
Running head: WHERE THE PENCIL MEETS THE PAGE 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Where the Pencil Meets the Page:  

Writing Centers and Tutoring Best Practices in Islamic Schools 

Kate Balogh 

Islamic Foundation School 

  



WHERE THE PENCIL MEETS THE PAGE  2 

Abstract 

This presentation will explain how one school has addressed writing deficiencies through the 

development of a literacy/writing center, with discussions of theoretical, practical, and 

budgetary considerations in planning and implementation.  The presenter will also share 

descriptions and demonstrations of writing center practices for application in classrooms, 

counseling, and teacher training.  
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Writing at Islamic Foundation School 

During the 2011-2012 academic year, the high school English department at Islamic 

Foundation School noticed a troubling trend towards deficiency in a cornerstone of the 

curriculum: student writing. In our classroom writing assignments and in more formal essays, 

we saw scattered, unsupported arguments with inadequate evidence, trite or unsophisticated 

topics and oversimplified thesis statements, plagiarized or incorrectly documented research, and 

pervasive grammar, spelling, and mechanics errors.  Rough drafts were being turned in as final 

drafts, and even though students were consistently given the opportunity to revise written 

work, they were not taking advantage of it.  AP test results for the year were alarming.  No 

fives were awarded on either the AP Literature and Composition exam or the AP Language and 

Composition exam, and the average score for the Literature exam was just under a three. 

More broadly, we observed students with little interest in writing who did not write 

unless forced to and who did not value the act of writing as a social, recursive process.  This 

attitude was evident in all forms of writing in the English department and throughout the 

school. Students turned in papers copied entirely from Internet sources with careless 

detachment.  There was no outlet for creative writing, and there was little interest in creating 

one.  As a department, we had recently made significant changes to our curriculum, evaluating 

and revising reading lists, grade-specific units, and alignment to standards.  Still, we saw little 

improvement in attitudes about writing and actual writing.  This was not just a passing concern; 

it was a serious problem with serious repercussions.  Quite simply, students saw no value in the 

process or product of writing.   

The Idea of the Writing Center  

When meetings began for the next academic year in the spring of 2012, we knew 

something more than the curriculum needed to change.  Rather organically, yet unexpectedly, 
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writing centers entered the conversation.  It was this high stakes meeting that reminded my 

colleagues and me of our shared writing center history.   

Two teachers in the department are graduates of Niles West High School, home to the 

most successful high school literacy center in the country.  I was a sophomore at Augustana 

College in Rock Island, IL when I was recommended for the peer-tutoring program in the 

Reading and Writing Center.  I loved my work in the RWC, and I was sad to say goodbye when 

I completed my bachelor’s degree and moved to the East Coast to begin my graduate studies.  

I was sad because I honestly believed I was saying goodbye forever.  I could not, by University 

policy, tutor at UNC with a student teaching assignment and classwork.  I had never heard of 

writing centers in high schools. I assumed, rather flippantly, that my life as a tutor ended when 

my life as a teacher began. 

As a student teacher, I found myself incorporating tutor theory into the units I was 

developing.  When my tenth grade students began work on a persuasive paper, I put together 

a handout of guidelines for peer editing. It was, essentially, a one-page summary of the 

tutoring procedures used at Augustana.  I asked students, when peer editing, to work from two 

copies of a text, to allow writers to maintain ownership of their papers, to listen reflectively, and 

to respond empathetically, strategies I learned through my study and use of Toni-Lee 

Capossela’s The Harcourt Brace Guide to Peer Tutoring (1998).  

These policies were embedded in my unit plans when I began teaching at Islamic 

Foundation School in 2004. I was still a tutor, even as a teacher, and I couldn’t seem to shake 

my history—nor did I want to.  My colleagues and I were made writers in these writing centers, 

with these tutors, and through these approaches to learning.  Anecdotally, there was evidence 

that tutoring worked to improve writing, but more importantly, to grow writers. 

In Defense of Writing Centers 
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In Because Writing Matters, the National Writing Project and Carl Nagin present a review 

of “the current state of teaching writing in America, highlighting effective classroom practices 

and successful school programs” (2006, p. 3).  Their research, particularly in the area of 

effective and ineffective instructional strategies, makes a strong argument for writing as a form 

of inquiry, a complex and constant cycle of gathering information, questioning assumptions, 

reflecting critically (Nagin, Carl; National Writing Project, 2006).  Drawing on the work of James 

Paul Gee, they ask teachers and administrators to consider writing and literacy as a social and 

cultural activity. “Student writing develops within a context of discourse—that is, a system of 

values, beliefs, norms, and behaviors that is inherently social” (Nagin, Carl; National Writing 

Project, 2006, p. 28). 

Essentially, a writing center provides a safe, intimate place for this discourse and the 

inquiry process, or, perhaps more specifically, for this type of collaborative learning.  Andrea 

Lunsford, in “Collaboration, Control, and the Idea of a Writing Center,” says that true 

knowledge and understanding is constructed most relevantly through collaboration (2011).  

Collaborative learning, in turn, has yielded data to support claims of higher achievement, 

sharper critical and empathetic thinking, wholly engaged students, increased transfer and 

interdisciplinary thinking, and “promotion of excellence” (Lunsford, 2011).  

Writing centers are not the only places where collaboration happens.  This approach is 

quite naturally a part of many classrooms and most writing instruction.  But tutoring sessions 

and the larger context of the writing center provide very specialized and necessary audiences 

and conversations in the interest of growing writers.  These audiences and conversations 

cannot happen in the same way when one participant must assume responsibility for evaluation 

or assessment (as is the case for teachers and not for tutors) (North, 2011). Writing centers 

must coexist with classroom writing instruction, but they also must remain truthful to their 
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identity as a place for writers and a forum for discussing writing. Stephen North says, “Nearly 

everyone who writes likes—and needs—to talk about his or her writing, preferably to someone 

who will really listen, who knows how to listen, and knows how to talk about writing too” (2011, 

p. 51).  This, simply, is what we envisioned for the literacy center in our school. 

The Ibrahim Müteferrika Literacy Center 

With the decision made that we would, in fact, open a literacy center in the fall of 2012, 

the first concern was space.  Our high school classes moved into our new building in February.  

Classrooms had already been assigned, and teachers were settled in.  The room allotted for the 

middle and high school library collection was being used for classes, but considering it was the 

largest room not intended for a lab, it became the most practical option for a literacy center.  

Initially, our budget was roughly $63,000 for collection development, furniture, shelving, and 

technology.  

In designing the space, we were very deliberate in making choices that would set the 

Literacy Center apart from other rooms in the building.  We chose a bold, bright color for accent 

walls, comfortable, multi-functional furniture for the tutoring area of the room, and modern, 

modular furniture for the classroom area.  All student chairs and tables are on casters, a 

decision based on evidence presented in The Third Teacher: A Collaborative Project (OWP/P 

Architects; VS Furniture; Bruce Mau Design, 2010).  OWP/P Architects et al. (2010) assert that 

“giving students increased opportunity to move while seated—rocking, swiveling, and rolling—

triggered far-above-average levels of concentration during test taking” (pg. 86). Additionally, 

furniture and tables that can be easily reconfigured best accommodate a wide range of learners 

and allow for multiple literal and figurative perspectives on a given topic (OWP/P Architects; VS 

Furniture; Bruce Mau Design, 2010).  We carpeted the soft-seating area to further define the 

space and covered the windows with wood-slat blinds.  Incidentally, the Literacy Center has 
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three, large windows that face west, which gives it more natural light than any other room in 

the building.  The blinds were a necessity for security reasons, but also helped to soften the 

architecture of the windows.  

Permanent fixtures such as shelving were another more expensive consideration.  The 

library collection has already outgrown the shelving we have for it, but when budget cuts 

threatened the entire project, we opted to use existing shelves from the elementary school 

building instead of purchasing new, custom-designed, and retrofitted shelves.  The Literacy 

Center also houses the school’s only iMac computers.  We have eight iMac desktop computers 

with wireless Internet and printing access and wireless keyboards and mice.  We also have a 

72-inch flat panel display screen with integrated VGA and HDMI ports for use with laptop 

computers for special presentations and lectures.  The process of completing the space took 

close to six months, and the final cost came in just under $30,000, which includes the cost of all 

technology. 

While this important work was being completed on the space, equally important work 

was happening on paper and in offices.  Staffing was a central concern at the onset.  In 

previous years, high school teachers taught an average of 25 classes per weeks with three 

“preps” (different classes with unique coursework or syllabi).  In the English department, 

teachers met or exceeded the classes per week average and commonly had four “preps.”  This 

could not continue if we intended to staff the writing center with teacher-tutors for the entire 

day.   

Discussions about decreasing course loads were difficult.  There was legitimate concern 

about the response of other teachers, administration, and board members to modified 

schedules, and it took a significant amount of time to convince other teachers and the 

administration that a tutoring period could be just as valid and productive as a teaching period.  
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Ultimately, with the full support of our administration, these discussions yielded two important 

changes in the department.  First, we created a position for a literacy center coordinator.  This 

role includes a part-time teaching load in addition to the scheduling, administrative, and 

organizational responsibilities for the Literacy Center.  We also developed a schedule that gave 

English teachers one to two “preps,” 20 classes per week, 1 tutoring period per day, and 1 after 

school tutoring period per week.  

As a department, we had a clear understanding of how we as teachers would use the 

Literacy Center and, consequently, how we expected our students to use it.  We initially 

discussed making required tutoring session policies a part of our syllabi, but a survey of 

established writing centers’ policies suggested this type of approach did not yield positive 

results.  Instead, we have asked each teacher to individually decide whether or not tutoring 

sessions are required, a part of a rubric, or optional without any course credit.  Generally, 

teachers in the English department have handled tutoring sessions like another important step 

in the writing process, suggesting students visit with many different drafts and as often as they 

choose.  Most do require at least one visit per assignment. 

We have recommended a similar discretionary approach to other departments, and we 

are finding that most with a great deal of writing in the subject matter (e.g. history or Islamic 

studies) follow a similar policy as the English teachers.  We have seen a number of students 

who initially visit because they are forced to but who return because they choose to. 

For project-based writing for the school’s science fair, the Literacy Center blocked out 

two weeks of appointments to meet with every middle school student or group working on their 

review of literature.  This marathon approach was frenetic, fast-paced, and not entirely aligned 

with a typical tutoring session, but it served the purpose of introducing students to the work of 
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the Literacy Center and opening its doors to students who may not have even known we 

existed. 

Finally, we have gone to great lengths to establish a strong sense of identity for the 

Literacy Center.  We honor Ibrahim Müteferrika, the founder of the first Muslim printing press, 

in our name.  We designed a simple, typographic logo that echoes the colors used in the room 

itself, and all of our internal paperwork, including session notes, tutor binders, and handouts, 

carries it.  We use pencils with the Literacy Center’s name on them and brand student papers 

with an “I’ve been seen at the IMLC” stamp.  We recently designed and ordered IMLC 

sweatshirts that can be worn as part of the school uniform.  Interest has necessitated a second 

order, even after nearly a third of the high school student body placed orders the first time 

around.  The “L” has quickly become a recognizable, respected, and utilized fixture within our 

building and community. 

What Tutoring Looks Like in the IMLC  

 With scheduling, space, usage, and identity issues adequately addressed, we set out to 

begin the actual work of tutoring. 

 Sessions in the IMLC are 25-30 minutes long.  Students may visit the Literacy Center 

during their English course (or the course the writing was assigned in) as many times as they 

like for any writing for any reason.  Appointments are scheduled online and are confirmed via 

email or personally. 

 Every tutoring session begins the same way.  We introduce ourselves as tutors and 

reiterate to students that in the IMLC, we are just that—tutors, not teachers.  We also remind 

them of the goals and purposes of a tutoring session.  We are adamant that students, faculty, 

and administration understand that the Literacy Center is not a fix-it shop, drop-in or drop-off 

service, or the end-all, be-all of writing instruction or assessment.  We instead understand and 
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present our work as a conversation among writers, a writer-driven collaborative discussion of a 

piece of writing and in the context of the writing process, a mission and vision of writing centers 

that is reiterated in seminal works by Jacob Blumner, Kenneth Bruffee, and Stephen North 

(Blumner, 2011) (Bruffee, 1998) (North, 2011).   

The student writers set the agenda for the session and determine what, specifically, 

they would like to accomplish, solve, talk about, or address in our time together.  They provide 

two copies of the paper to work from and then read it aloud, following along with pencil and 

notating the text.  As tutors, we read silently with them, also notating the text in pencil.  We 

stop as often or as little as the writer would like, ask questions as readers to clarify or expand, 

and refer back to prompts or rubrics if writers request we do so.  

Tutors complete paperwork on every session they conduct, and those forms constitute 

our records in the Literacy Center and are also a means to preparing us for subsequent 

meetings with the same students.  They allow us to see and track progress, trends, and 

milestones for individual writers.  The conversations in tutoring sessions represent the same 

variety of writers that exist in our school.  Every session is reminiscent of the one that preceded 

it and completely different than the one that follows it.  The process of setting an agenda, 

reading the work aloud, notating in pencil, and listening reflectively are consistent factors, and 

the variances we see are largely dependent on the writer. 

How to Tutor Without a Writing Center 

 The Literacy Center has allowed for incredible personal and professional growth for my 

colleagues, our students, and me.  I walk into our space every morning grateful for the work I 

get to do, thankful that our students and school have embraced our methods and innovative 

approach. We believe the IMLC houses one of the only if not the only full-time writing tutoring 

program in Islamic schools in the US.  It is an accomplishment we are exceptionally proud of, 
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but also one that led to thinking about how what we have cultivated could be cultivated 

elsewhere.  We believe, based on research and on our own experiences, that the tutoring 

strategies we are using can grow better writers who will, in turn, produce better writing.  We 

certainly acknowledge that space, resources, and prevailing and long-standing attitudes will 

close doors rather than open them.  Still, we see a wide range of applications in classrooms and 

the school at large.  We are teachers first, so it is through that lens that we best understand 

these practices. 

 The planning stages for teaching closely mirror the planning stages for tutoring.  As I 

have mentioned, we begin each session with writers setting an agenda for what they would like 

to accomplish during our conversation.  They determine the needs of the session and we 

collectively go about meeting those needs.  In teaching, setting an agenda for a class or lesson 

is an essential part of backwards-design planning.  Teachers could develop a focused, goal-

driven environment by allowing the students themselves to contribute to the agenda, to 

determine their needs and articulate the ways those needs could be met. 

 The physical layout of our writing center and of our individual tutoring sessions hinges 

on the basic principle of tutoring as a conversation and the tutor and writer approaching the 

writing on the same level—writers, in this case, are the experts on their own writing, and tutors 

are sounding boards, mirrors, and audiences.  We sit next to, not across from, our writers in a 

tutoring session.  We sit at round tables to encourage this, and we never tutor from behind a 

desk (Brooks, 2011).  This simple approach can easily be transferred into the classroom in 

meetings with students and parents.  It alters the dynamic of the relationship, which can help 

open up conversations that may have otherwise been stifled.  In meetings with parents, this 

can also send the powerful message that the teacher understands the parent to be an expert 
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on their child, and that the teacher is open to listening to a parent’s insight on struggles, 

successes, and concerns about a student. 

 We request that all writers bring in two copies of the writing they are working with to 

further emphasize their ownership of a text.  Their writing is not mine to edit. I will not sit 

beside them and cross out sentences or paragraphs, and any notes I do make are in pencil so 

they can be removed or erased easily (Brooks, 2011). I tell students directly that they have 

every right to ignore, disregard, or challenge suggestions I make in those notes, something that 

even students in my classes are not used to hearing.  Again, it is not my writing.  A classroom 

teacher may not be able to use this method on final drafts of papers or assignments, but 

certainly in the drafting process, a pencil-marked text can tell students rather succinctly that 

they own their work no matter the stage it is in.  Teachers can also apply this idea to the nature 

and content of comments on student work.  For example, instead of crossing out sections or 

rewriting sentences, teachers can use brackets to highlight a section of concern and write 

questions for the writer as opposed to corrections of the writing in the margins.  

 At the end of every session, tutors complete notes on the conversation.  These notes 

allow us to track student progress, identify writer-specific needs, and, most importantly, reflect 

on the session in writing.  Reflection in teaching, for many teachers and in many schools, is a 

rare occurrence, but it has the potential to be transformative.  Time (or the lack thereof) is 

often cited as the reason teachers do not reflect on their teaching more regularly, but tutors 

face similar time constraints.  Still, in the writing center, reflections on sessions are valued and 

prioritized, reviewed and revisited to inform our subsequent sessions.  The use of formalized 

paperwork may contribute to this.  Thus, teachers can apply reflective strategies used in the 

writing center in a very practical sense.  Building in time for these notes, creating or recreating 

a format that feels personal and personally useful, and committing to reviewing and using 
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reflections to inform best practices can be utilized by any teacher of any grade level or subject 

matter.  

 The success of our writing center is clearest in the changes we have seen in student and 

faculty attitudes about writing.  We have, as one student said, “made English cool again.”  We 

have invested, wholeheartedly, in the idea of this Literacy Center and have not been shy about 

sharing that investment school-wide.  We have tutored each other in front of students, inviting 

them to contribute to the conversation as a team of tutors (in fact, three classes of students 

tutored me for this paper).  We held a literary scavenger hunt over the intercom system and 

posted trivia questions on our bulletin board.  We have started a student literary magazine, 

encouraging students to submit their writing by submitting writing ourselves.  We have 

celebrated a small but important victory—our 100th appointment—with balloons, confetti and 

prizes.  We have made writing, and all things related to writing, fun again.   

Any teacher, any school, can do this. They do not need an orange wall or wireless 

computers or comfortable chairs to change writing in their school.  Certainly these things help, 

and certainly we are cognizant of that, but they are not necessary.  If there are students, there 

are writers.  And if there are teachers, administrators, and staff who believe in the potential of 

those writers, then there is a writing center.   
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