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And thus begins the 
fall semester of  the 

2013-14 school year!  
The Writing Center 
wishes you success in 
all your endeavors.

Sail Into a New Semester!

THE NEW AND THE NEWS 
OF THE WRITING CENTER: 

THE OTHER SIDE OF THE DESK
A current tutor speaks  about why she visits the 
Writing Center more now than she ever visited 
before she was hired, and why her tutoring 
experience has  only made her more eager to 
come as a client.  

Found on Page 2

VARIATIONS ON A THEME
Is  it true that every story can be summed up 
with one simple question?   One tutor thinks so..  
Hear what she has to say about the existence of 
a single, universal plot.  

Found on Page 3

FOUR WAYS PROFESSORS CAN HELP
A lot of questions can come up in a session.  
But one question comes up consistently, 
regardless of class, paper type,  or stage of the 
paper—what can professors do to help?

Found on Page 4

Come visit us!  
We’re located in the 
Learning Commons 
of  Murray Library.
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THE WRITING CENTER 

OF MESSIAH COLLEGE

Our home, Murray Library.
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This is  my third year as a faithful 
Writing Center client.   I am also an 
Honors Program student, an English 
major (with a writing concentration), a 
tutor, and the Writing Center’s 
newsletter editor.  During my freshman 
year of college, I visited the Writing 
Center approximately three times, got 
the help I needed, and I figured I didn’t 
need to come in anymore because “I 
did well on the essays I turned in.”  

Last year,  I visited the Writing 
Center over seven times—in the first 
semester.  My file of reported visits has 
grown to be at least an inch thick, if 
not larger. Actually, I might hold the 
record for the largest file of reported 
sessions.  That said, I never go to the 
same tutor, and while I haven’t had a 
session with everyone yet, I’m close.  

I have a great time in all of my 
sessions (radical, I know!), and 
ultimately,  I always leave with a better 
paper.  

All of these changes happened this 
past semester when I started working at 
the Writing Center.  I  feel that it 
doesn’t matter if you consider yourself 
a writer or not;  I think everyone can 
profit from a visit.  Now, before you all 

start questioning my sanity, let me tell 
you a few things I love about the 
Writing Center, and why I keep going 
in for sessions: 

For one thing, I have fantastic 
coworkers who are great at their job.  
Seriously.  They’re the best.  I  don’t 
stick to one person because every single 
one of them will be able to help me.  
Every person has a different tutoring 
style and perspective—I really enjoy 
the variety of opinions and help that I 
get from our different tutors.  It’s  also 
neat to get a range of the different 
tutoring styles.  Everyone has their own 
way of going about a session, and I 
work better with some people just 
because their style matches  my 
personality.  That’s  the fun part about 
tutor-hopping: I find the people who 
work best with me.  

I love that I don’t have to come in 
with a finished draft.  Actually, some of 
my favorite sessions (as  a tutor and as a 
client) are brainstorming sessions.  It’s 
great fun to just mull over my ideas 
with a tutor.  Not only does it help me 
figure out what I want to write about, 
but I often come out with a better plan 
for my paper.  

Although sessions with a written 
draft are helpful for working out kinks, 
it’s  great to talk it out beforehand so I 
don’t have as much trouble writing the 
darn thing.  I  like to follow this up with 
a session where I have a draft (or part 
of  one) to make sure I’m on track.  

Fourth, I  don’t just bring essays.  
I’ve found tutors that were thrilled 
when I brought in short fiction or 
poetry from various classes.  

As a tutor, I’ve looked at math 
papers (yes, they exist), nursing reports, 
short pieces for business or economics 
classes, and creative pieces. It’s 
fascinating to see the variety of 
academic writing,  and even if the 
content isn’t always familiar to me, we 
can still talk about how something is 
written or how points are presented.  
As both a tutor and a client,  I  really like 
bringing in work that’s not the typical 
essay and getting feedback on it. 

Honestly,  it’s  not about being a 
good or bad writer.  My writing is 
never going to be perfect—there is no 
perfect piece of writing, published or 
not.  (For instance, this article has been 
read and edited before publication!)  

Continued on Page 5

Binders with our session records. The contents of  my file.

Gretchen Rockwell is a junior 
English major. She hopes to 

write professionally and travel 
the world, starting with a 

semester in India.

The Other Side of  the Desk
by Gretchen Rockwell
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Ever wonder what the movies  V for 
Vendetta, The Princess Bride, and How to Train Your 
Dragon have in common?   Besides  being films 
that I have on my shelf, they all share 
something much deeper that most viewers 
don’t notice until they look for it—something 
that was  first presented to me at the end of 
another movie:  The Amazing Spider-Man.

In the final scene, Peter Parker is walking 
into his  English class—late, of course—and 
his teacher is  giving a lecture that goes 
something like this:  “You may have heard that 
there are only seven plots in all of literature. I 
disagree.  I believe that there is only one:  Who 
am  I?” At first, I applauded the scriptwriters 
for their clever metaphor describing Peter’s 
own struggle with identity, though the 
statement held little more weight than that.  
But several movies  later, I suddenly found 
myself  revisiting Peter Parker’s English lecture.

I examined the concept over and over. 
Surely there was no way that every different 
story —the good, the bad, and the bestseller—
could be boiled down to one overly simple 
three word question.

Could it?
Let me back up a bit to my ninth-grade 

English class, where I did indeed learn that 
there were seven different types of plots.  They 
were the following: Man vs.  Self;  Nature; 
Man;  Religion/God;  Society;  Industry/
Technology;  and the Supernatural.  The idea 
was that any  story  ever told could be filed into 
one—or many—of those categories.  As a 
freshman in high school, I accepted that this 
made sense, and I even learned to apply it. 

I never considered these to be “plots,” 
though.  Instead, I called them “conflicts.” To 
me, they lacked a certain element that made a 
plot a plot. It seemed to me like putting two 
men in a ring and waiting for them  to fight. 
The push—the driving force—was missing.

My definition of plot (rather than 
conflict) is  well-described by the book No 
Plot? No Problem! It defines plot as  “simply 
the movement of [the] characters through 
time and over the course of [the] book.” 
Or film. Or story of any kind. Plot carries 
much more weight than just a single 
conflict. Even a string of conflicts  cannot 
infect a story with plot.  No two normal, 
stable ring fighters would just start beating on 
each other without cause or motivation. They 
would need a decent provoking factor – one 
that would give them both sufficient reason to 
not only deliver blows but to also endure 
them. Who decides what’s  worth the risk? 
They do. Now we’re getting somewhere.

In order for a plot to function,  it must be 
prodded along by the characters themselves. 
Imagine A Tale of Two Cities with a Sydney 
Carton who hadn’t found it within himself to 
love Lucy Manette, or To Kill a Mockingbird 
with an Atticus Finch who was too apathetic 
to persevere in court.  In both cases, the plot 
would have died before it even began to pick 
up anything remotely comparable to speed.

The most believable characters  are those 
who go through life like it’s one massive game 
of dodgeball. In order to have a plot, the 
characters must be developed enough to be 
able to handle life as it flies  at them—even 
when thrown at a hundred miles an hour from 
the hand of  the burly guy across the court. 

Each decision that a character makes  (no 
matter how small)  is unique to their 
personality, morals, and mentality. No two 
characters will react in the same way to any 
bit of life that comes hurtling at them. 
Whether they know it or not,  every character 
asks  themselves, “Who am I?” with every 
choice they make. And, because plots  are 
comprised entirely of choices, this question 
lies at the center of  it all.      Continued on Page 5

Ali Mosley is a 
junior Biology 

major.  She plans to 
be a veterinarian.  
She also wants to 

write novels driven 
by strong characters 

and strong plots.  

Variations on a Theme: The Universal Plot
by Ali Mosley

Does every story boil down to one question?
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When I was a tutor at the Writing Center,  I saw papers of 
all different shapes and sizes, at all different stages  of the 
writing process. I spent some sessions helping students come 
up with ideas that interested them for an assignment, and 
some sessions helping to iron out the kinks in a nearly finished 
paper. Some papers  just needed a little organizational 
tweaking, while others needed a complete overhaul in topic. 
Regardless  of what each individual session entailed, one 
common sentiment echoed through almost all of them: “I 
don’t know if  this is what my prof  wants.” 

Whether it was a misunderstanding about the purpose of 
the assignment as a whole or confusion over specific criteria, 
students across the board voiced insecurities about whether 
their paper lived up to the requirements of the 
assignment.	 In writing, as in most pursuits, confidence is  often 
its own self-fulfilling prophecy;  the most successful essays are 
bold and self-assured about the points they make. 

While we try our best at 
the Writing Center to help 
each student hone his  or 
her writing to its fullest 
potential, there are quite a 
few things professors  can 
d o t o g i v e s t u d e n t s 
confidence in their ability 
to fulfill the criteria of any 
individual assignment. 
One: Give very clear, 
specific criteria for 

how the assignment 
will be evaluated. This 
might seem obvious, but 
keep in mind that this 
might go beyond outlining 
a simple points-based 
rubric. It can be confusing 
and overwhelming for a 
student to navigate the 
d i f f e r e n c e s  b e t w e e n 

persuasive and expository writing, or between a close reading 
and a summary of a text. By ensuring that students know the 
characteristics of a given type of essay and understand how to 
apply those characteristics  to the assignment at hand, 
professors immediately give them more confidence in their 
ability to complete the assignment.  
 Two: Approve essay topics before the essay is 
written. Many times I’ve had to say the words no tutor wants 
to say and no client wants to hear:  “You need to revise your 
topic—which probably means rewriting a significant chunk of 
your paper.” While most of these topic-revision sessions 
ultimately turn out to be productive, no one wants to lose the 
hard work they’ve already put into an assignment. While the 
Writing Center will certainly do all we can to help a student in 
this  situation, professors  can help curb this problem in the 
early stages of the writing process. Taking steps  to approve 
students’  essay topics such as  written proposals or one-on-one 
meetings, as  well as suggesting alternative directions when a 
topic does not meet the criteria, can help put a student on the 
right track toward a successful essay.  
 Three: Give ample examples. It’s in our nature to 
learn by imitation.  Showing students examples  of other essays 
related to the assignment (be they essays from  previous 
students or professionally written articles) not only gives 
students a clear picture of what professors are looking for in 
their papers;  it also helps them to answer their own questions 
about how to complete the assignment. Some the most 
productive tutoring sessions I’ve had were those in which I was 
able to help clients find solutions to their own problems. 
 And last, but not least: Encourage students to 
visit the Writing Center. Remind students  that they’re not 
alone! The tutors at the Writing Center are always there to 
answer any questions  and offer any assistance a student might 
need with his or her essay. Far from  being simply a brigade of 
Grammar Police out to fix “bad” papers, the Writing Center is 
a place where students  can come to develop and gain more 
confidence in their writing abilities whatever their major. Some 
of the best writers  on campus regularly visit the Writing 
Center to improve their writing even further.   Contd. Page 5

Taylor Driggers 
is now an alumni of  
Messiah College!  A 

former English major, 
he is currently pursuing 

a graduate degree in 
post-modern literature 

at the University of  
Edinburgh in Scotland.

Four Ways Professors Can Help
SUGGESTIONS FOR IMPROVING THE TUTORING EXPERIENCE

by Taylor Driggers
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VARIATIONS, CONTD. from page 3.
So does Peter Parker’s  English 

teacher actually have a point?  Yes.
While not every story is about 

blatant self-discovery, unavoidable self-
discovery will always occur. The 
character at the beginning would never 
have anticipated his  actions at the end, 
and the character at the end never 
would repeat his actions from the 
beginning. A lot can happen in a story: 
heroes  can become villains, villains  can 
become heroes, loves can be lost, 
found, and lost (again!), sacrifices can 
be made, deaths  can be avenged—and 
so much more.  A man can shift from 
rags to riches in the turn of a page. A 
disposable character can usurp the 
hero in a paragraph. Every character is 
acting upon his or her own perception 
of self, and that perception is 
challenged as he or she moves forward, 
just as it is in reality.

What if Bruce Wayne, after 
watching a thug murder his  parents 
right before his eyes,  ran away in panic 
and wound up on the streets?  Chances 
are, that choice made in a child’s 
rawest of moments would have 

prevented him from becoming 
Batman. Instead,  a very different plot 
would have ensued.

Suppose Romeo had paused for 
just a minute or so longer when he saw 
Juliet laid out as if dead. That choice 
would not only have saved his  life, but 
that of his  lady as well. If he had just 
stopped for a moment, he would have 
seen her eyes flutter open.

Characters learn something about 
themselves  with each decision. Every 
choice reveals something about the 
character as an individual, and no two 
characters will react in exactly the 
same way to every conflict. They will 
all grow and mature to take their 
places in the mosaic they set up 
gradually as the story progresses. It’s 
why we love heroes and hate villains, 
why we root fiercely for the underdog, 
and why there is  such a thing as  a 
“character arc,” and it’s why all good 
stories have at least one.

T h i s n o t i o n o f c h a r a c t e r 
development is something my high 
school concept of seven universal plots 
does  not mention.  Yes, these plots are 
as  exciting as ending battle scenes in 

films, but that is all they are: battles, 
explosions—fireworks  of shallow, 
visceral thrills that invariably leave 
viewers wanting more.  

Instead, the seven universal plots 
can all exist under the umbrella of one 
universal plot.   While the seven plots 
depict actions  and events, the single 
plot explains  how they came to pass by 
providing insight into the soul of the 
character and taking the audience 
along on his  or her journey.  The 
existence of the single plot does not 
nullify the existence of the seven, but 
provides a shifted focus  which brings 
the background to the foreground and 
provides a whole new outlook on a 
story.  

No, plot isn’t a string of events; 
rather, it is a string of choices.  At the 
root of these choices stands the 
simplest of questions: Who am I?  
What do I stand for?  How should I 
respond?  Why am I doing this?   Who 
am I?

The answers  to these questions, 
whether in reality or fiction, lay out the 
only  universal plot: one that never, ever 
gets old.     	 	 	     --- Ali Mosley

FOUR WAYS, CONTD.  from page 4.
	 As one of the many learning 
resources  that are available at Messiah 
College, we hope to work alongside  both 
students  and professors  as  another 
avenue of communication. While we 
help fellow students improve their writing 
skills in our tutoring sessions, professors 
can also follow these and other steps 
towards giving students confidence in 
their ability to apply those skills.  In this 
way, the Writing Center can work 
together with Messiah College professors 
to help members of our student body 
find, as  writers, the best voices for the 
occasion.    	 	 	 --- Taylor Driggers

OTHER SIDE, CONTD.  from page 2.
What’s really important is  the ability 

to express your thoughts clearly and well, 
using your own voice or the appropriate, 
scholarly one.  As I’ve continued coming 
to the Writing Center, I’ve found that my 
writing has improved and my voice has 
grown stronger as I continue to write.  
By consistently visiting tutors,  I’ve been 
able to apply their feedback while I’m 
drafting before I even come in for more 
advice about how to improve!

As clichéd as it sounds, a second 
pair of eyes never hurt anyone.  One of 
my problems is  that when I’m  done 
writing, I can’t read with any objectivity.  
I don’t always make everything clear to 

the reader—it makes sense in my head, 
so that’s all that matters, right?   No.  But 
when I  take it to a tutor, they can tell me 
what parts of my paper need rewriting 
or how I could organize information 
better or what is totally irrelevant.  

So at the end of the day,  here’s what 
keeps  me coming back to the Writing 
Center: good feedback from good 
people, a space to talk about my ideas 
and writing—a place where I can show 
someone my writing knowing it won’t be 
judged, where my tutor will try to make 
sure I’ve written the best thing I can 
write.  Although come to think of it, 
having that cup of tea didn’t hurt either.   
       -- Gretchen Rockwell
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Two “fun facts” for you: 
 Recently, I learned that 
September 19 is International 
“Talk Like a Pirate” Day.  I 
don’t know about you, but that 
makes  me want to pull out the 
peg leg and stuffed parrot I 
don’t actually own in order to 
walk around campus  going, 
“Arr, ye scurvy scum!” to 
random passerby.  

Maybe that’s  what makes 
me an English major—or tells 
me I  should have gone in for a 
degree in Theatre instead.  

Either way, September 
marks the start of a new 
semester—for some, the start 
of their first semester.   For the 
Writing Center, it marks  one of 
our busiest times as we get to 
see a lot of first year students 
coming in with assignments 
from FYS.  

I often find these 
sessions amusing as a tutor 
because after a bit,  I don’t 
really need to review the 
professor’s prompt for the 
essay because I’ve seen so 
many papers for that class.  
I sometimes see so many 
papers  come in for the 
same prompt that after a 
while, a student says their 
professor’s name and I can 
ask them if they’re here to 
review a specific paper.  

This isn’t to say that 
you shouldn’t bring your 
prompt.  Bring it.

Anyway, there you have 
it: two fun facts, one about 
the life of this  Writing 
Center tutor and one about 
life in general.    

You’re welcome.  Matey.
-- Gretchen Rockwell, 

Editor

Scribbles from the Editor
Featured Tutor: 

Mia LaTorre
Mia, one of our seniors, has 
been at the Writing Center 
since Spring 2013.  She’s  an 
English major with a writing 
concentration, and she will 
graduate in the fall. Here are 
some fun facts about her: 

WHAT IS YOUR FAVORITE PART 
OF WORKING AT THE WRITING 
CENTER?
It is terribly hard to choose a single thing.  If I had to pick, I 
really enjoy my fellow tutors—their integration and 
application of colorful English language, as well as their 
positive attitudes and demeanor about life.  That is a such an 
encouragement in subtle ways throughout the semester. 

WHERE IS YOUR FAVORITE PLACE TO WRITE?
I love writing in the library. If I am ever stumped on any 
particular scene,  it is  helpful to me to pause and watch the 
happenings  around me. Human behavior is  quite unique and 
can be inspiring.

WHAT BOOK YOU WOULD RECOMMEND TO EVERYBODY?  
I would recommend indulging in George R. R. Martin’s 
A Song of  Ice and Fire series.  

Tutoring Staff  of  the Fall 2013 Writing Center 
not pictured: Ali Mosley, Gretchen Rockwell, Dallas Saylor, Emily Price

HOURS: 

Monday: 10:00a - 12:00p,  
2:00 - 5:00, and 6:00 - 9:00

Tuesday: 10:30a - 12:00p, 
3:00 - 9:00

Wednesday: 10:00a - 12:00p,  
3:00 - 5:30, and 6:30 - 9:00

Thursday: 10:30a - 12:00p, 
4:00 - 9:00

Closed Friday - Sunday


