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The Importance of the Peer


I have a slight superiority complex. It was a big part of what made me want to be a writing center consultant. Although I never would have admitted it, I felt that becoming a writing center consultant was the perfect way to reinforce my belief in my writing ability. I felt that only brilliant writers were capable of the skills necessary to be a consultant and if I became a writing center consultant, then, in passing on my knowledge, I would be validated as a brilliant writer. I have come to some realizations this semester. One is that I do not have to be a genius among writers to be a writing consultant, and perhaps it is best that I am not. I just have to be a knowledgeable peer. This realization began to form in my mind after facilitating a discussion about power and authority in the writing center and solidified after an observational session.

Preparing to facilitate class discussion, I read John Trimbur’s “Peer Tutoring: A Contradiction in Terms?” and in approaching it for the first time, I believed that a consultant was what Trimbur described as a stereotypical tutor: an expert who passes down their knowledge (22). A tutor seems like a useful and helpful role for a consultant, but a problem arises when clients “don’t perceive them as peers but as little teachers, and the collaborative effect of working together is lost” (Bruffee 446). Clients need the peer relationship because when clients see consultants as peers who have struggled with similar problems they are more likely to relax and share their ideas because there is less fear of being wrong. They are no longer nervously trying to stumble upon the right answer alone, while being judged by an expert tutor, but are working to solve their problems with someone that understands their frustrations. Sharing ideas with and working with a peer is simply more comfortable than working with an authority figure. It is likely that when clients do view their consultants as authority figures they will expect their consultants to tell them what is wrong and how to fix it and they will not feel knowledgeable enough take an active role in the session. Ultimately, such an approach would not benefit clients because they would not learn how to solve their own problems and may become dependant on consultants to solve problems for them.


Besides viewing consultants as tutors, the peer relationship can also be negatively affected is when consultants are viewed as editors. Editors dictate changes while consultants are supposed to help clients, but allow them to maintain their independence.  If I, as a consultant, ruin the peer relationship and fall into tutor or editor mode, I rob my clients of their independence, their ability to express their own ideas in the session, and their authority over their own text. As a high school writing tutor I did not know how to approach unorganized papers and usually ended up taking the authority position of a tutor or editor. I assumed that unorganized writers had no interesting ideas or authority as writers because I did not see it reflected in their writing. However, while observing a session this semester, I was proved wrong. When Bob came in with an unorganized paper I was very glad I was only an observer because I would have been lost as a consultant. I would have acted as an editor or tutor. Bob’s consultant, however, maintained the peer relationship by sharing with him that she also had problems with organization. Then, she went through each paragraph with him, telling him the ideas she had gotten from his text, pointing out to him that there were a lot, and asking him what he had meant to say in each paragraph. Through more questions, she got him to explain and clarify his ideas until they had formed an outline and a thesis. It turned out that Bob was an intelligent student with some good ideas.


If I had been Bob’s consultant at that point in time I would have told him what I thought his ideas were and where I thought he should put them, rather than asking him about them. In assuming that Bob did not have any good ideas simply because he could not express them easily, I would have robbed him of the opportunity to express those ideas. Although I might have been able to fix Bob’s current paper by telling him what to do, his consultant was able to help him with his current assignment and give him a technique for organizing his ideas in the future by maintaining the peer relationship by respecting him as a writer. Allowing Bob to maintain authority over his writing was crucial because “it is precisely the chance to accomplish one’s own purposes by controlling one’s own choices that creates incentive to write” (Brannon and Knoblauch 159). When writers are the ultimate authorities over their own texts they will be more engaged in writing center sessions and in writing than if they are simply doing as the consultant instructs them because they will be personally invested in what the text says. Also, they will learn more from the session because the writer will make changes consciously rather than passively and therefore will understand the reasoning behind the changes. If the consultant dictates the decisions, the client may not understand why the changes are being made to their text and would not learn what problems they were having or how to fix them. A consultant must maintain the peer relationship if they want their clients to share their ideas during a session, express those ideas in their texts, and to become engaged as a writer and a learner.

Although peer relationships must be maintained for clients to be comfortable engaging in sessions and to able to maintain authority over their texts, clients still need feedback on whether the decisions they are making are working. Therefore, it seems that consultants must achieve a middle ground between editor, tutor, and peer to gain some benefits from each role. Clients come to the writing center for something more than they can get from just any peer. They need consultants who, unlike any peer, can respond to their texts constructively and can help them judge whether their text successfully communicates their ideas. Consultants have authority then, but not over what constitutes the client’s perfect text. Instead, as Muriel Harris describes, using tutor in the sense that I use the word consultant, “The tutor’s role ranges among a variety of tasks: offering reader response, leading the student toward finding her own answers, suggesting strategies to try, … and offering needed support during the composing struggle” (371). The consultant’s authority, instead of being over his client’s text, is as a peer who is able to help fellow writers figure out what their problems are and how to solve them. Since consultants are usually not authorities on the subject matters of their clients’ texts, they offer fresh, constructive feedback that a teacher, as an authority on the text’s subject, would be unable to give. Through a new perspective and thought provoking questions, consultants can lead clients to find their own solutions. Consultants can even offer their own thoughts and solutions as examples when their clients are at a loss. 

 The knowledge consultants have concerning writing is not where their authority lies, but in their ability to share that knowledge while maintaining the peer relationship. It is a difficult balance to achieve and I know that, with my tendency to fall into an authoritative position, I will have to focus on the peer aspect of the consultant to maintain that balance. Consultants cannot be tutors: experts who hover over their clients making them nervous, but cannot be peers who are ignorant of the writing process and of what constitutes successful academic writing. Their authority lies, somewhere in between, as knowledgeable peers. A consultant is someone who has been there before, who struggled with their writing, and who still does struggle. They have found their own writing methods, but understand those may not work for their clients. So, they can share their insights, but, ideally, they help the writer find their own solutions. If consultants try to be experts and forget to be peers, they forget where the problem is created. The problem’s source is the writer. 
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