
Proofreading and Punctuation 
By Sara Lambert 

“We don’t proofread here”: Re-visioning the writing center to 
better meet student needs 

● Joan Hawthorne 
○ Director of the University of North Dakota Writing Center 
○ Reflecting on experience of attending Midwest Writing Centers 

Association conference 
■ Presentations: “unspoken understanding… that tutoring is about 

improving the writer, not the writing” (1) 
■ One-on-one conversations: “‘Of course the paper is important’” (1) 

○ Confronting the traditional idea of what writing centers do created by lore 
readings like North and Brooks 

● “We don’t proofread here” 
○ Hawthorne wanted to address the issue with the conversation that tutors 

often had with students when they came in 
○ Shifted from “‘we don’t proofread here’” to “‘we’d be happy to take a look 

at your paper with you’” (2) 
○ Students use the language of proofreading to ask for help because “they 

lacked the vocabulary and/or experience to know what they really needed” 
(2) 

○ Draws on Nancy Grimm: “consider who is advantaged and who is 
disadvantaged by standard tutoring practices” (3) 

● Traditional Tutoring (4) versus Directive Tutoring (5) 

 



Chapter 9: Punctuation from Practical Tutor 
● Punctuation 

○ Punctuation is “a way to make meaning” not just a complicated system of 
rules (180) 

○ The writer that fails to punctuate correctly is “having trouble expressing 
relationships among ideas properly” (177) 

○ Punctuation helps the reader “predict meaning by telling them when to 
expect an idea to continue and when to assume that it has been 
completed” (177-8) 

● Strategies to Help Writers with Punctuation 
○ Approach punctuation errors as a way to “help a writer explore alternate 

ways of relating ideas, not as an occasion for fixing up ‘mechanical’ errors” 
(180) 

○ Oral reading 
■ Read something several different ways and ask writer how they 

intended it to be read 
■ Does not work for everyone because some writers cannot 

distinguish speech rhythms  
● Asking Questions (181) & (193) 

Discussion Questions 
1. What place do you see proofreading having in the writing center? 
2. For those who have had their first shifts, how have you dealt with punctuation 

and proofreading? For those who haven’t, what challenges do you anticipate? 
Which strategies seem most helpful? 

3. How does asynchronous tutoring change the way we help students with 
punctuation rules and other aspects of proofreading? Which strategies carry over 
easily and which require adjustments?  

 

 


