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Welcome to the Writing Fellows Program 
 

Thank you for enrolling to be a mentoring professor in the Undergraduate Writing Fellows Program, 
part of The Writing Center Program. This is a unique teaching and learning program dedicated to 
improving the quality of writing instruction across the disciplines as well as the overall quality and 
culture of academic writing in the School of Sciences and Humanities. We appreciate your support, and 
we look forward to working with you. 

This handbook contains the philosophy of our program and explains how you will most effectively be 
able to include Writing Fellow support into your course. You’ll find our principles and goals, an 
explanation of how our program works, answers to frequently asked questions, and some samples of 
syllabi and other course material that will allow for you to easily incorporate and introduce Writing 
Fellows to your students. There is also the Checklist, p. 11 to help you through course planning before 
and during the term.  

If you have any questions, please feel free to contact the program administrator. Your perspective is 
important to us; as you work with Writing Fellows first hand, we rely on your feedback to see how 
Fellows are doing and what they can learn to do better. 

 

Program Administration 
 
Karie Pieczynski Ti Wu 
Director, Writing Center Program Writing Fellows Lead 
Office: 6.220 Office: 6.317 
Extension: 4733 Extension: 4753 
Email: karie.pieczynski@nu.edu.kz Email: ti.wu@nu.edu.kz 
Contact for: general inquiries related to the 
Writing Center Program 

Contact for: general inquiries related to the 
Writing Fellows Program 
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Program Philosophy  
 
The Writing Fellows Program is modeled after the program at our partner university, the University of 
Wisconsin-Madison, who in turn were inspired by the program at Brown University. This program 
trains talented undergraduates to serve as peer tutors, called Writing Fellows, in writing-intensive 
classes across the School of Sciences and Humanities. Two central principles guide the program: 

● All writers, no matter how accomplished, can improve their writing by sharing work-in-progress 
and making revisions based on constructive criticism; 

● Collaboration among student peers is an effective mode of learning that ensures participation 
from both the writing tutor and the writer him/herself. 

Writing Fellows follow the practices of the Writing Center, where students learn to become better 
writers, not just produce better assignments. They uphold the philosophy of cultivating independence 
and autonomy by helping their peers understand that the thinking process is the driving force behind 
writing clearly. They seek to show their peers how to develop, deepen, and hone their thoughts so as to 
through the process of writing.  

And so, collaborative learning is crucial to this process. Because while Fellows are accomplished, 
self-aware writers, and attentive readers, they are not specialists in the disciplines in which they tutor. 
They are trained to offer sound guidance and concrete advice on any writing-related issues, and by 
serving as sounding boards, peers can work through their ideas for themselves and discover the most 
compelling way to present them. Since Fellows do not offer instruction in course content, they must thus 
rely on working with you, the mentoring faculty, as well as the students they are tutoring. As much as 
you will depend on Fellows for their reading and writing expertise, they will depend on you to be clear 
with expectations and guidelines, and on their peers to be forthcoming and honest in their learning.  

It is through this collaboration that we are able to form a community of learning, a community where we 
all have a hand in changing the way we perceive writing in the school and in raising our standards of 
quality academic writing. By placing undergraduates in leadership roles and allowing them 
opportunities for intellectual exchange, the Writing Fellows Program helps students fulfill their NU 
Graduate Attributes. And by supporting Writing Fellows in their development as teacher-scholars, you, 
the mentoring faculty, will help empower our students and help them become comfortable in their roles 
of mentorship and leadership. 
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Who the Writing Fellows Are 
 

The Writing Fellows are talented, motivated, enthusiastic, and thoughtful undergraduate writers from 
majors across the School of Sciences and Humanities. All Fellows have ample experience writing in their 
majors and in other disciplines and have spent a full semester receiving thorough training in writing 
pedagogy and peer tutoring. Together, they form a community of gifted teacher-scholars dedicated to 
sharing their excitement and expertise with their peers. 

During their training, Writing Fellows take WCS 390, Composition and Collaboration in Theory and 
Practice, a 6 ECTS course, where they explore how writers write, how they learn to write, and how to 
help writers revise their work. Fellows read recent work on writing pedagogy and practice commenting 
on student drafts, draft proposals for advancing research and improvements for writing at Nazarbayev 
University, and reflect on their own experiences as writers, tutors, and leaders. The seminar also 
provides support and a sense of community as new Fellows begin the task of reading and responding 
critically and constructively to student writing, and not to mention leading and mentoring their peers 
through the thinking and writing process.  

 

What Writing Fellows Do 
 
Each Writing Fellow supports 10-12 students per term to revise two papers. All students in your course 
(not just writers who appear to need extra help) are required to submit drafts to their Fellow. The Fellow 
reads each draft carefully, making copious marginal comments and writing extensive endnotes before 
returning the drafts to students for review. The Fellow then meets with each student individually to 
discuss the feedback. They take questions and make suggestions; they praise what works and explain 
what doesn’t work in order to help the student have a strategic plan for revision. Because drafts are 
turned in to the Writing Fellows before the final papers are submitted for a grade, faculty can be assured 
that all papers will have been started early and revised at least once. Ideally, having students go through 
this process of drafting and revising their papers with a Fellow enables faculty to concentrate on 
discipline-specific issues of content and method when grading student papers. 

Because Fellows are peer mentors, not graders, they serve as facilitators rather than judges for the writers 
in your class. Building on the special trust that peers can share, they are in a unique position to advise, 
encourage, and challenge students on the emotional values that students may place on their own 
writing. By discussing writing with their peers, Fellows seek to de-mystify the conventions of academic 
writing and help students make informed decisions when revising their work. Fellows also serve as role 
models for their peers, by demonstrating their own commitment to collaboration, critical thinking, and 
writing. 
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Some Things Fellows Don’t Do  
 
The Writing Fellow’s role may seem ambiguous, but here are roles that Writing Fellows do not play. 

● Fellows address writing issues, not issues pertaining to course content. 
Because Fellows are not specialists in your discipline, even if they may be majors, they are not 
enrolled as students in your course, and are thus not in a position to evaluate the course-specific 
content of papers. They focus their comments on writing concerns, e.g. How well does this draft 
fulfill the requirements of the assignment? How clear is the thesis? How logically is this essay organized? 
Please remind your students that while Fellows will more than likely be interested in discussing 
course content, they are doing so as curious individuals, not as experts in the field. They will 
keep in mind the goals you have set for the assignment as well as what they have learned in their 
seminar on writing pedagogy, but you alone are responsible for assessing a paper’s content. 

● Fellows are not copyeditors. 
The Fellows’ goal is to help their peers become writers, not to “fix'' their prose or style for them. 
They do not copy edit their peers’ papers, since having his/her sentence-level errors corrected for 
him/her does not lead to the student’s ability to avoid errors on his/her own. It also does not help 
a student cultivate student autonomy and independence in the critical thinking process. While 
the Fellows may point out persistent patterns of grammatical errors and explain how to avoid 
them, they are not proofreaders. Their primary concern is with the structure of the essay itself. 

 

What the Writing Fellows Need From You 
 
The Writing Fellows are bright, resourceful, and active learners, but they are still teachers in training. 
They will need your guidance, support, and consideration, which you can provide as follows. 

● Be sure your students understand that the Writing Fellows are an integral part of your course. 
The more clearly your students understand what Fellows do, how valuable you hold their 
contributions, and how crucial working with them is to their success, the more seriously they’ll 
work with their Fellows. Please stress the importance of Fellows in your syllabus, on the first day, 
and when talking about assignments. (See Introducing the Program to Your Students, p. 8, for more.) 

● Keep the lines of communication open and active. 
From time to time, please check in with the Fellows as they may have questions, concerns, and 
needs for advice. Please respond promptly to their emails and be available to meet. Should you 
need to modify your calendar of assignments or to make adjustments that will affect your 
Fellows’ schedules, please consult with them as soon as possible. (See Late Papers, p. 10, for more.)  

● Establish clear policies and stick to them. 
For the cycle of drafts, conferences, and revisions to work, we need clear policies on late drafts, 
extensions, and attendance at conferences. Please establish these with your Fellows at your first 
meeting, make sure that your students know what the policies are, and hold to them through the 

term. (See Meeting With Your Fellows, p. 8, for more.)  
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How the Writing Fellows Program Works 
 

Each Writing Fellow supports 10-12 students per term to revise two papers. You will be assigned enough 
Writing Fellows for all the students in your course. Each student will turn in drafts of two papers to 
his/her Fellow. These drafts should be scheduled to come into the Fellows between 12-14 days before the 
final draft is due. The Fellow will return drafts with comments within a week and hold conferences the 
following week, leaving ample time for the students to make revisions before turning in the final draft 
(along with the first draft and the Fellows comments) for a grade. 

To ensure that the process works smoothly, please see the Checklist, p. 11, for more.  

 

Assignment of Writing Fellows 
 
Writing Fellows are assigned to courses a week or two before the start of the semester. We take into 
account the Fellows’ preferences and their individual academic background and interests. We also take 
into account faculty preferences when expressed, so if there is a particular Fellow with whom you would 
like to work, please let us know. We will provide you with the names of your Fellows at the orientation 
meeting that we schedule during the first week of classes.  
 

Orientation and Check-In Meetings 
 
In addition to being available for individual consultation throughout the semester, the program 
administrators will hold two important group meetings for all faculty currently using Writing Fellows in 
their courses: an orientation meeting during the first week of classes, and a mid-semester check-in 
meeting around the seventh or eighth week of the semester. There are also two end-of-term meetings: a 
research colloquium whereby the current cohort of Writing Fellows can present research they’ve done 
during the course of the semester and a closing meeting to thank current Fellows and to welcome a new 
cohort of Fellows.  

Please plan to attend these meetings even if you’re not new to the program. They’re brief and informal, 
and they’re an important opportunity for faculty to talk together about how to work effectively with the 
Fellows. They provide a chance for new faculty to ask questions and to learn from those who have 
already worked with Writing Fellows. The meetings are also a valuable source of feedback for the 
program administrators as we continue to sustainably develop and expand the program. 
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Introducing the Program to Your Students 
 
The way you introduce the program to your students on the first day of class will influence your 
students’ responses to your Fellows. This will be the first time that most of your students work with 
Writing Fellows; some may see it as extra work rather than as a special opportunity to improve their 
writing. You should explain to your students why you chose to work with Writing Fellows: let them 
know that you see revision as a crucial part of all writing, that you believe in the value of collaborative 
learning, and that you support the work that the Fellows are doing. Please also explain to your students 
that Fellows are not TAs; they do not help with course content or grade papers, but they are 
knowledgeable about writing and writing strategies. 

Saying these things once is not enough. Reinforcing them regularly – when discussing paper 
assignments, for example – will set a positive tone and enable the Fellows to work more effectively with 
your students.  

It is also important that you mention the Fellows on your syllabus. Explain who they are and what they 
will do for the class. Here, too, emphasize the importance of revision in class and in academic writing. 

 

Meeting with Your Writing Fellows 
 
Please meet with your Writing Fellows several times during the semester. Here is a suggested schedule: 

● A meeting in the first week of class, to get to know your Fellows, to explain your course and 
writing assignments, schedule a time for Fellows to introduce themselves to your class, set 
policies, and to divide up the class if you have more than one Fellow. One of your Fellows will 
get in touch with you during the first week of class to schedule this meeting. 

● A 5- to 10-minute visit to your class by your Fellows during the first two weeks of class, so that 
they can introduce themselves to your students, explain their roles, administer a needs analysis, 
and answer any questions your students may have. 

● A meeting before each paper cycle, to clarify goals and expectations for the assignment. What do 
you want Fellows to concentrate on when commenting on drafts and meet with students? What 
sorts of problems do you expect students to have? What are your pet peeves in writing?  

● A check-in meeting while Fellows are commenting, to consult about their comments, offer 
guidance, and clear up misconceptions or confusion before Fellows begin holding conferences 
with students. This meeting is especially important during the first round of papers, when the 
Fellows are still learning about your expectations and priorities. The Fellows will ask you to 
review their comments on a draft or two so you can examine and guide their responses. 

● A meeting after you’ve graded the papers, to point out what your Fellows have done well and 
where they can improve. 
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Writing Assignments 
 
Please observe the following guidelines with respect to assignments: 

● Please do not ask Writing Fellows to comment on ungraded or informal papers. 
These assignments are usually not revised and thus ill-suited for the drafting process that 
constitutes the core of the Writing Fellows Program.  

● Write out all assignment instructions. 
Let Writing Fellows know your expectations, issues that may arise, your grading procedures, and 
organizational strategies. Fellows, as well as students, often find it difficult to interpret 
open-ended expectations. (See Sample Assignments, p. 15, for examples.) 

● Include Fellow Due Date and Final Due Date on your syllabus and assignment instructions. 
● Make clear that turning in drafts, attending conferences, and revising are mandatory. 

Remind students that working with Writing Fellows can improve the papers of those who are 
already strong writers as well as those who are struggling. Emphasize to students that the 
Writing Fellows should receive complete drafts of papers, not outlines or rough drafts. 

● Have students hand their papers to you rather than to the Fellows. 
Before passing drafts to the Fellows, skim through the first page to ensure that the students have 
taken the draft assignment seriously and to identify students who may need extra help. This way, 
the professor, and not the Fellow (who has far less authority), can enforce the requirement. 

● Remind students that only you, not their Fellow, can grant an extension on a paper due date. 

 

Collecting and Returning Papers 
 
Please keep to the following schedule for effective management of collecting and returning papers. 

● Meet with Fellows before first drafts are due.  
You will have an opportunity to clarify goals and expectations for the assignment. 

● Students submit first drafts at least 12-14 days before the final deadline.  
Fellows need at least a week to write their comments and a week to hold conferences and give 
students time for revision. Drafts should be handed in to the professor rather than directly to 
Fellows. Fellows pick up papers from the faculty member – either physically or digitally. 

● Fellows return the papers ONE week after they receive them.  
You and your Fellows can negotiate how this happens. Usually Fellows will return papers to 
class, but they may digitally return them. Please check in with your Fellows as they are 
commenting on drafts, to give them a chance to ask questions or seek additional guidance. 

● Fellows hold conferences with students the week they return the drafts.  
You and your Fellows can negotiate how this happens. Typically, students sign up for 
conferences on the same day drafts are returned. 

● Students submit their final drafts. 
Students should turn in the final draft of the paper, along with the first draft and their Fellows’ 
comments, directly to you on the due date. 
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Late Papers 
 
Please make your late paper policy clear to the Fellows and the students. Fellows do not have the 
authority to grant extensions. If, as we recommend, papers are always submitted to the course instructor, 
students will not be tempted to contact a Fellow to plead for extra time.  

Before you decide whether to grant an extension for a late paper, please consult with your Fellow to 
ensure that he/she will have sufficient time to comment on the work. Students handing in late papers 
must make arrangements to meet with their Fellow for a conference. It is helpful to establish a clear 
cut-off date for extensions, so that the Fellows will be able to plan their own work schedules. 

 

Evaluation of Papers 
 
You will need to receive both versions of each student’s paper – the first draft with the Fellow’s 
comments and the final version. You may wish to consult the first version in order to determine how the 
paper developed. You can see the kinds of comments that the Fellow made and the student’s response to 
them. We suggest that you skim the Fellow’s final comments before evaluating the final version of the 
student’s paper. 

Consider requiring that students turn in a cover letter along with the revised version of the paper. A 
cover letter outlines what changes the student has made to the paper and explains how he/she has 
responded to the Fellow’s comments. (See Sample Cover Sheet, p. 17, for an example.) 

In your final comments to students, reinforce what Fellows have written on drafts and encourage 
students to continue to attend to their suggestions. 

 

Evaluation of the Program 
 
In addition to the informal evaluation you will have with your Fellow, we ask that you have your 
students complete a short evaluation of the Fellow and the program that we will provide. These 
evaluations are very important to us, and we appreciate your help. Please ask the students to complete 
the evaluations in class. We will also ask you to fill out a short evaluation of your Fellows and of the 
program. All feedback is important for the sustainable development and expansion of this program. 

 

Thanking Your Fellows  
 
We hope that you will consider doing something at the end of the semester to show your Fellows your 
appreciation for their work in your course. You can choose to take your Fellows out to lunch or coffee, or 
even schedule a brief meeting to praise and thank Fellows for their efforts. They work very hard for you, 
and even something as simple as a short personal note means a great deal to them.  
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Checklist 
 
☐ Please attend the orientation meeting we will schedule during the week that classes start. 

☐ In your syllabus, please include an explanation of the Writing Fellows Program and your Fellows’ 
names, as well as Fellow Due Dates and Final Due Dates for the two papers on which Fellows will work. 
Please make sure that these two papers, taken together are worth 35%-40% of the grade for the course. 

☐ Introduce the Writing Fellows Program to your students on the first day of class. Explain what the 
program is, how it works, and why it’s integral to your course.  

☐ Meet with your Fellows during the first week of class to settle upon procedures for:  

● collecting and returning papers,  
● students to sign up for conferences,  
● a late paper policy, and 
● a date during the first two weeks for your Fellows to introduce themselves to your class. 

☐ When discussing assignments with your students, please reinforce the importance of the revision 
process and remind them that submitting drafts, attending a conference with their Fellow, and revising 
the draft are mandatory. 

☐ For all assignments, please include Fellow Due date and Final Due Date in the assignment instructions. 

☐ When scheduling drafts, please keep to the following schedule: 

● Schedule the first draft to come due no sooner than two weeks before the final draft is due. 
● Meet with your Fellows to discuss the assignment and to norm his/her comments on drafts. 
● Allow the Fellows a week to comment upon and return drafts. 
● Allow the Fellows a second week to hold conferences. 

☐ Require that students turn in first drafts along with their final drafts. Consider requiring that students 
provide a cover letter along with the final draft stating how their Fellows’ feedback and consultation 
have helped them. There is a sample cover letter on p. 17. 

☐ After grading papers, please let your Fellows know what they did well and where they can improve. 

☐ Please attend the mid-semester check-in meeting with program administrators. 

☐ Near the end of the term, please distribute to your students the evaluation forms that the program 
administrators will provide, return the completed forms to the Writing Fellow coordinator. 

☐ Let us know if you plan to work with Fellows next semester, so that we can include your class on the 
preference form that the Fellows fill out shortly before the term ends. 

☐ Thank your Fellows at the end of the term. Sometimes, professors have given fellows a gift; other 
times, they have taken them out for coffee. However you’d like to do it, it’s more for the Fellows to know 
that their efforts were appreciated. 
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Frequently Asked Questions 
 
Do Writing Fellows really need a full week to comment on papers? 

Yes! Writing Fellows are trained to read papers closely and to leave extensive and detailed comments on 
student drafts. These comments include a lengthy summative end-note as well as marginal comments. 
The entire process of reading and commenting takes about 2-3 hours. After commenting, they send the 
students these comments and, in addition, meet with students for an hour-long consultation to address 
the comments and work on strategies to help these students improve their writing.  

 
Why didn’t my Writing Fellows edit my students’ papers? 

Research on writing shows that revision is most effective when it first addresses Higher Order Concerns 
(HOCs), or “global” concerns, before addressing any Lower Order Concerns (LOCs), or “local” concerns. 
Common HOCs include issues such as: Is the paper fulfilling the terms of the assignment? Does the 
paper follow a logical progression of thought? Is the paper well-organized? Does it make an argument 
through its thesis? Is there a student voice in the paper? Common LOCs include style, grammar, and 
spelling and punctuation.  

Once a student has addressed the HOCs of a draft, s/he can focus on LOCs that are persistently problematic 
or that interfere with readability. While both issues are important in writing effectively, Writing Fellows 
may not have time to address all the concerns in a given paper. You may let Fellows know what personal 
priorities are, but please understand that they are trained to prioritize HOCs.  

 
Is it okay to change a paper due date mid-semester? 

If at all possible, please do not change due dates for papers your students are working on with Writing 
Fellows. Fellows are all full-time students with many commitments. They carefully plan their schedule to 
allow adequate time to comment fully on student papers. If you must change a date, please check with 
the Fellows to make sure they are able to accommodate the changes. 

 
I have (more than) three Writing Fellows for my course; how should I manage the logistics of 
meetings with all of us?  

Perhaps the most effective way is to elect a lead Fellow to coordinate schedules and meetings for all.  

 
What should I do if a student submits a late paper?  

At the first meeting with your Fellow, establish your late paper policy, e.g. marking a student down a 
small percentage per day late. Your Fellow will make every effort to comment on a late paper, but 
his/her schedule may not allow it. Students should not be allowed to omit revision by submitting their 
papers late. 
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Appendices 
 

Sample Syllabus Explanations 
This is a sample explanation in a course syllabus of the Writing Fellows’ role and purpose in the course. 
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This is another sample syllabus explanation. Note the inclusion of the WF names and emails as well as 
clear definition of roles and expectations. 
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Sample Assignments 
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Sample Cover Sheet 
This is a sample cover sheet your students can include. Please feel free to use your own if you have one. 
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Sample Writing Fellow Comment 
 
This is an example of the type of commentary you and your students can expect from the Fellows.  
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