng center researchers must work both inside the academy
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(produce replicable research) as well as outside of it (u�lize an�-
hegemonic methods borrowed from an�-hegemonic groups). In or-
der to accomplish the la�er, Nordstrom argues that it is incumbent
on researchers to reconcile the contradic�ons and power imbal-
ances brought about when wri�ng center administrators and tutors
collaborate. That core objec�ve is an immediately recognizable
strength of Nordstrom’s wri�ng, and it is reinforced across a coher-
ent methodological founda�on and a clearly defined set of terms in
her book, which unfolds accordingly.

The introduc�on, “Prac��oner Inquiry and Empirical Research in
theWri�ng Center,” establishes wri�ng centers as pedagogical sites
of scholarly inquiry, a star�ng point widely accepted within the
field, but also one that is persistently, annoyingly, disconsidered by
university administrators and interdisciplinary colleagues (this
la�er sen�ment also seems widely felt within the field). Placing her
work along a recognizable trajectory of arguments for wri�ng cen-
ter disciplinary autonomy through empirical research (see also:
Gillespie et al., Babcock and Thonus, Grutsch McKinney), Nord-
strom adds important caveats: PI is not any research done by teach-
ers (or, in this case, wri�ng center administrators), the shared con-
struc�on of knowledge must be the goal, and place-based does not
mean that work isn’t transferable. Most importantly, wri�ng center
prac��oners should u�lize empirical research methods because
the contexts of wri�ng centers are uniquely posi�oned to provide
for them and because such approaches lead to research prac�ces
that align with “the values and goals of wri�ng center prac��oners
and demonstrate veracity and validity” (19). In other words, focus
on the appropriateness and benefits of empirical research within
the specific contexts of wri�ng centers and less on hoped- for ins�-
tu�onal or cross-disciplinary acceptance.

In Chapter 1, “What Indigenous Prac�ces Can Teach Us about Col-
labora�on,” Nordstrom posi�ons collabora�on as the core oper-
a�ng mechanism of wri�ng center work and research. This is a
riskier rhetorical maneuver than it might ini�ally seem because, as
Nordstrom alludes, the neoliberal structures of contemporary
higher educa�on emphasize culpability and ownership at the indi-
vidual level, and thus offer limited pathways for ac�on or accom-
plishment that are truly collabora�ve or symbio�c. Drawing mainly
on Kānaka Maoli (Na�ve Hawaiian) scholarship, poetry, and
proverbs of community and communal work, Nordstrom incorpo-
rates nuanced understandings of collabora�on, sustainability, and
communal well-being. For instance, the core concept of “kuleana”
invokes “a heightened awareness of our collabora�ve acts and their
implica�ons” that “goes beyond an individual’s ac�ons” and
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a�unes par�cipants to “a dynamic interplay that a�ends to the
concerns and interests of the community” (44). Applied to the con-
text of wri�ng center research, collabora�on is then expanded to
account for not just different prac��oners or researchers cooper-
a�ng on a project; it provides a central purpose of working together
as mee�ng the needs of the wider group within the context in
which you’re working. Throughout this sec�on, Nordstrom’s ap-
proach is careful and measured; she always comes across as aware
that she is leveraging concepts from communi�es she respects but
does not embody. Likewise, Nordstrom avoids posi�oning Indi-
geneity as a monolithic opposi�on to hegemony, but instead as di-
verse and contextual cultural and rhetorical tradi�ons that can in-
form research if done within specific, appropriate condi�ons.

Nordstrom provides a deep descrip�on of her methodological ap-
proach as a research model in Chapter 2, “Prac��oner Inquiry: A
Model for Research and Prac�ce in the Wri�ng Center.” With the
goal of leading to empirical research that can be replicated in other
wri�ng center contexts, Nordstrom’s model relies on triangula�on,
systema�city, and transferability. First, cross-referencing concepts
of reflexivity (Ligge� et al.) with poli�cal stance (Cochran-Smith and
Lytle), Nordstrom iden�fies commonali�es and limita�ons in ex-
is�ng models of PI in WCS. From there, Nordstrom proposes that
researchers develop a reflexive “habit of mind,” an overarching
principle that reminds the researcher to con�nually interrogate
their own prac�ces and biases in rela�on to their collaborators (col-
leagues, tutors, students, etc.), the broader social and poli�cal con-
texts within which their research takes place, and in considera�on
of previous scholarship. This habitual prac�ce helps ensure that the
researcher’s “assump�ons are then reevaluated and o�en refor-
mulated” throughout the research process (63).

Next, building off of these commonali�es, Nordstrom introduces a
version of PI suited for WCS, one that emphasizes transferability, as
“a frame for valida�ng andmaking use of our research in a way that
more readily lends itself to empirical research in our field” because
it “accounts for the differences that people—students, administra-
tors, faculty, writers, prac��oners—bring to a prac�ce site” (69).
Grasping the intricacies of Nordstrom’s model relies on accep�ng
her subtle�es of meaning and inten�on of recognizable terms, but
she skillfully promotes transferability twice over. First, in direct and
prac�cal terms, because her descrip�on is detailed and can be rea-
sonably replicated by other researchers. Second, on a meta level,
because her thorough descrip�on serves as a prototype for re-
searchers who may be anxious about introducing their own new or
modified approaches. For those researchers, follow the pa�ern
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Nordstom lays out here: set the terms of your debate; jus�fy your
terms in rela�on to previously established understandings while
recognizing how and why you diverge; expect your readers to ac-
cept your terms, but afford them the opportunity to respond or cri-
�que a�er they’ve listened to your evidence.

Enac�ng her methodology and ethos, Chapter 3, “A Prac��oner’s
Inquiry into Tutor Professionaliza�on vis-à-vis Collabora�on,” is the
first of two research studies detailed by Nordstrom. Here, PI is used
to interrogate two familiar presupposi�ons about wri�ng center
administrator and consultant partnerships: first that they are col-
labora�ve interac�ons and second that consultants gain profes-
sional skills through their work. Immediately, Nordstrom's theore�-
cal framing is essen�al. Because she is researching the impacts of
collabora�on and consultant-writer rela�onships, her research
model requires a theore�cal underpinning that accounts for and is
a�uned to the poten�al benefits and limita�ons of collabora�on.
Fostering her study’s reproducibility, Nordstrom organizes this
chapter to promote transparency and transferability, clearly de-
scribing her methodology, purpose and objec�ves, data collec�on,
and triangulated data analysis. Ul�mately Nordstrom finds a correl-
a�ve rela�onship between collabora�on and consultant learning,
her reflec�ve approach poin�ng to nuanced findings that further
the argument of wri�ng centers as collabora�ve, pedagogical, and
professional spaces.

Chapter 4, “Translingual Prac�ce vs. Academic Discourse,” de-
scribes a second applica�on of PI, this �me a compara�ve study
conducted at UHM and the Na�onal University of Ireland at Gal-
way. By implemen�ng the study at two different sites, Nordstrom
once again demonstrates the transferability and replicability of her
project and research model. Inten�onally, these research sites
draw a�en�on to the inten�onal limita�ons of English language ed-
uca�on policies, as the people of both Hawaiʻi and Ireland have ex-
perienced a “long history of language suppression due to Bri�sh
coloniza�on, and efforts at language revitaliza�on” (100). The
United States has con�nued the linguis�c coloniza�on prac�ces of
its own former colonizers, resul�ng in contemporary condi�ons
where ins�tu�ons of higher educa�on, including wri�ng centers,
can reinforce hierarchical, racist standards of wri�en and spoken
English. In response are grassroots efforts at local wri�ng centers to
sustain and recapture Indigenous and heritage languaging, mean-
ing-making prac�ces, and tradi�ons.

In this paired study, consultants are ac�ve par�cipants, helping to
develop research ques�ons and providing data via interviews with



24

the prac��oner. One complicated issue is consultants’ a�empts to
turn consulta�ons into collabora�ve interac�ons with students
through translanguaging. Although democra�zing prac�ce, one
problem with translanguaging, as their study sees it, is not that it
pulls away from some preferred language standard, but that ins�-
tu�ons are ill-equipped to support and acknowledge the value of
students who prac�ce it. Therefore, given wri�ng centers’ liminal
space on their campuses, it is the responsibility of those prac��on-
ers with “more rela�ve cultural capital” to enact change that sup-
ports translingual language users (115). For new wri�ng center ad-
ministrators and graduate students ge�ng their first solid
footholds in prac��oner research, chapters 3 and 4 will be anchors.
Nordstrom even has a sugges�on for how: replica�ng her study by
triangula�ng it with addi�onal cohorts at comparable wri�ng cen-
ters.

The book closes with a brief epilogue where Nordstrom reasserts
wri�ng centers’ obliga�ons to social jus�ce, of iden�ty and recogni-
�on, and for student writers and consultants. These historical re-
sponsibili�es are linked to contemporarily exigent ones: reckonings
with ins�tu�onal racism, safely teaching during a global pandemic,
and suppor�ng Dreamers. Researching these issues through empir-
ical methods, in Nordstrom’s view, provides mul�faceted returns
“not only for the important knowledge it yields but also for the way
it forces those who have tradi�onally marginalized support services
to take no�ce” (122). In other words, methodologies like PI can be
used to cri�que the very condi�ons of ins�tu�ons of higher educa-
�on that directly and nega�vely impact students and wri�ng cen-
ters.

Throughout A Wri�ng Center Prac��oner’s Inquiry into Collabora-
�on, there is a clear and concise synchroniza�on of method and
purpose. And yet, this strength draws a�en�on to the fact that,
outside of Nordstrom’s overview of student demographics at her
school, it’s not always clear who the collaborators are in this book’s
projects. Nordstrom made a convincing argument for collabora�on
in her ar�cle co-authored with tutors from the UHM Wri�ng Cen-
ter, “Affirming our Liminality & Wri�ng on the Walls: How we Wel-
come in our Wri�ng Center” (Nordstrom et al.). That piece, along
with its partner presenta�on at the 2017 Interna�onal Wri�ng Cen-
ters Collabora�ve (“Roundtable”), were absolute highwater marks
for demonstra�ng collabora�on between wri�ng center prac��on-
ers and consultants and for establishing wri�ng center iden�ty and
purpose as inextricably linked to the local community. Taken to-
gether, Nordstrom’s ongoing project provides a robust argument
for wri�ng centers as research spaces that are democra�c and so-
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cially just, even if the ins�tu�ons we are working in are not.
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