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Practices of Silence 


Silence in conversation is generally spoken of as undesirable.  The play of questions and answers, when garrulously executed, belie complex, unspoken rules that govern the action of speech in largely natural ways.  It would be easy to characterize conversation as simply a dichotomy between the speaker and the listener, forever locked in some microcosmic duel, struggling for power, control, and domination where “to the louder go the spoils”.  Within the writing center, the roles of tutor and student intensely realign the natural framework for conversation, as the desires, needs, and backgrounds for each must congeal into a productive whole in less than thirty minutes.  The play of questions and answers becomes much more complex, with myriad agendas and expectations bubbling to the surface from each party.  In sessions, a fine line exists between the concept of silence as an effective tool for student self-discovery and the concept of silence as the unproductive ugly twin of awkwardness, where the differences between “practicing silence” and “not talking” are significant.  The role of the tutor is to maintain a flexibility of form that relies upon an ability to know when and how to effectively employ silent techniques and what those techniques consist of.  


“Practicing silence” is a phrase that has been discussed frequently in seminar, but never really described, or given any distinct definition separate from “not talking.”  Provided “…the goal of each tutoring session is learning, not a perfect paper,” according to Jeff Brooks in “Minimalist Tutoring: Making the Student Do All The Work,” the session dominated by the student—in terms of speaking, effort, and writing—is the productive session characterized, whether purposefully or naturally, by the tutor effectively practicing silence.  Perhaps the reason practices of silence have not been discussed in greater detail lends itself to the close proximity of conversation in the tutoring session to the general, everyday rules of natural conversation and communication, which remain rightfully unspoken.  The fundamental, theoretic body of thought that provides the basis for tutoring rubric builds upon this very notion of natural communication.  To accept that tutoring relationships and responsibilities bubble from a natural well is to accept the conventions and governing body of rules that govern peer communication, where the hinge between the speaker and the interlocutor is necessary and fundamental.  In other words—for there to be a speaker, there must be a silent listener.  


In her article “Freud in the Writing Center: Psychoanalytics of Tutoring Well,” Christina Murphy writes, “Most of what goes on in a writing center is talking and the range of interpersonal interactions available through words.  In coming to a writing center for assistance, students must explain to a tutor what they want and what they hope to achieve.  In the course of this type of interaction, the students make themselves vulnerable in opening themselves up to understanding or misunderstanding, judgment or acceptance, approval or disapproval” (98).  When considering the delicate nature of tutoring, the articulation of responsibility must come into play.  By actively engaging in a conscious identification of silent practices and tendencies by the tutor, however, a tutor can do more than submit to their own individual personality, and embrace student self-discovery silently.  


So, how does practicing silence differ on a practical level, as actively demonstrated by tutors?  Why does it deserve recognition and active adherence from tutors?  It is helpful first to identify the result of productive sessions in a minimalist framework, as characterized by silent practices.  As stated, productive sessions are defined by the level of student agency that occurs, characterized by active participation, revision, and effort in terms of involvement and thought from the student.  In a productive session, the student is aware and in control of their role as the writer of the paper, and actively participating in the control of the document.  Brooks writes, “The student, not the tutor, should ‘own’ the paper and take full responsibility for it.  The tutor should take on a secondary role, serving mainly to keep the student focused on his own writing” (170).  Partly, the distinction between “not talking” and “practicing silence” appears here, in the ability of both the tutor and student to identify their respective roles, and participate.  Perhaps seeming contrary to a discussion of silence, this identification of roles is more easily and productively accomplished through explicitness, rather than subtlety.  In other words, the introductory stages of session work, often called “Building Rapport” is where the tutor informs the student, in various ways, how the writing center works.  This accomplishes two things: (1) silence is prefaced--by nut-shelling the events of a usual tutoring session, the student can quickly expect to be in the driver’s seat throughout, and can more quickly take the active role in the session, expecting the silence; and (2) the writer responds to the honesty of the tutor, rather than feeling as though coerced, or immediately inundated with silence.  In the article “A Critique of Peer Tutoring,” the authors argue that self-actualization may be an issue for beginning writers, but as one climbs upward in the chain of experience, the minimalist format yields little, practically: “These codes and appeals [minimalist constructions] seem less the product of research or examined practice and more like articles of faith that serve to validate a tutoring approach which ‘feels right,’ in fact so right that it is hard for practitioners to accept possible tutoring alternatives as useful or compelling” (175).  The method prescribed is variously characterized as a thesis advisor/master musician relationship, where the responsibility of the tutor is to model good writing, rather than allowing the student to self-actualize, which has supposedly already happened.  The mistake Shamoon and Burns make here is that, while they argue for the writer’s predisposed ability to examine their own writing, they frame issues the tutee faces as information-based, as though the issue is not one of process, but of clarity.  The problem here is that minimalist techniques are designed to allow student’s to realize this—to place themselves in the seat of both the knower and the reader, guided by the tutor.  

In the so-called “good” session, where the adherence to this minimalist framework occurs naturally and the student actively takes a role, the goal of the tutor becomes passivity--the cornerstone of “not talking.”  Partly natural conversation and partly sly non-directive sleight-of-hand, “not talking” is an acknowledgment of the student’s activity and a submission to student agency.  This is more complicated, perhaps, than it sounds.  Involved in the ability of the tutor to identify “good” student agency and stay out of the student’s way is the often-conflicting desire for the student to become self-aware in regard to his writing and student’s desire for a proofreader, editor, and mechanical spell-checker.  The practice of “not talking” is inherently passive and tutor-oriented, and relies only upon the tutor’s ability to identify the positive domination of the session and allow the events to progress in a productive, non-directed manner.  In this way, “not talking” may be categorized not as a wholly distinct and dichotomous category from “practices of silence,” but rather the desirable end result of well-played silent techniques.

The positive management of anxiety from students is characterized not by silence from tutors, but the practices of silence.  In other words, the various apparatus of silent techniques—the asking of probing questions, active listening, and management of anxiety—coalesce to activate student self-actualization, prefacing the role of “not talking” in a theoretical sense.  Pure silence comes about after the tutor has adequately manufactured student initiative and has allowed the student to become active, reflective of the student’s real, final goal—writing without the aid of tutors.  In a sense, “not talking” or “pure silence” should indicate what happens after a session is over, with the tutor observing and essentially staying out of the student’s way, recognizing positive action and involvement, the making of good decisions, and student self-actualization.  Pure silence is the result of silent practices.  


To quickly accomplish a successful analysis of every facet of a student’s personality, preferences, and level of writing is as improbable in the writing center as it is on the street—such romantic notions are to be abandoned and instead replaced with the already natural ability to identify and respect student non-verbal cues and body language, to effectively respond to their practices of silence.  To do this is the first step in effectively practicing silence as a tutor.  In discussions with Mary Jo Pride, a veteran tutor, a major component to tutoring sessions and identifying with specific students involves analyzing non-verbal cues like posture and facial expressions to determine how to approach the session.  Again, this is a largely natural process, something instilled in conversational human beings from a young age—the specific application of these analyses, however, is critical to the tutoring process. 

Gillespie and Lerner (as well as several seminar assignment guidelines) discuss techniques to self-monitor and analyze the tendencies of the tutor, including taping sessions, varying session techniques, and being explicit: “Periodically ask yourself whether or not you are talking too much, just to raise your own level of awareness” (100).  To accomplish silence that arises simply from the tutors ability to not talk and passively manage a productive session requires that the tutor has effectively realized their own tendencies in session toward either silence or garrulousness, as well as close analysis of the student’s attitude and non-verbal cues.  In a way, the practices of silence are the self-actualization of the tutor, much as the student’s acceptance of responsibility and command of their writing are to them.  


Silent practices are more complicated in theory, perhaps, though essentially natural in application.  While Brooks suggests mirroring the behavior of the resistant student thusly: “Borrow student body language.  When a student doesn’t want to be involved in his paper, he will slump back in his chair, getting as far away from it as possible…slump back in your chair or scoot away,” he perhaps attaches a more combative attitude than proper practices of silence entail (173).  However, the silent communication on behalf of the tutor is as significant to recognize as the silent communication of the student, if not more so.  Pride stated, “Attentive listening skills are crucial and are proactive.  You make the student the authority—put them in the position of the ‘knower.’”  Actively paying attention to the body signals and language of the tutor is at the heart of silent practice, playing into the notion that silent communication is still effective communication, and distinct from “not talking.”  


In addition, the oft-discussed techniques of constructing probing questions are essential to practices of silence.  “It’s putting the ball in their court,” says Pride, “to allow them the time to analyze.  Something good generally arises from the silence that follows a good question, and silence generally arises following a good question.”  In adhering to the conventions of minimal tutoring, the formation of effective, probing questions, at its core, effects the student into proactively taking control of the session, forcing them to grapple with issues in their paper and come up with answers.  The goals of the silence that follows are similar in their production and emphasis on collaboration.  Like any good conversation, the effective play of speaker and non-speaker, tutor and tutee, is of a collaborative nature. 


In the end, silent practices are infinitely more accessible than this construction of a theory allows it to be.  The majority of practical applications are natural extensions of accepted tutoring rubric, the philosophy in line with the minimalist method, and the end game similar.  Silent practices, as a means of attaining pure silence as a tutor, are a critical step, however, for the self-actualization of the tutor.  While the methods of determining tendencies toward talkativeness are helpful, to know why one practices silence in a concrete way makes the hard work of the tutor worthwhile.  In reality, like in sessions, the situation will be unique for tutors.  As the prescribed above philosophy examines, however, the explicit manufacture of roles and responsibilities in that unique, individual framework, as well as the techniques for applying those roles in session, are essentially for the production of better writers, not better papers.  The understanding of silent techniques and practices are essential for tutors to enable themselves to step back and allow the writers to fulfill their own responsibility, to acknowledge themselves as writers—to self-actualize.  Silent practices allow writers to become better writers and tutors to become better tutors.  
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