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The literature about writing centres is dominated by research into the American experience,
but although this literature provides a rich bank of insights, it is of questionable relevance to cur-
rent developments in Russia. Much of it concerns tutoring undergraduates who are not aiming at
publication, and the majority of whom are native English speakers. By contrast, a principal aim
of the Project 5-100 modernisation programme in Russia is to secure increased publication rates
in English by non-native speakers who are faculty members. The aim of this paper is to consider
which lessons of the existing literature are most applicable to the Russian case, and which ques-
tions will have to be re-examined. As a stimulus to opening up this debate, the author surveyed
and held discussions with candidates wishing to become professional writing tutors at South
Ural State University, Chelyabinsk. The paper identifies practical challenges and directions

for future research.
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Introduction

The expansion of international activities and
the nature of scientific and technical cooperation
with foreign partners require a high level of spe-
cialist knowledge of the English language. In par-
ticular, for university researchers and professors
oral and written foreign speech is one of the main
factors of their professional development.

A great deal of academic researchers’ working
time is spent on writing academic texts. These
include grant applications, abstracts, some types
of correspondence with colleagues, and research
papers. The new contract for the university’s
academic staff, introduced in 2016, lists publica-
tion activity as the key indicator of the effec-
tiveness of research activity. Thus competence in
academic writing, defined as the willingness and
ability to present research results in writing to
the international scientific community, has be-
come one of the priority competences of profes-
sional research activity.

Papers in peer-reviewed journals indexed
in the Web of Science and Scopus reflect both
the quality of the study and the presentation of
the results in a foreign language. Currently, the con-

tributions of individual researchers to the deve-
lopment of their field of knowledge are evaluated
by both their quantity and their level of citation.
Published in 2010, a Thomson Reuters report
cited data on the dynamics of the number of pub-
lications by Russian researchers in the most re-
cent thirty years.

The total contribution of Russian research to
the number of publications in the most recent five
years was about 2.6 %, which corresponds to ap-
proximately 25,000 publications per year [1].

The views of academic staff and graduate
students at SUSU about the difficulties of writing
articles for publication in English reflect these
broader patterns. According to the survey, the main
difficulties in preparing articles for publication
include:

— 28 (47.5 %) level of English proficiency;

— 26 (44.07 %) lack of material resources;

— 13 (22.03 %) awareness of the peculiar cha-
racteristics of academic discourse;

— 7 (11.9 %) access to the latest research in
the subject area;

— 5 (8.5 %) difficulty in correspondence with
editors and reviewers;
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— 4 (6.8 %) difficulties in the interpretation
of comments of reviewers and editors.

The results of the survey reinforced our con-
viction that there is a need for establishing an
academic writing centre at the university. The aim
of further research was to develop define the prin-
ciples that can become the basis for a model of
the CAW and help to define its mission, objec-
tives, and the services the centre can provide.

In Russia, CAWs at universities are a rela-
tively new phenomenon. The first two CAWs in
Russia were opened at Moscow's leading universi-
ties of economic orientation — the Higher School
of Economics (HSE) and the New Economic
School (NES). Both work to develop writing skills
in the English language and use English-language
techniques and materials. However, the goals and
objectives that these centres are designed to ad-
dress and solve are significantly different.

The Academic Writing Center (AWC) of
HSE was established in 2011 in order to increase
the publication activity of the academic staff in
foreign scientific journals. The target audience
was the academic staff reserve (young researchers
and pedagogical university staff), and the basis of
the methodology is English academic writing
skills and related competencies, such as presenta-
tions and speeches at international forums and
conferences. As teachers and researchers are busy
people, the AWC has developed short blocks of
workshops, training courses, as well as self-study
materials, which involve the development of on-
line resources, podcasts and expert lecture videos,
as well as individual consultations for the authors
preparing for foreign publication of texts. Remote
format allowed to cover the faculty of the Uni-
versity in its campuses located in other cities of
Russia. It should be emphasized that the AWC
website is open to members of other universities
regardless of their institutional or professional
affiliation, age and place of residence [2].

Almost at the same time with the HSE AWC
a Centre of the New School of Economics (NES)
was founded that provides services in written and
oral communication. The peculiar feature of NES
CAW is that it is directed by American specia-
lists who organize its work in accordance with
the United States writing centre pedagogy. This
pedagogy provides tutorial assistance based on
the principle of taking a hands-off approach,
which means that the tutor asks questions to
the author so that the author realizes the short-
comings of their text in terms of its organiza-
tion, clarity, coherence, and logical sequence.

The CAW’s activity according to the American
model includes not only tutors’ assistance to stu-
dents, but also active assistance to the faculty.
This interaction includes, for example, seminars
on the use of a variety of formats and writing
tasks by teachers of technical disciplines, and the
development of principles of a unified and objec-
tive evaluation of academic works. Initially the
centre’s target audience was students enrolled in
joint programs and writing their academic texts
(essays, reports, term papers) in English. Today
HSE CAW helps both students and academic
staff in both languages, Russian and English.

One more CAW was opened in February
2015 at Moscow State University of Steel and
Alloys (MISIS). The strategic goal of the centre
is to educate undergraduates, graduate students,
young researchers and the teaching staff of
the University in scientific foreign language dis-
course as well as to form their competencies to
improve the quality of scientific texts for publica-
tion in international journals indexed by analyti-
cal databases, including Web of Science and Sco-
pus. The CAW provides the following services:
organization of multi-level academic writing
courses for the integrated development of aca-
demic literacy; selection and training of tutors on
academic writing; consultations (individual and
group) for graduates, post-graduates, academic
staff on writing scientific articles, abstracts, ap-
plications for grants, Master's or Doctoral thesis
in English; organization of lectures and scientific
workshops involving external experts and editors
of international journals; creation and implemen-
tation of short-term tailored courses for young
researchers such as Engineering Writing, Metal-
lurgy Writing, Materials Science Writing; devel-
opment of educational video and audio podcasts;
provision of editing and proofreading services for
the papers written in a variety of academic genres
[3-6].

The Center of Academic Writing at South
Ural State University was established in Septem-
ber, 2016. The authors want to explore some of
the challenges facing the CAW at South Ural
State University and how they differ from those
described in the existing literature about writing
centres. The data used was gathered through
a survey of tutors who will work for the centre.

Writing centres began to flourish at Ameri-
can universities in the 1960s and 1970s. Their
initial mission was remedial: to bring the writing
of weaker students up to the level that faculty
expected of their written assignments. Because
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of the stigma involved for students in seeking
help, writing centres instead emphasised the idea
of partnership. Tutors were partners, not supervi-
sors; the student, not the tutor, made alterations
to the draft; and tutor consultations were to be
non-directive, asking questions of the student
rather than providing answers. Another strong
theme was that the aim was to create a better
writer rather than a better text, by inculcating
good habits. This might take place over multiple
consultations. The tutors were often unpaid fel-
low-students (peer tutors). Writing centres saw
themselves as outsiders, facing battles to obtain
funding, to prove that they delivered results, and
to earn the respect of the university authorities.
The literature about American writing centres is
often inflected by a concern with social justice:
whether the tutor has too much power over the
student, or whether ethnic minorities and women
are marginalised by mainstream academic writing
standards. There were even discussions of whether
creating a homely atmosphere with soft furni-
shings might prove damaging to students from
broken homes. To Russians, discussion of the
psychological effects of comfortable chairs must
seem rather esoteric [7-9].

There are many differences between the situa-
tions of writing centres in the USA and the one at
SUSU. SUSU’s centre has substantial funding
and has a central role in the university’s moderni-
sation programme. It will employ professional
writing tutors in different disciplines, train fa-
culty and postgraduates but not (at least initially)
undergraduates in writing, and offer translation
and proofreading services to its clients. Rather
than struggling to prove its value, the centre has
demanding and clear targets. Its target audience
is not inexperienced students writing term papers,
but well-qualified and busy individuals writing
for publication in English. Unlike American cen-
tres, where native English speakers predominate,
all its users will be non-native speakers [10-12].

Methods

The survey was made to find out the diffe-
rences between tutoring in the American context
and at SUSU. To illustrate these, the authors
conducted a survey of a small cohort of nine new
writing tutors at the university. The questionnaire
focused on four topics: the motives for becoming
tutors, the difficulties facing the faculty col-
leagues in getting published in English, the pub-
lication difficulties facing tutors as individuals,
and their attitudes to specific problems. The first

three involved making multiple choices from
a list of pre-defined options, with the possibility
of writing in an additional option, while the fourth
was assessed using a Likert scale, with the option
of expressing no opinion.

Results

If we start with the characteristics of
the group, eight were female, one male, with
teaching experience ranging from zero years to
30 (median eight). One was from the humanities;
four were social scientists, two linguists and two
scientists. The centre is making efforts to recruit
more tutors, particularly scientists. Research sug-
gests that disciplinary knowledge can indeed be
an advantage to writing tutors. The group’s lan-
guage skills are good, six having upper interme-
diate English and three advanced. Their publica-
tion records in Russian are varied, ranging from
four articles to 80 (median 16), while their publi-
cation records in English are predictably lower,
ranging from zero to 16 with a median of two.

Turning next to their motives for becoming
tutors, the most popular reasons were to become
better writers themselves, to further develop their
careers, and to earn extra money. Four wanted to
challenge themselves, four to gain satisfaction
from helping colleagues, and four to help the uni-
versity to improve.

Moving on to the difficulties that their fa-
culty colleagues face in being published in Eng-
lish, they were asked to choose the top five diffi-
culties. Joint top were ‘Lack of money for publi-
cation fees’ and ‘Level of English language abi-
lity’, followed by ‘Lack of English native-speaker
co-authors’ and ‘Not enough time for articles to
be written’. Four items, ‘Difficulty getting arti-
cles proof-read to the required standard’, ‘Diffi-
culty getting articles translated to the required
standard’, ‘Not enough time for research to be
carried out’ and ‘Preference for teaching over
research and writing’ tied for fifth place.

As for the difficulties facing the tutors as in-
dividuals, the results were somewhat similar,
with ‘Lack of money for publication fees’ again
coming top jointly with ‘Not enough time for
articles to be written’. Next came ‘Lack of Eng-
lish native-speaker co-authors’ followed by ‘Dif-
ficulty getting articles translated to the required
standard’. Three items, ‘Level of English lan-
guage ability’, ‘Lack of money for research to be
carried out’ and ‘Not enough time for research
to be carried out’ tied for fifth place.

The final results show that clear majorities
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of tutors believe that their colleagues are aware
of their role and think that tutors will be of prac-
tical benefit, but the tutors themselves do not
know what tutors do in other universities. Clear
majorities are confident that their English lan-
guage abilities and knowledge of the structure
and style of English-language articles are ade-
quate. A clear majority believe a strong publica-
tion record in English is necessary, but they are
divided as to how far their own experience of
publication in English will help them. Clear ma-
jorities disagree that techniques for tutoring stu-
dents are equally applicable to faculty members,
and agree that advising a more senior colleague
is difficult.

Discussion and conclusion

What are the implications of these results for
a comparison of the American experience with
SUSU’s situation? Starting with the tutors them-
selves, the results suggest that the professional
status and training involved in the role are impor-
tant parts of the attraction, although we must
remember this was a self-selecting sample.
It is also notable that tutors disagree that faculty
can be tutored in the same way as students can,
think it is difficult to advise a more senior col-
league, and while agreeing that a strong publica-
tion record in English is necessary, are less con-
fident that their own publication record in Eng-
lish will help them. Taken together, these results
suggest that power and authority in this particular
Russian context may often lie more with the tutee
(a faculty member) than with the tutor. These
features do not resemble the American expe-
rience, though they may reinforce the importance
of the American tradition of respecting the tutee.

Another striking feature is how different
the challenges are in a Russian context to an
American one; indeed, some of the difficulties
may lie outside the remit of the writing centre
altogether. The issue of publication fees is per-
haps one such difficulty. It may be that the tutor
needs to spend time carefully selecting journals
to avoid this problem, perhaps in close coopera-
tion with the library, which has a crucial role to
play in its own right. The issue of time pressures
is also one, which may not lie wholly within
the remit of the writing centre, although writing
tutors in the USA are used to encouraging good
time management. It could be that busy faculty
members are unwilling to follow the slow So-
cratic method and will want the tutor to get to
the point quickly. The high profile given to lan-

guage ability is also notable. Where American
research has addressed this, it has suggested that
a more directive approach may need to be taken,
as non-native speakers cannot always be ex-
pected to notice their own grammatical and lexi-
cal errors. Even where similar services exist in
the USA, such as proof-reading, the scale of the
activity and underlying assumptions will differ.
However, American research may be of rele-
vance in some respects: for example, two tutors
listed lack of self-confidence as their chief diffi-
culty in being published, which is a problem of-
ten discussed in US literature. Finally, the con-
cern about a lack of English native-speaker co-
authors suggests that writing tutors need to focus
not only on texts but on methods of dissemina-
tion and academic networking.

In conclusion, the challenges facing the writing
centre at SUSU differ in many respects from
those researched so extensively in the USA. New
research priorities emerge, such as the dynamics
of the relationship between tutors and faculty,
and the most appropriate techniques to use.
The downside is the highly demanding targets.
Some of these targets, requiring 90 % acceptance
rates in a publishing world where 40-60 % is
the average, and the best journals accept only
10 % of submissions, are perhaps unrealistic.
The price of professionalism is high expecta-
tions.

The work was supported by Act 211 Government
of the Russian Federation, contract Ne 02.A03.21.0011.
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3AAOAYN LEHTPA AKAODEMUWYECKOI'O NMMCbMA B POCCUMU: OMNbIT
FOXXHO-YPAJIbCKOIo roCcYgAPCTBEHHOIO YHUBEPCUTETA

A. bpauaH, K.H. Bon4yeHkoega
FOxHo-Yparnbckuli 2ocydapcmeeHHbIl yHugepcumem, 2. YensabuHck

B mayuHoi#i muTeparype, NOCBALICHHOW paboTe MEHTPOB aKaZeMUIECKOTO MIChMa, peoliia-
JTAeT OMBIT 3apYOEKHBIX, B YACTHOCTH, aMEPHKAHCKHUX BY30B. XOTS 3apyOeXHBIH ONBIT IIpe.-
CTaBISIET MHTEPEC U COAEPIKUT PSIJl LIEHHBIX UJICH, JaJeKOo He BCE MOYKHO peai30BaTh B POCCHII-
CKOU 1eMCTBUTEIBHOCTH. bosblliee BHUMaHUE B aMEPUKAHCKUX By3ax yAENAETCS Pa3BUTHIO yMe-
HUI aKaJeMHYeCKOTO IMHUChMa CTYICHTOB CTapIINX KypcoB OakalaBpHara, TZle OCHOBHAs ILENb —
HAIMCAaHUC U 3alllUTa MATHCTEPCKON NUCCEPTALH, a HE MyOIMKAIMs CTaThU B HAYYHBIX )KypHAa-
JJaX C BBICOKHM l/IMHaKT-(l)aKTOpOM. B IIPOTUBOINOJIOKHOCTEL 3TOMY, OAHA U3 OCHOBHBLIX ueﬂeﬁ
[Ipoekra 5-100 B Poccuu — noBbImeHne myOIMKannOHHOW aKTHBHOCTH HaYYHO-TIEarOTHYECKUX
pabOTHHUKOB BY30B Ha aHIJIMHCKOM si3bIKe. L{esb cTaTh — M3y4nTh ONBIT CyliecTByIomuX B Poc-
CUH LIEHTPOB aKaJeMUYECKOro IIMChMa U MPOaHAIM3UPOBATh, YTO U3 HETO MOYKHO Peasii30BaTh B
IOYpI'Y. ABTOpHI mpoBeNM aHKETHpPOBaHHE cpenu npemnonasareneid IOYpl'Y, mmanupyromux
myONMUKanuy B 3apyOeKHBIX MEYaTHBIX M3IAHUIX, JaHHBIE KOTOPOTO aHAIM3HPYIOTCS B CTAThE.
Pe3yHLTaTbI HCCIICAOBAaHU MOXHO HMCIIOJIB30BaTh MPHU CO3JaHMMU U NPOCKTUPOBAHUU LEHTPOB
aKaJeMHYeCKOT0 IChbMa B POCCHICKHX BYy3ax M pa3pabOTKH MPOTrpaMM JOMIOIHUTEIHHOTO 00pa-
30BaHUS.

Kniouegvie cnosa: yenmp akademuuecko2o nucbmd, akaoemudeckoe RUCbMo, akademMuyecKutl
AHEULICKUL, MbIOMOP, MBIOMOP NO RUCbMEHHOU peyl.
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