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Abstract 

In a writing center, the relationship between writers and tutors is crucial to creating the 

necessary connection and trust for the work to be effective. We propose framing the writer-tutor 

relationship as a Working Alliance, which according to Larose et al. (2010) is "likely to facilitate 

interpersonal engagement and collaboration” and is composed of three key elements: (1) bonding, 

(2) goals, and (3) tasks. To examine whether this model can be applied to writing center 

relationships, we conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 24 writers and seven tutors 

in our university writing center. The results revealed that all three components must be present for 

the interaction to be effective. Additionally, we found that this framework can serve not only as a 

diagnostic tool for understanding the dynamics of the relationship and for early detection of 

potential problems, but also as a powerful pedagogical tool for training prospective tutors. 
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Introduction 

The writing center tutor-writer relationship is a delicate one. On the one hand, in a short 

time, the tutor must establish rapport, analyze a writing sample, and provide the writer with 

guidance for becoming a better, independent, and more proficient writer. On the other hand, the 

writer has to trust the tutor, internalize the advice, and implement changes. What makes this 

possible? How can this process be managed for it to be most effective? These questions guided 

our investigation. 

The writing center tutor’s role is unlike that of a language teacher. The tutor-writer 

relationship is less hierarchical than that of a teacher-student relationship. In addition, a tutor 

normally meets the writer individually, which creates an intimate atmosphere conducive to a close 

interpersonal relationship that is not always possible in a classroom situation. The tutor needs a 

caring approach and should “exhibit compassion, knowledge, and concern” (Pistone, 2010, p. 11).  

This approach fosters the relationship and creates the trust necessary for the writer’s writing 

development and growth, a depth of care that might sometimes be beyond the scope of a classroom 

teacher. 

This caring approach is reminiscent of the role of a therapist who should also exhibit 

compassion, knowledge, and concern for the client, to foster a helping relationship that allows 

thriving. As in any tutoring situation, the writer-tutor relationship mirrors a psychotherapeutic 

relationship in that it is one-sided and mainly designed for the writer’s benefit (Murphy, 1989). 

The focus of these meetings includes individual writers, their needs, their anxieties about writing, 

and their hopes for the future. This type of caring relationship is usually termed the Working 

Alliance in the therapeutic clinical domain. Bordin (1994) explains that the Working Alliance 

focuses on the process of change and is defined as a function of three basic parameters likely to 

facilitate interpersonal engagement and collaboration:  

1) a respectful and friendly bond between helpers and helpees (i.e., Bonds);  

2) an agreement on the goals or outcomes of the support relationship (i.e., Agreement 

on Goals); and  
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3) an agreement on the activities and responsibilities designed to achieve these goals 

(i.e., Tasks). 

In Bordin’s words, “the working alliance between the person who seeks change and the 

one who offers to be a change agent is one of the keys, if not the key, to the change process” 

(Bordin, 1979, p. 252). Indeed, research has consistently found the Working Alliance to be a 

relatively strong predictor of change (Hanson, Curry, & Bandalos, 2002).  

Bordin (1994) suggests that the Working Alliance model can be applied to any support 

situation. It has been studied in the context of diverse therapeutic settings, for example in art 

therapy (Bat Or & Zilcha-Mano, 2019), and in non-therapeutic settings such as medical school 

resident training (Fuertes et al., 2019). However, it has, to our knowledge, never been applied and 

studied in the context of the writing center. 

The writing center is a support situation where writers come to seek feedback on their 

writing at any point in their process. Writing centers help writers improve their writing, knowledge 

of disciplinary conventions, and confidence (University of Washington Tacoma, n.d.). The writers 

in our center at Tel Aviv University’s Division of Languages, called CLE (Center for Language 

Excellence), work with a tutor for either one session or, more commonly, for a series of meetings. 

The tutors are normally instructors in our department at the university, but they may also be peer 

tutors. The writer either chooses or is assigned a tutor based on availability, or on disciplinary 

fields as some tutors are more experienced in certain disciplines. 

The Working Alliance in the writing center can be described in the following manner: 

1) Having a respectful and friendly bond between tutor and writer is the basic emotional 

cornerstone in the creation of a relationship of trust between them. This bond will deepen 

if the two parties continue to meet, creating a stronger commitment to the work done 

together and to the relationship.  

2) The agreement on goals and outcomes is important to guide the work together. Writers 

should be encouraged to come to the center with clear goals in mind. These goals can, and 

often will, change as the tutor and writer meet several times on a project. However, students 

may sometimes not be fully aware of the extent of their problems, and thus no consensus 
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can be reached. For example, the writer might want to work on surface-level issues while 

the tutor detects much deeper ones, thus causing the whole relationship to break down.  

3) The agreement on the activities and responsibilities designed to achieve these goals is the 

more practical side of the relationship. By designing certain activities for the writer, the 

tutor shows their skills and efforts, and by complying with the activities the writer validates 

the effort by the tutor and hopefully benefits from the activities to further their writing. 

Occasionally, the responsibilities might shift, with the writer suggesting helpful tasks and 

the tutor agreeing to them. When this happens, it is indicative of a strong level of trust 

between them. 

In this study, we aim to show how the Working Alliance model can be used in the writing 

center context. To understand its different aspects, we interviewed writers and tutors to grasp the 

intricacies of their relationship, their ways of working, and the efficacy of their work together. We 

present here illustrative snippets from the interviews that were used to analyze their experiences 

through the lens of the Working Alliance. In addition, we suggest practical applications of the 

model as a theoretical guideline in tutor training sessions and how it can serve as a diagnostic tool 

to help writing center administrators make more informed decisions. 

Methods 

To gain a deeper understanding of the many aspects of work in the writing center sessions, 

we conducted semi-structured interviews with seven tutors and 24 writers over a period of two 

years. The open-ended questions (see Appendix A) were mainly used as prompts to allow our 

participants maximum freedom of expression to tell their stories and share their thoughts in an 

unconstrained manner. 

It is important to note that, when interviewing students, we tried to ensure that they did not 

see this as an evaluative meeting about the center, the sessions, or the tutor.  We tried to frame the 

interviews in a way that would allow them to give an account of their general impressions of what 

happened in the sessions and their relationship with the tutor. 

 

Participants 
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Writers 

The students were chosen to encompass the widest set of degree levels and fields of study 

possible, to get a variety of perspectives (see Table 1).   

Table 1: Distribution of students who were interviewed 

Degree level  Field of study Country of origin 

BA/BSc Liberal Arts 

Liberal Arts 

Middle East History 
English and American Studies 

Electrical Engineering 

Environmental Sciences 

Germany 

USA 

Israel 
Israel 

China 

Russia 

MA/MSc History of Science 

Crisis and Trauma 

Crisis and Trauma 
MBA 

Middle Eastern Studies 

Engineering 
Law 

Sociology and Anthropology 

Israel 

Japan 

USA 
Israel 

Germany 

Israel 
Chile 

Israel 

PhD Engineering 
Medicine 

History 

Art History 

Social Work 
Neurobiology 

Law 

Psychology 
Business and Management 

Israel 
Israel 

Israel 

Israel 

Israel 
Israel 

Israel 

Brazil 
Israel 

Post-doc Mathematics Vietnam 

 

Tutors 

We interviewed the tutors who worked at our Center. The tutors included two peer tutors 

and five teachers from our department who also serve as tutors. 

Most peer tutors in our center are from International MA programs, particularly from the 

TESOL (Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages) program as part of their teaching 

practicum and for which they receive academic credit.  However, some tutors come from other 
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International MA programs or are studying for regular university graduate degrees. The teacher-

tutors are faculty members who teach regular language courses and teach in the center as part of 

their responsibilities. 

Procedure 

The interviews followed semi-structured guiding questions (see Appendix A) but the 

interviewees were encouraged to expand on each point, to give details and examples, and to add 

significant points they were not asked about directly. The interviews lasted approximately 20 

minutes and were conducted in either Hebrew or English (sometimes a mixture of both) depending 

on which language the interviewee felt most comfortable with. A few were conducted in Spanish 

where both the interviewer and writer were native Spanish speakers. Two interviews were 

conducted via video conferencing as the writer and/or tutor were studying or working abroad at 

the time. After having obtained the participants’ consent (University Research Authority), the 

interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed and translated, where necessary, to provide 

the data for the content analysis.   

The content analysis consisted of coding each phrase or sentence according to the three 

components of the Working Alliance model: (1) a respectful and friendly partnership between 

tutors and writers; (2) an agreement on the goals or expected outcomes; and (3) an agreement on 

the activities and responsibilities designed to achieve these goals. 

Results 

 In this section, we present representative snippets of selected interviews that best illustrate 

the three Working Alliance model components, as well as show how, when a problem arose, the 

model helped illuminate what went wrong.  

 During the interviews, we found that tutors and writers all mentioned the three components 

though with differing levels of importance. Interviewees tended to emphasize one aspect of the 

model as being more important than the others. The following example shows how we coded an 

excerpt of an interview according to the model. The interviewees’ names have been changed to 

protect their privacy.  Here is a short segment, with its analysis, of the interview with Biruk, a PhD 

student of Education from Ethiopia about her work with Miriam, her tutor:  
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“Part of our goals is to help me with my research and the comments from my advisor (2. 

agreement on goals and expected outcomes)…there are times that I don't understand what she 

[the advisor] meant. We talk about it – develop it through her [tutor] professional eyes. More than 

write, we talk. (1. a respectful and friendly partnership). At home I work according to our notes 

– adding, expanding (3. an agreement on the activities and responsibilities). Miriam helps me 

understand what my advisor meant and gives me direction which is the key.” (3. an agreement 

on the activities and responsibilities) I don't have to say too much for her to understand what I 

feel or what I'm going through (1. a respectful and friendly partnership). That's important.  Very 

important. It's a good basis for work.”  

     Next, we show snippets from the interviews that help illustrate each different Working 

Alliance component.  

1. A respectful and friendly partnership between tutors and writers (Bonds) 

One aspect that was consistently mentioned as important was that the relationship was a 

motivating factor for the writers’ participation in the center. In Mika’s words, we hear the 

importance of the emotional aspect of the relationship between tutor and writer.  

“I have a good relationship with Susan.  She is interested in Asian countries, and so we 

have a common interest. I like the fact that she is also a student… I feel sympathy [empathy] for 

her…She is also a hard worker. That gave me energy and motivation. She inspired me a lot.  

Made me think about the future.” – Mika, International MA student from Japan 

     For the tutor, cultivating the relationship was seen as an essential aspect of the work in 

the center:  

“…most helpful is to be their friend, make it comfortable for them to ask you questions; 

not like the “teacher-student model”. You want to help them and ask them about their day and 

their concerns. To care about them.” – Anna, Tutor from the US 

     It is important to note, however, that tutors should not be encouraged to be the writers’ 

friends. The working atmosphere should be friendly, but the relationship should remain 

professional. 

Next, we can see that even when there was an agreement on the other two aspects of the 

model – agreement on the goals and responsibilities, and agreement on tasks – when something in 
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the relationship aspect was missing the work could break down, as in the case of Daniel, an MA 

student in English Literature from Russia/Israel: 

“Trevor gave me weekly assignments … but still I missed Hillary [previous tutor]; her 

pushing me.… My main problem is organizing the material. Trevor tried to “split” my thesis into 

chapters, and sub-chapters, to focus on one thing and then the next, but still, I did not make good 

progress. He’s a great guy; we are in touch on Facebook once in a while.”  

“I’m considering to come back to the center since I find it hard to work alone.  If I have 

someone that I know I am responsible for him and he is responsible for me, and it is mutual, then 

I try harder to find the time and work.” 

In Daniel’s last statement, we find the importance of mutuality, the feeling of alliance that 

helps move the work along.  

 2. An agreement on the goals or expected outcomes (Goals) 

An important ingredient for success in the center is setting attainable goals for the work 

together.  These goals help focus the work and create appropriate tasks and routines to help 

students achieve their goals. The goals can be session-based or for longer periods of time as 

students can buy a “packet” of meetings (10 meetings).  An example of such goal setting for 

expected outcomes is brought by Niv: 

“At the beginning of every session, we define what we want to work on and then we are 

focused on achieving that. I want to relocate so I want to make sure my English is fluent enough 

to do this.” – Niv, MBA student from Israel 

However, when there is a mismatch between what the tutor believes should be worked on 

and what the student wants, the whole relationship can break down, as in the case of Karl: 

“I came for help with writing research papers and wanted the tutor to focus on my English 

language skills and not the structure.  I respect the tutor, but feel that my aims were not being 

met.” – Karl, Psychology student from Israel  

We can see here that the first component of having a respectful and friendly relationship 

was present, but the disagreements on the aim of the work together caused Karl to stop working 
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with the tutor. The director of the center found another tutor for Karl who came back several times 

afterward and managed to organize the paper successfully as well as work on his language needs. 

3. An agreement on the activities and responsibilities designed to achieve these goals 

(Tasks) 

To achieve the writer’s goals, clear activities and responsibilities must be established. 

Knowing how each activity will further the writer’s work contributes to a feeling of trust, of being 

in “good hands”. In addition, agreement on the responsibilities of each party helps curtail any 

expectation that it is the tutor who bears the most responsibility for the output: the agreement 

ensures the writer commits to carrying out the activities and working on the specific aspects dealt 

with in each session. Furthermore, the agreement clarifies the added value of the sessions, so 

participants have a clear feeling of “coming away” with something.  

“…they bring their own essays and the papers they are working on… but I also bring 

materials. I come in early to prepare exercises and handouts for them so we’ll have something 

concrete to take away.” –  Anna, Tutor 

In this agreement, there is a feeling of accountability also on the part of the tutor, since 

Anna does not merely expect preparation on the writer’s part but does preparation herself. 

Sometimes, as the work together progresses, the activities can change and the writers are 

encouraged to suggest practices they feel would help them best to give the sessions greater impact, 

as can be seen in the following interview.  

“I worked with Anna, and she started with verb tenses, but then I asked her to do something 

different.  I wanted to go out and walk throughout the university, so we went to the museum, went 

to different libraries, and other places.  We had general conversations, which was also helpful. 

Going out was very important because it was conducive to having a different type of conversation 

than what you would have in class.” – Martha, PhD student from Brazil  

Here we see that the tutor had thought that to improve Martha’s English proficiency they 

would work on grammar.  However, the writer then communicated to Anna that fluency and 

everyday language were what she needed, so practicing while walking around campus helped. 

Usually, the tutor suggests changing activities to achieve the goal, but here the writer herself 

thought of the change. 
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The quotes above illustrate how writers and tutors viewed their work together and how all 

three aspects of the model came into play. 

Discussion 

Our study has examined the perspectives of writers and tutors in our writing center to better 

understand how this partnership works. After analyzing the in-depth interviews with both 

populations, we found that the Working Alliance model was indeed an effective framework for 

analyzing this relationship and the work in the center. Additionally, we found that when the three 

components were successfully combined, the writers felt a high level of trust in the tutor which, in 

turn, created a positive spillover into the writers’ confidence and independence. As in any helping 

relationship, a certain level of mutual trust and connection is essential for change to take place 

(Bordin, 1994). 

As can be seen from the interviews, all three components of the Working Alliance model 

are necessary for the work in the center to be fruitful, balanced, and sustainable. However, when 

even one of the components is amiss, the whole relationship breaks down.   

Beyond adopting the model to gain valuable insights into the writer-tutor relationship itself, 

we suggest here some practical applications in other stages in the writing center context. The model 

can create a common language for all parties involved and provide useful tools for the directors 

and administrators of writing centers. Thus, when interviewing and screening potential new tutors, 

the director can prepare a set of questions that help discern, for example, if the candidate is aware 

of the importance of establishing a friendly, respectful relationship, and setting expectations of 

goals and activities. Where the prospective tutor candidate is not aware of these aspects, the 

director can provide training in this direction, along with the other important features of tutoring. 

The model may also be presented in the tutor training sessions along with the findings of the 

current research. Pedagogical tutor training should thereby emphasize the importance of 

relationships, of social presence, and not just the aspects of expertise and language knowledge. 

This, in turn, can encourage tutors to share ideas and experiences thereby empowering them to 

incorporate all three components in an effective, genuine, and professional way. 
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Once the writing center sessions have begun, writing center heads can also use the model 

as a diagnostic tool, e.g., to identify why a certain writer or tutor may be dissatisfied, and how to 

make appropriate changes such as advising the tutors on how to make the necessary adjustments 

or finding the writer a different tutor. To ensure that the changes made have been successful, it is 

important to follow up with both parties. The Working Alliance concepts may also be applied 

when conducting periodic writing center assessments. Moreover, the model can serve as a lens to 

analyze writing center communication when issues and needs are discussed with the director.  

We hope that this model can help shed light on the relationship between a writer and tutor, 

and gain more clarity into the workings of the writing center through an analysis using the three 

components, thereby enhancing all aspects of the writing center’s work.  

While the present study has provided us with insights into the writer-tutor process and how 

to make it more effective, it has raised some musings for further research including where the 

boundaries of the personal and friendly nature of the writer-tutor relationship should be. We know 

of cases, for example, where the relationship was deemed “too friendly” and became disruptive to 

the work in the center. In addition, as many of us work in a plurilingual environment, with writers 

and tutors from different languages and cultures, it would be interesting to investigate how 

different cultures approach the different aspects of the model.  
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Appendix - Open-ended questionnaires 

Questionnaire – Tutee 

1. name: 

2. nationality: 

3. degree and program/department: 

4. How many times have you come to CLE? 

5. How many tutors have you met? 

6. Who? 

7. How did you hear about CLE? 

8. Why did you come? 

9. What did you like about the tutor/s? 

10.  What did you find to be helpful in the interaction? 

11.  Tell me (describe) a session you remember. 

12.  Do you think you will come again?  Why? 

Questionnaire – Tutor 
 

1. name: 

2. nationality: 

3. background: 

4. Why were you interested in becoming a tutor? 

5. How long have you worked at CLE? 

6. Approximately how many students have you met? 

7. How do you help students who come to CLE? 

8. What challenges have you encountered in the sessions? 

9. What did you find to be helpful in the interaction? 



A Working Alliance: Framing the Tutor-Writer Relationship 

 

41                                           JEPIC, Vol 1:1, 2023 

 

10.  Do you want to share an example of a successful meeting(s). 

11.  From your experience, what is the one thing that is essential in helping a student? 

12.  Why do you think students come back to you? 

 


