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Jackie Grutsch McKinney is the Director of the Writing Center at Ball State and is a 
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Dr. Grutsch McKinney’s book, Peripheral Visions for Writing Centers, awarded the 2014 
International Writing Centers Association’s Outstanding Book Award, focuses on the 
way those who work in writing centers tell about their work through a series of shared 
stories and how those narrative conventions are often very different from the reality of 
what we do as tutors, staff, and administrators. 

 
On This Year’s Theme 

 

Everybody has a story to tell about him/herself that helps give their life clarity. Our 
stories allow us to conceptualize and understand our place in the world and how we 
relate to it. Stories provide us with identity, conflict, motivation, and, hopefully, 
resolution. In truth, such stories form the backdrop and context for our everyday lives. 
However, appealing to a grand narrative, even one that is self-generated, can be 
problematic because narratives have a way of shaping new ideas, events, and 
experiences so that they are congruent with what has come before. Once people have 
invested in a story, it is very difficult to alter course. Expectation becomes the foe of 
invention.  
 

In writing center work, such expectation depends on us turning away from narratives 
that don’t conform to the genre of writing center work. A story’s narrative momentum 
has the power to carry us along while other possible stories, ones that don’t completely 
jibe with the tale being told, may be left in its wake. Dr. Grutsch McKinney notes the 
effect of adhering to a grand narrative of writing center work, remarking, “[the grand 



narrative becomes] so absolutely ‘normal,’ so tacit, that it functions invisibly.  It seems 
not to be a story, a representation, but more a definition, a fact, a truth” (11). The 
perception that writing centers exist outside of the curriculum, for example, is a story 
that hinders those who work in writing centers from effecting lasting change at the 
institutional level, and suggests writing centers are capable of maintaining a neutral 
position. This appeal to neutrality is a master narrative that pigeon holes writing center 
work/efforts as it continues to privilege academic literacy of white/middle class student 
populations. Writing centers are then placed in a position to reinforce the privileged 
literacy practices and uses of language, not challenge them.  By addressing the 
neutrality master narrative, Jackie Grutsch McKinney invites us to take sides, find 
perspectives, advocate for approaches that respect the variety of cultures, races, 
ethnicities, classes and genders that make up the fabric of our campuses. Otherwise, to 
take this grand narrative as truth is to deny the agency of those who work in and visit 
writing centers.   
 

This year’s NEWCA conference calls for writing center tutors and administrators to 
consider how writing centers, individually and collectively, can and do raise awareness 
of the dangers of adhering to grand narratives.  Additionally, how can we draw attention 
to the “peripheral visions” of writing center work, and the multiple stories that belie the 
grand narratives at work in writing center spaces? 
 

 Is there a disconnect between the work we do versus the work we talk about? If 
so, what reasons have you identified on your campus/in your center for such a 
situation? 

 In what ways are our writing centers challenging the narratives of writing center 
work as regulatory spaces that serve to privilege white/middle-upper 
class/heterosexual literacies? How are we serving to diversify our centers and 
incorporate the narratives of those students from marginalized positions?  

 In previous conferences, presentations have, in one way or another, been 
presented as challenges to the grand narrative since no two writing centers 
function exactly the same or offer the same exact services. Is a grand narrative 
necessary to provide a “common ground” or perhaps a force to react against? 

 How have you “storied” your writing center and its role on your campus? How are 
you dealing with your campus’ grand narrative? How are you writing a new 
chapter and what impact has that had on the work you do in conferences or in 
trainings? 

 How are we educating our staff to sensitize and teach understanding of race, 
gender, and sex differences, recognize stereotyping and discrimination, and 
address them in order to challenge the more problematic narratives of writing 
center work? 

 How do narratives about writing centers -- yours and centers in general -- 
intersect with narratives about bodies and identities, including race, ethnicity, 
gender, sexual orientation, and abilities? 

 How can writing centers (re)tell their own story to faculty, students, and 
administration? 



 What “peripheral” stories have you discovered that require telling in your center 
and on your campus? How did you discover them? How are you telling them? 
Consider stories that seek out and express perspectives from individuals whose 
background is not traditionally represented in academia. 

 Jackie Grutsch McKinney observes, “If the grand narrative does not tell my story, 
I need to tell it.” In what ways does your writing center depart from the “grand 
narrative?” 

 In Jackie Grutsch McKinney's work, she writes about the work of writing centers 
and it conforms to a norm (tutoring sessions). In what ways have you found that 
your center is working outside of the "norm"? What new and idiosyncratic ways is 
your center attempting to work on your campus? 

 How are you incorporating other kinds of stories, and other means of telling 
them, into your writing center work? 

 In your experience does the notion of the writing center as a liminal space 
enhance or weaken its place within your campus environment? 

 In what way(s) are writing centers preserving their story(ies)? How are they 
documenting and transmitting their writing center’s culture to future tutors (oral 
tradition, “ceremony”, technological archive, library of materials, etc.)? 

 What kinds of new stories are students bringing to your writing center? How are 
these stories, and perhaps students, different from the past? 

 What do you see as the essential work of a writing center? How are you 
accomplishing this goal on your campus? 

 

 

Proposal Guidelines  
 

Successful presentations are dynamic exchanges between audience members (peer 
tutors, graduate students, and other writing center professionals and faculty). We 
welcome presentations of original scholarship and research that foster dialogue with 
conference participants. In order to include more voices and perspectives in our 
ongoing discussions, we especially encourage tutors and first-time presenters to send in 
proposals, as well as writing center workers from community college and high school 
writing centers.  
 

Please prepare a 250- to 500-word proposal and a 75-word abstract for a 20-minute 
individual presentation or a 75-minute interactive workshop, roundtable, or panel. Your 
proposed workshop, roundtable, or panel must actively involve the audience. As a result 
of feedback from recent conferences, we continue to encourage proposals for the 
facilitation of roundtable discussions.  
 
Please include the following information in your proposal:  
 

1. Proposer’s name, position (i.e., tutor, director, etc), institution, institutional or home 
address, telephone number, and email address  
 
2. Presenters’ names with title and contact information, as above  



3. Title of presentation, a 250- to 500-word proposal, and a 75-word abstract for 
inclusion in the conference program  
 
4. Type of session (i.e., individual presentation, panel presentation, roundtable 
discussion, workshop presentation)  
 
5. Specific audiovisual and technical requests (NOTE: Presenters should plan to bring 
their own laptop computers)  
 
6. Plans for encouraging interaction and involving the audience in the presentation. This 
may be included in the presentation description.  
 

Proposals will be evaluated on the basis of relevance to the conference theme and 
application to a broad audience of writing center tutors and administrators. Submissions 
will also be reviewed on the basis of originality (novel perspectives, approaches, and 
methods), interactivity (audience participation vs. oral delivery of an essay), and clarity. 
 

 

Proposal Submission 
 

Electronically submit your proposal by Dec 18, 2015, to Sarah Franco, co-chair of the 
NEWCA Proposal Reading Committee, at: Sarahbfranco518@gmail.com. You may 
submit your proposal as an MS Word attachment or in the body of the email. For more 
information about submitting proposals, please contact one of the co-chairs at the 
addresses above.  
 

For More Information 
 

For more information about the conference, registration, or scholarship opportunities, 
including the 2016 NEWACC meeting held at the conference, visit NEWCA ONLINE at 
http://northeastwca.org. For other questions related to the conference, email the 
NEWCA Chair, Erin Durkin, at erinldurkin@gmail.com. 
 

 

NEWCA ONLINE 
 

The resource on writing scholarship, writing consultation technique, and writing center 
administration in the northeastern United States. http://northeastwca.org 
Read information about this year's conference. Register for this year's conference (mail-
in form and online registration). 
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