Writing Center Tutors on Lunsford’s Everyday Writer
TTW, March 9, 2010

March 9, 2010 - St. Peter Room

“Writing Assignments That Work”

Writing Center Director Rebecca Fremo and members of the Writing Center staff discussed the challenges of creating good writing assignments. The tutors shared perspectives based on their experiences helping students decipher their professors' writing prompts.  The panel also discussed the elements that make a writing assignment both clear and challenging for students.

Question for Tutors:   What do you like best about our new edition of the EW?


“It is structured to be extremely accessible to students. When I have to go look something up to help explain a concept to a tutee, I usually have no trouble identifying the precise page numbers I will need to find. “

How does this help teachers?   It’s easy for us to locate a section in EW and reference it in our comments on students’ papers.  Why take ten minutes explaining what “dangling modifier” is?  Why not simply write, “See Lunsford 312-314 for dangling modifier.”
“I appreciate all the changes that have been made in MLA citing.”

What should we take away from this understated comment?  Changes to the MLA format have been extensive this fall.  In particular, it’s now much easier to cite electronic sources, and we need to indicate that other kinds of resources are “print”—emphasizing the paradigm shift in many of our disciplines from print-based scholarly publishing to electronic publishing.    (In fact, I got an essay back from an editor in September because I hadn’t looked at the updated style manual.  Ooops.)

“I think that it would be worthwhile for FTS profs to go through the EW citation pages with their students just so that the students know what kinds of things need to be cited in special ways. For example, there is now a special way to cite Wiki articles. Also, telling them where to find citations for class lectures, personal letters, etc., would be great. I think that students are unwilling to explore the EW on their own, but that if they had at least some idea of what resources are available and some acquaintance with those resources, they might be more willing to look into it on their own.”

What can we take away from this?  Spend some time in class exploring the book with students. (I know, I know—some of you will feel that we shouldn’t have to do this. But rather than lament, why not give it a try?)

“. . . [check out] the "Working Thesis" chart on p. 59.”

What can we use?  The “Working Thesis” chart on page 59!  I’ve adapted this section into a handout for my own FTS students, using actual models of thesis statements generated by students from previous FTS classes.  It’s helpful.
Question for Tutors:    What issues do students seem to need the most help with?  And how does the EW help you to address those needs?

“I use the "Research" section the most heavily. A lot of (especially FTS) students struggle with the plagiarism/quotation/paraphrase/summary issue, partly because they've never seem them all laid out side-by-side. [The EW] is very clear about when and how to use each.”

“I guess the issues I see the most are about citations and working on organizing/outlining a paper. Sometimes though, you get the grammar/punctuation nit-picky questions, but the EW always has at least a few examples to give both a basis for the tutor to teach from, and practical examples for the student. I've never had an issue where the EW didn't provide at least some enlightenment.”

“Citation is absolutely what students use the EW for the most, and what I use it for 
most in tutorials. All the instructions are laid out for them in the book, but I get so 
many questions about how to cite certain things. I'm not sure why that is. Other than 
that, I wish students would read the section on building logical arguments, and using 
basic rhetoric in their writing. I think we could use more of that.”

What can we take away from these responses?   Students are not as familiar or comfortable with citing and documenting sources as we might think.  Moreover, it’s one thing to “define” plagiarism for students; it’s another thing to show them actual examples of sentences that are too closely paraphrased or borrow too heavily from somebody else’s language.
Finally, notice that tutors only “sometimes” get “grammar/ punctuation nit-picky questions.”  Instead, most of our students come to the Writing Center because they need help planning, organizing, and executing their academic papers. If we’re only using the Everyday Writer as a style manual or grammar handbook, we’re missing opportunities to teach them about more substantive rhetorical issues.

Fremo’s Top Ten Favorite Everyday Writer Sections:
Reading critically/ annotating what we read:  105-108
Rhetorical situation: 44; Analyzing purpose, audience and context: 45-48

Crafting a Thesis: 58-59

Paragraph development:  68-78

Analyzing and Constructing arguments: 114-123; 126-140

Paraphrasing (acceptable versus unacceptable): 182-184

Avoiding plagiarism: 185-192

Revising a written text for an oral presentation:  18-23

Quick guidelines for peer response: 84

Interpreting instructor comments: 89-91

