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Over the past few years, wriAng center scholars have
turned their aCenAon to two populaAons of wriAng consul-
tants who, while accounAng for a significant minority of the
wriAng center workforce, have been underrepresented in
the literature of our field: graduate wriAng consultants who
are enrolled in an advanced degree program at the insAtu-
Aon where they are employed as consultants (Bell; Med-
vecky), and professional wriAng consultants. The laCer cat-

egory nominally includes any wriAng consultant with an advanced
degree who is not a student at the insAtuAon where they tutor. Yet
the literature on professional consultants focuses primarily on fac-
ulty members who find themselves working in their insAtuAon’s
wriAng center (Jewell and Cheatle; Reglin). However, many profes-
sional wriAng consultants work in wriAng centers as a primary
source of their income and are more likely than graduate or faculty
consultants to work in wriAng centers on mulAple campuses, to
bring many years of experience to their work, and, because they
are not enrolled in a campus academic program, to have no clear
end date for their service.

The three professional wriAng consultants who staff my center are
hired as non-teaching adjuncts (NTAs). The NTA classificaAon was
designed by the City University of New York (CUNY) to allow for
temporary, project-based assignments, but it has been used in-
creasingly as a means of funding long-term conAngent labor, espe-
cially in libraries and wriAng centers. NTAs are paid a relaAvely high
wage but are limited to a small number of hours—225 per semes-
ter. Likemany NTAwriAng consultants in the CUNY system, Hannah,
Corrinne, and Kelly,¹ the parAcipants in the project I will describe
here, had all worked or were working as professional tutors in mul-
Aple wriAng centers within CUNY concurrently. Professional wriAng
consultants pose unique challenges to anyone designing a program
of staff educaAon. Because of their longevity and their commit-
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ment—whether simultaneous or sequen2al—to mul2ple ins2tu-
2ons, they are likely to have par2cipated in an array of disparate
staff educa2on programs and ac2vi2es across mul2ple campuses
and semesters over tutoring careers that can stretch across (and
beyond) a decade. Prior to becoming a wri2ng center director, I
worked for a decade as a professional wri2ng consultant. About
halfway through this period, I reached a point of satura2on with
text-based staff development ac2vi2es: a point at which reading
and reflec2ng on wri2ng center scholarship could some2mes feel
like a rote exercise, and I wondered if the consultants in our center
shared this experience. In these pages, I will describe a program of
experien2al staff educa2on I developed for the professional consul-
tants in our center, with the aim of presen2ng one possible model
for staff educa2on for this highly experienced and perhaps in some
cases over-trained consultant popula2on.²

The center I direct serves working class adult students pursuing
mostly master’s but also bachelor’s and cer2ficate degrees in urban
studies and labor studies. Nearly all of our students work full-2me,
many while balancing family and other life responsibili2es. The
finding that adult students returning to school are more anxious
about their ability to successfully complete academic work than
younger students (Navarre Cleary, “Anxiety” 365; Krause 208) is re-
flected in frequent tes2mony from students who visit our wri2ng
center. A staff educa2on discussion focused on Navarre Cleary’s ar-
2cle, “What WPAs Need to Know to Prepare New Teachers to Work
with Adult Students,” led our staff to the consensus that we should
create space in sessions for our students to talk about their anxi-
e2es when we can. S2ll, I knew that something was missing in our
largely text- and discussion-driven training focused on helping our
students manage their wri2ng anxiety—a fundamentally affec2ve
issue.

Inspired by the principle of staff educa2on ac2vi2es focused on
what Anne Ellen Geller et al. call “authen2c experiences and reflec-
2on” (64) and an experien2al staff educa2on program they de-
scribe to illustrate this ideal,³ I designed a staff educa2on pilot that
would allow tutors to pursue self-designed learning projects, asking
consultants to iden2fy a skill they wanted to learn that would in-
volve a degree of discomfort, or what I called “learning risk.” This
criteria seemed especially important in a staff development ac2vity
designed for professional consultants, who in their sessions can
draw on their professional exper2se in areas such as, in the case of
my staff, crea2ve wri2ng and performance. This pilot, which we
called the Novice Project, aimed to offer wri2ng consultants the
chance to experience and reflect upon the range of emo2ons, in-
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cluding anxiety, that inevitably accompany the process of learning
an unfamiliar skill. I hoped that this experience of vulnerability in a
learning situa<on, however limited and however dissimilar from
the actual experiences of our students, would help us deepen our
capacity for empathy for the writers who visit our center.

In spring 2019, I introduced the Novice Project at our pre-semester
consultant orienta<on and presented a schedule lis<ng dates for
four Novice Project mee<ngs that would be dedicated to discussing
our learning projects and deadlines for pos<ng four 200-500 word
reflec<ons on a private Novice Project blog. I asked consultants to
design projects that would provide an experience of novicehood,
connect to a need or interest in their lives, and promise the possi-
bility of enjoyment. AGer introducing these criteria, I facilitated a
brainstorming session that allowed consultants to share possibili-
<es for learning projects, which included learning ancient Greek as
well as studying trapeze. While consultants were encouraged to de-
sign projects that would not be directly connected with wri<ng cen-
ter prac<ce, they were also asked to make connec<ons to their
wri<ng center prac<ce in blog post reflec<ons.

There are precedents in tech, business, and other fields for allow-
ing employees to dedicate paid work <me to pursuing self-designed
learning projects, including Google’s 20% Time Policy, which allows
employees to spend 20% of their work hours pursuing an indepen-
dent project (Schrage). With these precedents in mind, I offered
consultants the op<on of taking themselves off our student-facing
tutoring schedule for one hour every two weeks, with the under-
standing that they would use this <me to pursue their learning
projects, whether onsite or (more probably) offsite. I hoped that
providing consultants the op<on of using offsite <me would open
possibili<es for ambi<ous projects that could not be pursued dur-
ing down<me between sessions.

All four members of our wri<ng center staff, including me, par<ci-
pated in the Novice Project pilot. Each of us had over five years of
experience of either teaching college composi<on, working as a
wri<ng consultant, or both. All three wri<ng consultants balanced
their wri<ng center work with the pursuit of literary and/or ar<s<c
careers. Kelly and Hannah, who hold MFAs in wri<ng, have both
published fic<on and poetry in literary journals, and Hannah has
published two books of poetry. Corinne, who holds an MA in per-
formance studies, was working as a producer of documentary films.
Both Hannah and Corrine were also working towards comple<ng
PhD disserta<ons in English literature.

Consultants weighed factors including scheduling, financial com-
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mitment, and learning risk as they considered possible learning
projects. Hannah ruled out clowning classes because of the <me
and cost involved. She ul<mately decided to study singing, with pri-
vate singing lessons from a professional opera singer friend. Kelly,
who had ini<ally wanted to dedicate herself to a long<me aspira-
<on to learn ancient Greek, ul<mately decided to begin a medita-
<on and mindfulness prac<ce. Two of us chose projects that were
directly connected to our work, but that involved considerable risk.
Corinne chose to develop a podcast about music. I chose to join a
local chapter of Toastmasters, an organiza<on designed to provide
prac<ce-based educa<on for improving public speaking. Three of
our cohort of four par<cipants completed a learning project. Kelly
began a medita<on prac<ce. Hannah took two singing lessons from
her opera singer friend and prac<ced between lessons. I aFended
weekly Toastmasters mee<ngs.⁴

Consultants’ blog posts, in which they reflected on their progress in
their learning projects, were the primary materials of analysis for
this study, though I also took notes at each Novice Project reflec-
<on mee<ng. To analyze the themes that emerged from the blog
post reflec<ons, I created a table with three general categories: 1)
anxiety, 2) posi<ve emo<ons, and 3) connec<ng to prac<ce. The
anxiety category included the following three subcategories: feel-
ings of in<mida<on by real or imagined performance ideal; uncer-
tainty about ability to achieve progress; and feelings of isola<on.
The posi<ve emo<ons category includes two subcategories: experi-
ences of joy or pleasure; and recognizing progress and break-
throughs. ARer the final Novice Project mee<ng, I used the table to
code our blog post reflec<ons.

ANXIETY
An analysis of our blog posts shows that Novice Project par<cipants
experienced anxiety about learning as they pursued their projects.
All three of us reported feeling in<midated by a real or imagined
performance ideal. In Kelly’s case, these feelings derailed her origi-
nal vision for a project. When she was s<ll considering a project fo-
cused on learning Ancient Greek, Kelly watched a video that
showed an instructor teaching the Greek alphabet to a group of
schoolchildren through a memory palace story in which the leFers
act as characters. “How silly I feel that the kids in the video are
much faster at picking up the alphabet than I am,” Kelly wrote of
the experience, which prompted her to consider alterna<ves to
learning a new language. Hannah reported feeling in<midated in
her first singing lesson by the experience of exercising her un-
trained voice in the presence of her opera singer friend. I, too,
wrote of feeling in<midated by more advanced prac<<oners I saw
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speak at my first Toastmasters mee.ng.

Two par.cipants reflected on feelings of uncertainty about their
ability to achieve progress. For Hannah, the problem was not a lack
of confidence, but a lack of discre.onary .me as she navigated the
many commitments she’d made to herself and her various employ-
ers. In her third post, she reported feeling overwhelmed by her
schedule, which included working as a wri.ng consultant, teaching,
and doing contract work as an event planner. She confessed that
several weeks had passed since her last singing lesson. Kelly, mean-
while, reflected on a lack of confidence in her ability to learn to
meditate. She wrote about struggling to establish a consistent prac-
.ce rou.ne, lamen.ng that the alarms she was seEng to wake her
up early to meditate “haven’t been working.” Even moments of
success, she reported, quickly dissolved: “As soon as I find myself
reaching a center of calm, I immediately get so excited that I have
a thought about the calm experience I’m having, which fractures
the experience…. I’m trying,” she wrote, “to prac.ce more self-
compassion.” S.ll, whenever she told someone about her burgeon-
ing prac.ce, she added, “but I’m not very good at it.” Kelly was the
only consultant who reflected on a feeling of isola.on in her self-
designed learning project, reflec.ng in her first post, “I’m ac.vely
aware that I’m alone in this process.”

POSITIVE EMOTIONS
All of us experienced moments of pleasure as we pursued our
projects. Kelly had hoped hers would help her “try to reckon with
the intense tension I oOen feel in my jaw.” During one of her medi-
ta.on sessions, she “felt the tension begin to ease.” Hannah’s posts
reflect a sense of wonder and enjoyment as she ventured to prac-
.ce singing on the breath, humming with her mouth open, and
other founda.onal vocal exercises. I described my first full speech
at Toastmasters, the Ice Breaker, as “surprisingly fun.” Two of us
also noted the gra.fying experience of recognizing progress or
breakthroughs in our learning projects. In her final blog post, Kelly
reported no.cing that medita.ng had changed her response to
stress. “AOer medita.ng consistently for the dura.on of this
project, I found myself breathing more deeply in everyday life,
without really thinking about it. Some.mes if I get upset about
something, instead of responding by freaking out, I find myself
shiOing into a medita.on-breath mode.” For me, I recognized my
own progress as an impromptu speaker in my increasing comfort
with falling (well) short of perfec.on.

CONNECTING TO PRACTICE
Hannah and Kelly both empathized with the psychological strain ex-
perienced by novice writers. Hannah compared her own difficul.es
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over the course of the semester to make 0me for her learning
project to the challenges adult writers with significant work and
family responsibili0es face/meet in carving out 0me to work on re-
quired wri0ng assignments.

In her fourth post, Kelly proposed an an0dote to the nega0ve feel-
ings our students some0mes experience around wri0ng: recogniz-
ing small intervals of progress–or “0ny milestones”–that a writer
focused on the standard they are trying to achieve can oIen miss.
Ci0ng her own gradual recogni0on that she was breathing more
deeply in her daily life as a result of her medita0on prac0ce, she
wrote, “Witnessing progress gives us the mo0va0on to move
through the ambiguity of aspira0on and helps us become the ver-
sion of ourselves that we’re only beginning to imagine.” This insight
led Kelly to a new vision for her work: “I’m already thinking more
about how I can help students recognize even the smallest mile-
stone,” she wrote.

EVALUATION
As measured by our reports of feelings of increased empathy for
novice writers and insights into their prac0ce, the Novice Project
was a success. While no staff educa0on ac0vity can perfectly simu-
late the experiences of a novice writer, Hannah and Kelly both re-
flected on the challenges of prac0cing a new skill and found new
perspec0ves on their wri0ng center prac0ce, with both connec0ng
their own struggles as learners to the challenges of adult writers
returning to school. While Hannah’s reflec0ons led her to a new
empathy for writers who persevere in their wri0ng projects in spite
of compe0ng life responsibili0es and nega0ve feelings about their
wri0ng, Kelly reported a more visceral—and uncomfortable—re-
sponse as she pursued her project: “I felt clumsy. I felt dumb,” she
said. For Kelly, the Novice Project not only deepened her empathy
for the experiences of novice writers who doubt their capacity to
learn, but also led to insights about how to boost doubVul writers’
confidence by helping them recognize even the smallest manifesta-
0ons of progress.

Par0cipa0ng in the project as a wri0ng center director confirmed
for me the value of experien0al professional development as a sup-
plement to text-based models. While this project’s primary pur-
pose was to simulate (however imperfectly) the learning and ac-
companying emo0onal experiences of novice writers, our projects
also led all of us to broader inquiries about learning. Kelly recog-
nized the importance of self-compassion; Hannah observed herself
adap0ng to physically awkward vocal exercises such as humming
with her mouth open; and I came to a new understanding of the
role of mistakes in a learning process. Geller et al. explain that they
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value experien-al staff educa-on for the way it “shak[es] up our
worlds,” leading par-cipants to knowledge stemming from both ac-
-on and reflec-on. This idea resonates with our experiences.

Confirming my original supposi-on, par-cipants in the Novice
Project pointed to an addi-onal reason they preferred this experi-
en-al staff educa-on unit to more familiar text-based models:
burnout. In some cases, professional consultants’ feelings of
burnout around tradi-onally-structured staff educa-on ac-vi-es
are likely manifesta-ons of more pervasive feelings of burnout with
their work, which they perform in the context of the precarious-
ness of their con-ngent labor status. Whereas tradi-onal text- and
discussion-driven models tend to focus on preparing wri-ng con-
sultants to beNer serve a par-cular ins-tu-on’s students, the
Novice Project allowed wri-ng consultants to iden-fy a project that
originated with their own interests as crea-ve people and that
could be carried beyond their work in our wri-ng center, thus al-
lowing them, in a sense, to reclaim some of the -me they devoted
to a posi-on that promised liNle to them in terms of status, bene-
fits, or mobility.

Our execu-on of this pilot was imperfect. We were unable to find a
common mee-ng -me for our Novice Project mee-ngs. The -me
we chose excluded Corinne, which may have contributed to her in-
ability to follow through on her project. S-ll, I believe this project
points to the advantages of experien-al programs of staff develop-
ment, par-cularly for professional consultants who may crave a
novel approach and whose par-cipa-on in text-based professional
development ac-vi-es at mul-ple campuses each semester has al-
ready provided them with a sound founda-on in the scholarship of
wri-ng center studies.

NOTES
1. I have changed the names of consultants to protect their pri-

vacy.

2. I use the term “over-trained” as it’s used in the context of
endurance sports. An over-trained endurance athlete will find their
progress halted in spite of their con-nued efforts.

3. Geller et al. describe a staff educa-on project that asks con-
sultants to learn—and then teach each other—unfamiliar skills,
with the aims that included “provid[ing] a space to reflect on what
it is like to always be a learner” and developing empathy for the
kinds of students who might visit a wri-ng center, whether a “stu-
dent with dysgraphia faced with a wri-ng assignment” or a student
“two days off the plane from China” (62).
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4. Because she did not complete a learning project, I have not
included Corrine’s project in the analysis of learning projects.
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