The status of WPAs, both writing
program directors and writing center direc-
tors, has been an issue of central concern
for the last two decades, as reflected in
position statements such as the Portland
Resolution (Hult et al.), “Evaluating the
Work of Writing Program Administration,”
and “What Lies Ahead for Writing Centers:
Position ~ Statement on  Professional
Concerns” (Simpson) as well as many arti-
cles arguing for more power and better
working conditions for WPAs.1 Writing
center directors, however, often feel that
compositionists, and sometimes even other
WPAs, have particularly neglected the
work that they do. The 1989 draft of the
CCCC Executive Committee’s “Statement
of Principles and Standards for the
Postsecondary Teaching of Writing” argued
forcefully for the importance of WPA work,
especially in tenure and promotion deci-
sions, but, as Valerie Balester pointed out,
it overlooked the work of writing centers,
presenting writing centers as “supplemental
to the English department curriculum, use-
ful for training graduate teaching assistants
and lightening the burden on faculty by
giving their students individual attention”
(167). Muriel Harris has described the
frustrations that writing center directors feel
when “colleagues in our departments who
are otherwise interested in and knowledge-
able about the teaching of writing” do not
understand the functions and practices of
writing centers (19), while Mark L. Waldo’s
“What Should the Relationship Between
the Writing Center and Writing Program
Be?” charges that when a writing center is
“the service appendage of the writing pro-
gram” (76), “composition teachers become
the elite while center staff become the
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anonymity. Respondents may be reluctant to criticize a colleague for
many reasons, and an outside observer might describe a relationship
differently than the participants. Most questions asked for straightforward
information about matters such as the WPA’s background and education,
hiring procedures, and reporting lines, though some questions required
more interpretation on the part of the respondents. Our central prompt,
“Describe your working relationship with your counterpart,” gave respon-
dents a great deal of latitude in deciding what to reveal.

Information on the Positions

The information respondents provided about their highest degrees
and areas of specialty, their previous experience as writing administrators,
and the process for hiring or training writing program or writing center
directors provides some indication of the professional status of these
positions within their institutions, including the extent to which institutions
have been hiring faculty best qualified to serve as WPAs and the extent
to which directing a writing center has become a desirable and viable
career path.

Writing program directors generally have higher qualifications in
rhetoric and composition than writing center directors. Eighty-six percent

Chart 3a. Specializations of Writing Program Directors

(53 out of 61) of the surveyed program directors had doctoral degrees
(including EdDs), while only 53% of the center directors (51 out of 96) had
doctoral degrees. (One program director [1%] and three center directors
[3%] were ABD.) Seventy-one percent of the program directors (n=41)
identified themselves as specialists in rhetoric, composition studies,
or composition in conjunction with literature; only 26% (n=15) saw
themselves solely as literature specialists, while 3% (n=2) identified law
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or English education as their academic field (see Charts 3a and 3b).
In contrast, 57% (n=48) of the center directors identified their primary

Chart 3b. Specializations of Writing Center Directors
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field as composition, 39% (n=32) as literature, and 4% (n=3) as English
education. In general, institutions seem to place a higher priority on
hiring a composition specialist to run a writing program than to direct
a writing center.

Hiring practices as well as degrees and areas of specialization are
also important indicators of an institution’s view of a WPA position and
the qualifications it values. Answers to this question (#7, Appendix) were
sometimes difficult to interpret, and the number of useable responses was
low. But according to those responses, most institutions select someone
“in-house” to direct the writing program or run the writing center: 48
program directors and 72 center directors were appointed or elected to
their position after an internal search (see Charts 4a and 4b). National
searches were conducted to hire 40 program directors (39% of the
instances) and 43 center directors (34% of the instances). Regional
searches were uncommon, with 8 program directors and 5 center directors
selected by this means. Although there are good reasons to appoint
someone internally and although some programs hire several well-qualified
composition faculty who take turns in WPA positions, a national search
often indicates a desire to find someone highly qualified rather than simply
to find someone willing to fill a slot. Still, the lower number of useable
responses to this question suggests treating such conclusions cautiously.
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Chart 4a. Selection of Writing Program Directors
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Chart 4b. Selection of Writing Center Directors
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Given the complexity of writing program administration, profession-
alization should, but usually does not, include training in non-curricular
skills such as budgeting, management, and marketing. Respondents
reported that institutions almost never offer anything more than mentoring
and/or consultation to train WPAs. Since graduate programs in composition
or related fields generally also neglect education in the management and
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administration of writing programs and writing centers, this represents
a significant problem for professionalization efforts. One center director
ironically wrote of his training, “I got a tour of the building!” while a
program director answered the question with “WPA Workshop and Fire.
Not in that order.” Ten respondents mentioned the Council of Writing
Program Administrators’ annual workshop for new WPAs as important to
their preparation for writing administration.

The issue of WPA training is especially important in light of the
responses to the question about previous administrative experience. In
some sense both positions are often “entry-level” college administrative
positions, for almost half the program directors (45%, n=27 of 60) and
half the center directors (47%, n=47 of 99 responses) were in their
first administrative position (see Chart 5). The remaining 55% (n=33) of
program directors had held one or more administrative positions before
beginning their current position, averaging 2.4 previous administrative
positions. Fifty-three percent (n=52) of the center directors had previous
administrative experience, averaging 2.2 previous administrative positions.
However, we found that our situations, serving as a center director as

Chart 5. WPAs’ Previous Administrative Positions

Maone Assistant  VWriting WWAC WWriting Dept. Assistant Other
WC Program  Director Center Chair Writing
Director Director Director Program

Director

Program Directors H Center Directors

preparation for serving as a program director, were atypical; only 12
program directors had been center directors previously (15% of the 78
positions listed), close to the same number of center directors who had
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been program directors (15 or 13% of the 114 positions listed).* More
commonly, program directors had previously held positions as a writing
program director or assistant director. Of the 78 positions held previously
by program directors, 33 (42%) were writing program director positions;
of these, 22 (28%) were director positions and 11 (39%), assistant director
positions. Similarly, the normal career path to center directorship, when
the position was not entry-level, was previous work as a center director or
assistant director. Twenty-eight (24%) of the 114 positions previously held
by center directors were in writing centers; of these, 20 (17%) were director
positions and 8 (7%) were assistant director positions.

Program directors were far more likely to have a tenured or tenure-
track faculty position than center directors. While 81% (n=50) of the
program directors were tenured or tenure-track, only 17% (n=17) of the
center directors were on tenure track. Similarly, while only 18% (n=11) of
the program directors reported being nontenure-track, 82% (n=82) of the
center directors so reported. There was little difference, however, in the
percentages of WPAs at a part-time or full-time lecturer or visiting faculty
rank—=8% (n=>5) of program directors compared to 10% (n=10) of center
directors. Frequently center directors held nontenure-track professorial

Chart 6. Ranks of Writing Center Directors
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specialists on the faculty to ensure a good pool of potential WPAs to
select from.

Because almost half the program directors and center directors in
our survey were first-time administrators with little or no training in
management and administration, it is important that graduate programs
in rhetoric provide some training in administration and that institutions
take more responsibility in preparing and training faculty for administrative
positions. Center directors often expected program directors to act as
problem solvers, but when both WPAs are inexperienced, as is often the
case, they must try to solve problems, or even decide whether to ignore the
problem, based on limited knowledge of the workings and politics of their
institution. Inexperienced and untrained in the ways of administration,
program and center directors easily become frustrated and sometimes fall
prey to conditions that prevent their promotion or tenure. Supporting each
other emotionally and putting their heads together to develop strategies for
dealing with problems then becomes mainly a survival strategy. Clearly,
collaboration should be more than that.

While our survey presents an optimistic view of working conditions
and working relations, we still observe that too often WPAs working
together are accorded less than equal status or authority or are isolated
from one another in such a way that they can improve neither working
conditions within the profession nor the quality of writing instruction at an
institution. Professional associations for composition teachers and WPAs
would do well to remember that directing a writing center requires as
much experience, knowledge, and professionalism as directing any other
writing program.>

Appendix: Survey Instrument

Survey Concerning Writing Center/Writing Programs Relations

With this survey, we hope to learn more about how writing centers
and their directors work in relationship to writing programs administrators.
In particular, we are investigating the official institutional relationship and
the personal working relationship between the writing center directors and
the writing program directors nationwide.

If you are a writing program director or a writing center director
(and do not hold both positions jointly), please complete this survey.
DO NOT USE THE REPLY OPTION TO ANSWER THIS SURVEY. SEND
YOUR RESPONSES OFF LIST TO: Valerie Balester (v-balester@tamu.edu)
OR James McDonald (jcm5337@usl.edu). Results of the final study will be
presented at the CCCC in March 1997. ALL PERSONAL OR IDENTIFYING
INFORMATION WILL BE KEPT CONFIDENTIAL.
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Definitions

Writing Program Director: The primary administrator in charge of
a writing program at an institution; the person whose job title indicates
that his/her primary responsibility is to administrate writing courses; the
administrator under the level of Head or Chair with the most authority
for making decisions about the institution’s writing program, whether
that program consists only of one first-year writing course or multiple
writing courses that undergraduate students enroll in over several semesters
or other variations. The WP Director position does not exist at every
institution. At some, the WP Director position may be held by the Director
of WAC, or the Director of a program or division.

Writing Center Director: The primary administrator in charge of
the operation of a writing center, writing lab, or learning center that
tutors students on writing assignments. The Writing Center Director may
or may not have primary responsibility for making decisions about the
center’s operation.

1. Name and current position (including title and dates held)

2. Institution

3. Type of institution (community college/ 4-year college/ university/
public/ private)

4. Number of undergraduate students at the institution

5. Your rank, tenure status, highest degree, and area of specialization

6. Previous writing administration positions you have held, including
the title, dates, and institution of each position.

7. How is the writing center director selected at your institution? The
WP Director?

8. What, if any, orientation or on-the-job training is provided for a
new writing center director? For a new WP Director?

9. To whom does the writing center director report in your institu-
tion? Mark all that apply, and indicate with an asterisk (*) which
the WC director works most closely with.

___Dean

___ Vice-president for Academic Affairs or Provost

___ Department Chair or Head

___ Division Head (e.g., Division of Writing and Rhetoric, Humanities
Division)

___ Writing Program Director

___ First-Year Composition Director

___ WAC Program Director

___ Other
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Comments/Clarifications on reporting lines:

10. Who has the authority to make the major decisions for the writing
center, including staffing, budget, policies, pedagogy, assessment,
and equipment decisions? How are these decisions made and
carried out?

11a. If you are a writing program director, describe your personal work-
ing relationship with the writing center director. Are you satisfied
with the relationship? Do you feel you receive adequate support?

11B. If you are a writing center director, describe your personal working
relationship with the writing program director. Are you satisfied
with the relationship? Do you feel you receive adequate support?

12. Please provide a phone number, e-mail address, or snail mail
address for your counterpart (Writing Center Director or Writing
Program Director) so that we may ask him or her to fill in a survey.

Thank you for your help. Send your responses off list to:

Valerie Balester (v-balester@tamu.edu) or James McDonald
(jcm5337@usl.edu). If you prefer to send your response by mail, the
addresses are

Valerie Balester

Department of English

Texas A&M University

College Station, TX 77843-4227

James McDonald

Department of English

P. O. Drawer 44691

University of Southwestern Louisiana
Lafayette, LA 70504-4691

If you prefer to reach us by phone, e-mail James McDonald
(jcm5337@usl.edu) for a toll- free number.

ALL PERSONAL OR IDENTIFYING INFORMATION WILL BE KEPT CON-
FIDENTIAL. BY ANSWERING THIS SURVEY, | UNDERSTAND THAT MY
RESPONSES MAY BE QUOTED OR PARAPHRASED, BUT WITHOUT
IDENTIFYING INFORMATION.

80



Balester and McDonald / Status and Working Condiitions

Notes

! See, for example, Janangelo and Hansen, Bishop and Crossley,
Bloom, and Janangelo on WPAs, as well as North and Wingate on writing
centers.

2 We pretested the questionnaire with five writing program directors and five
writing center directors, and, after refining the questions, sent it to the members of
the Council of Writing Program Administrators and the National Writing Centers
Association. After coding many of these responses in a data base, we decided
to clarify some items for further survey distribution through the listservs and at
the conferences.

3 See Gunner on the profiles of WPA members.

4 Note that these percentages are of all the previous administrative positions
reported by those who were not in their first WPA position, not percentages of
respondents who had held each position.

5 We wish to thank all those who responded to our survey and Leslie
Schilling of the UL-Lafayette Humanities Resource Center, who designed the charts
in this article.
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