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F I R S T  P E R S O N

When we think of struggling writers, images of
children and young adults quickly come to mind.
This article focuses on a group of struggling writ-
ers rarely considered: doctoral students in educa-
tion programs. Although many people assume that
adults pursuing advanced degrees have exceptional
writing abilities, research (e.g., Noll & Fox, 2003)
has found that most graduate students, even the
highly capable writers, expressed negative attitudes
toward academic writing, using words such as
scary, confining, frustrating, taming, and painful to
characterize their writing experiences. What makes
academic writing so challenging, and what might
be done to help struggling graduate-level writers?
In this article, we explore answers to these critical
questions by drawing upon our own graduate
school experiences in the United States and high-
lighting academic writing mentorships as a pos-
sible strategy to support graduate students
struggling with academic writing.

Pat’s story
In the fall of 1976, I entered the doctoral pro-
gram at the University of Wisconsin–Madison.

My advisor, who was a tough taskmaster, re-
quired all of his graduate assistants to write two-
page papers. He would often say, “If you can’t
summarize it in two pages, then you obviously
don’t know what you are talking about.” I worked
very hard to get my thoughts into those two
pages. I felt vulnerable and uncomfortable and
hoped and prayed that my advisor would like at
least some of what I had written; he had never
shown us a format for writing the two-page pa-
pers and he didn’t provide examples of what he
considered to be “good” writing. I would always
hold my breath as my advisor critiqued what I
had written.

As a graduate student, I felt very lonely. I
would often say to myself or to my mother on the
telephone,

I feel like it is just me, Jesus, and my pencil. I don’t
have anyone to make visible the invisible. I don’t have
anyone to calm my feelings of insecurity. I don’t have
anyone who believes in me. I didn’t have any prob-
lems in undergraduate school or in my master’s pro-
gram. What’s wrong? Am I not good enough to make
it in this environment?
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I couldn’t figure out what was wrong with
me; I had been considered a good writer through-
out my schooling, yet it was obvious to my advi-
sor and to me that I was not “getting it.” At that
time, I didn’t realize that academic writing was
different than the summarizing I had done in
other programs, and no one told me that I need-
ed to be more analytical and reflective in order to
be a good writer in graduate school. So I took my
advisor’s criticisms personally.

Thinking back to those difficult times, I re-
alize that my advisor did not have much experi-
ence working with African American graduate
students. He was from Appleton, Wisconsin, and
I would venture to say that he had not encoun-
tered many people of color. As a graduate stu-
dent, I spent a great deal of time analyzing my
advisor’s interactions with me. Initially, I
thought that he did not like me because I was
African American. But then I told myself that he
knew I was African American before I was ac-
cepted into the doctoral program. So, I decided
not to focus on race or gender issues but rather
to focus on improving my research and writing
skills.

I quickly recognized that my advisor had
written more than 150 articles and 10 books. I
came to understand that he was not going to al-
low his name to be associated with mediocrity. I
tried to put myself in his place, and I thought
about how I would feel if I were a well-known re-
searcher and had a doctoral student whose re-
search and writing skills needed improvement. In
the end, I went to the writing lab, and it was
there that I learned about academic writing and
how I needed to be more analytical. When I
came to my advisor with the next round of two-
page papers, he said, “Oh, you finally got it!” I
was relieved.

Although I eventually did well on my two-
page papers, I never felt completely validated as a
writer by my advisor. I was a graduate assistant
who collected data and spent many long hours in
the library researching a variety of topics. But de-

spite all the time I spent working on projects, I

was never invited to coauthor an article or book

chapter. When I graduated, I wanted to find a

position at a major research university, but I real-

ized that I needed more time to “learn the ropes”

of academic writing. I promised myself that

when I worked with graduate students, I would

explain to them that academic writing is not

easy. It is a skill that takes time and patience to

develop, and I would try to help them under-

stand what it involves. I would provide examples,

as well as resources, so that their writing experi-

ences would not be so painful. I would work

hard to mentor my graduate students in a differ-

ent way; rather than making them feel doubtful

and fearful, I would develop a caring and sup-

portive relationship with them.

Jennifer’s story
I came to Michigan State University, East

Lansing, in 1997, excited to be embarking upon

an incredible educational experience. As a new

graduate student in the educational psychology

program, I was confident and loved to write.

Writing, in fact, had become my primary mode

of self-expression because I was painfully shy and

hated speaking in class. As I perused the syllabi

for my fall courses, I was pleased to see that we

would be doing a significant amount of writing,

primarily in the form of weekly response jour-

nals and research papers. And I thought that

writing would be an excellent outlet for some of

the educational perspectives that I had developed

from my experiences growing up as an African

American child in a low-income neighborhood

in Philadelphia.

After several weeks, I noticed a perplexing

phenomenon occurring in several of my educa-

tional psychology courses. When I cited the the-

ories and concepts of well-respected scholars in

my journal responses, my grades were excellent.

But when I critiqued our readings on the basis

of my personal experiences, my journal grades 
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were significantly lower. One assignment partic-

ularly stands out in my mind: We were asked to

write a response paper discussing the progress

that had been made within the field of educa-

tional psychology. In my paper I challenged that

notion, arguing that educational psychology

had not significantly affected the educational

experiences and learning environments for

African American and other students from cul-

turally diverse backgrounds, particularly those

living in urban areas. I received a low grade on

the paper, with the words “WE have made

progress” written in large, red letters. I was

stunned and didn’t know what to do. I wanted

to talk to someone, but I didn’t want to make an

issue of the matter because this instructor was a

prominent figure in the educational psychology

program.

Ultimately, I decided to write papers that

reflected the perspectives of my professors or

other mainstream scholars, and it was no sur-

prise that I received A’s on them. But my voice

was dying in the process. Writing became a lone-

ly and isolating experience because I was so dis-

connected from my own thoughts, feelings, and

opinions. I felt like such a sham. My writing de-

valued the truths that I knew through my expe-

riences as an urban African American student

and educator. Worse yet, I became extremely

cautious, watching everything that I wrote—

even during informal online discussions—for

fear that I would write something that chal-

lenged my instructors or my peers. Even though

I read research conducted by scholars of color

that challenged mainstream ideas about school-

ing and literacy, I was afraid to incorporate these

ideas into my course papers. I began to hate my

writing, but I continued to write in this con-

trived voice because I thought it was the only

way I would do well in the doctoral program.

During that first year, it was so important for me

to be a successful graduate student that it nearly

cost me my life as a writer.

Our story: Transforming the
experience of academic
writing through mentorship
Our individual stories depict the experience of
academic writing as a lonely, isolating, endeavor—
one aptly characterized by Pat when she said,
“I feel like it is just me, Jesus, and my pencil.”
Fortunately, we had the opportunity to “rewrite”
our stories of academic writing when we began
working together at Michigan State University in
1998. Jennifer, then a second-year doctoral stu-
dent, was searching for a mentor who might help
her to reclaim her voice as an African American
writer and to forge a scholarly identity that
would highlight her distinctive perspectives. Pat
was interested in mentoring new graduate stu-
dents of color and supporting their development
as literacy researchers and writers. When Pat in-
vited Jennifer to work as a graduate research as-
sistant on her school literacy project, funded by
the Center for the Improvement of Early Reading
Achievement (CIERA), this seemed to be the
perfect time to “make a fresh start” (Graves,
1994, p. 1) as academic writers. Bravely, Pat took
the initiative to encourage Jennifer to be an ac-
tive researcher and collaborative writer in the
study, and Jennifer accepted, uncertain about her
writing abilities but eager to learn. The journey
toward developing a productive academic writ-
ing mentorship had begun.

Building a mentoring relationship
upon academic writing 
Like all good teaching–learning endeavors,
academic writing mentorships are built upon 
a relationship of mutual trust and respect.
Developing this type of relationship requires
strong commitment, because, as Hansen (2001)
observed, “it takes time to write, to talk, and to
listen” (p. 48). The time we spent talking and lis-
tening as we shared our own academic writing
proved to be the most important factor in the
building of our mentoring relationship. One of
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the first pieces we shared with each other high-
lights educational issues that we personally care
about: Pat brought in a grant that she was writ-
ing on at-risk and Head Start children, and
Jennifer brought in a literature review on litera-
cy motivation and African American students
that she had written as a course assignment.
After reading each other’s work, we spent time
discussing our responses, raising questions, and
offering suggestions. Through this experience of
sharing academic writing, we considered several
questions that are extremely important for de-
veloping writing mentorships: Do we care about
some of the same issues? Are our writing styles
similar or at least complementary? Do I respect
this person as a writer? How does this person re-
act to constructive criticism? Will this person be
honest enough to provide useful feedback for
my writing? Is this the type of person with
whom I can take risks as a writer? We believe
that it is imperative to think about and respond
to these questions before entering into an aca-
demic writing mentorship, and sharing academ-
ic writing is an excellent way to assess whether a
writing mentorship has potential.

As we grew more comfortable sharing our
individual work, we also began writing together.
Initially, we worked on relatively short texts relat-
ed to Pat’s CIERA project. Then gradually we
moved to larger writing projects. To facilitate this
more intensive writing, we decided to work at
Pat’s house rather than in her office on campus.
This change in physical location was beneficial
for our writing mentorship in several important
ways. First, the writing process seemed less for-
mal at Pat’s house. Being relaxed, we were able to
brainstorm, think and write aloud, and revise
and edit drafts more effectively. Second, because
we believed in “working until the job is done,” we
often worked late into the night, and Pat’s house
provided a safe and secure place where we could
complete our writing projects. Finally, writing at
Pat’s house facilitated the growth of our mentor-
ing relationship through the sharing of good
food and laughter. Whenever we worked, Pat was
always willing to cook up Southern specialties

like fried catfish, greens, and cornbread; Jennifer
would bring a salad to complete the meal, and we
would spend time just eating, relaxing, and talk-
ing. Those times when we could unwind after a
long writing session were invaluable; they en-
abled us to get to know each other on a more
personal level, which in turn strengthened our
writing mentorship.

Providing access to the conventions
and discourses of academic writing 
Street (2005) contended that “novice writers re-
quire the assistance of experienced guides as they
enter the academic writing community” (p. 639).
Mentorships provide invaluable contexts for ex-
perienced academic writers to “make visible” for
novice writers the invisible discursive practices
(e.g., conventions, rhetorical devices) valued
within scholarly communities. We exemplify this
point with a brief example from our work on an
article for The Reading Teacher (Danridge,
Edwards, & Pleasants, 2000). As first author,
Jennifer was responsible for writing the intro-
duction and literature review, so she gathered the
relevant literature and wrote her sections. After
reviewing Jennifer’s text, Pat initiated a conversa-
tion about “audience” and its meaning for aca-
demic writing. We looked at several articles in
The Reading Teacher, noting the tone and the
style of the authors’ writing. We talked about
how the articles had a certain “feel” to them be-
cause they were written with practitioners in
mind, and it quickly became obvious to Jennifer
that the serious, formal tone that she had taken
within her text would not be appropriate for The
Reading Teacher. Conversations such as these
were clearly important for Jennifer, because as a
novice in the academic community she needed
Pat to scaffold her learning of discursive knowl-
edge and practices. These rich discussions also
strengthened our collaborative writing because
they provided multiple opportunities to examine
the structure and style of published academic
writing within various genres (e.g., conceptual
papers, research reports, book chapters) and to
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consider the organizational and rhetorical de-
vices that academic writers use to construct 
arguments, report research, and position them-
selves within scholarly texts.

Honoring personal voices and
interests within the writing
mentorship
As African American literacy educators, we are
both strongly committed to promoting effective
and equitable literacy education for students of
color, particularly those from African American
backgrounds. This common interest is an impor-
tant theme woven into the fabric of our collabo-
rative academic writing mentorship. Yet we try
not to view our collaborative work as a represen-
tation of a singular African American perspective
because we recognize that we have had different
life experiences that profoundly shape our voices
as academic writers. Pat, for example, is interest-
ed in how schools, families, and communities
can create productive partnerships in an effort to
promote children’s literacy development. Her
ideas for partnerships are based upon education-
al experiences in a Southern, all-black elemen-
tary school in which her mother was active in the
parent–teacher association and her teachers were
visible and active members of her community.
Jennifer’s interest in elementary teachers who are
effective with African American literacy learners
emanates from powerful memories of teachers
who viewed her as a capable reader rather than
an “at-risk” urban student. When we come to-
gether to write, we honor these differences in or-
der to remain true to who we are and to our life
experiences. As a consequence, we consciously
strive to craft our pieces in ways that enable us to
write collaboratively on issues we care about
while maintaining the authenticity and distinc-
tiveness of our individual identities and work
(see Edwards & Danridge, 2001).

An equally important aspect of honoring
individual voices is explicitly addressing the
“hidden” issues of power embedded within aca-

demic writing relationships. We believe it critical
to deal with power issues “up front” because aca-
demic writing mentoring relationships are ex-
tremely fragile, and they can wither and die if
one writer feels unfairly treated or slighted.
When writers within the mentorship do not con-
sciously attend to issues of power, mentors and
mentees can feel taken advantage of, unappreci-
ated, or devalued. Thus, we believe an ounce of
prevention is worth more than a pound of cure.
Before we begin a writing project, we discuss au-
thorship and explicitly define the duties and re-
sponsibilities that each authorial role entails. Of
course there is some flexibility built into this dis-
cussion, but that initial conversation gives us a
clear sense of direction and purpose when we
write. In writing this article, for example, we ne-
gotiated authorship on the basis of our interest
in the topic. Jennifer was very interested in writ-
ing about her mentoring experiences with Pat, so
she took the lead in conceptualizing the piece,
reading relevant literature, and drafting the in-
troduction and conclusion as first author. As sec-
ond author, Pat participated in brainstorming
conversations, wrote her personal story, and edit-
ed several drafts of the piece. We have found
these candid, open discussions about authorship
to be extremely useful, and they are the reason
our collaborative writing experiences have been
rewarding and empowering for both of us.

Final thoughts
It’s been seven years since we first began writing
together, but we still consider our academic writ-
ing mentorship to be a “work in progress.” Some
of the structures and components of our mentor-
ing relationship have changed now that Jennifer
has graduated and works at a research university
on the east coast of the United States. We have less
time to write together due to increasing demands
on our time, and we are more likely to engage in
the collaborative writing process via e-mail than at
Pat’s dining room table. Nevertheless, the essence
of our mentoring relationship—the trust, the re-
spect, and the admiration that we have for each
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other as writers and as African American literacy
scholars—remains unchanged. In many ways,
Jennifer still views Pat as an academic writing
mentor, and Pat continues to support Jennifer by
publishing with her, inviting her to participate in
important writing opportunities, and conversing
with her about literacy research and scholarly
writing. We feel very fortunate because our men-
toring relationship has transformed our percep-
tions of and experiences with academic writing;
although writing for publication is still difficult
and extremely frustrating at times, each of us
finds reassurance in knowing that academic writ-
ing is more than “me, Jesus, and my pencil.”

Our hope is that our story will inspire expe-
rienced academic writers (i.e., established literacy
scholars) to (re)consider their own ways of work-
ing with graduate students. We sense that many lit-
eracy scholars want to reach out and support these
novice academic writers, but they simply don’t
know how. Some experienced academic writers did
not have positive mentoring relationships with
their own advisors or with other faculty in gradu-
ate school, and thus they are not quite sure what to
do or where to begin. Others may want to improve
upon the mentoring they received as graduate stu-
dents, but it may be difficult for them to envision
new possibilities, especially because so little re-
search has been conducted on mentoring experi-
ences in literacy teacher education (Alvermann &
Hruby, 2000). Despite these challenges, we believe
that experienced literacy scholars can make a dif-
ference in the education of graduate students by
being supportive and positive academic writing
mentors.

We end this article by offering two sugges-
tions for scholars interested in developing academ-
ic writing mentorships with graduate students.
Because we do not believe that academic writing
mentorships can develop from a one-size-fits-all
approach, we discuss two ideas that honor the
complexity of establishing academic writing men-
torships rather than outline a series of specific
steps. First, experienced academic writers should
take time to learn about graduate students’ percep-

tions of and experiences with academic writing.
This awareness is critical for experienced academic
writers, because “by listening closely to graduate
students’ perceptions of academic writing, we may
be able to examine more fully our own assump-
tions and responsibilities as professors and men-
tors” (Noll & Fox, 2003, p. 342). When we listen to
graduate students’ writing stories, we gain invalu-
able insight on the kinds of help and support that
novice writers need to become members of the ac-
ademic community.

Second, experienced academic writers can
build academic writing mentorships by taking
small steps. Experienced literacy scholars are so
busy that they often think they have “too much on
their plates” to develop academic writing mentor-
ships with graduate students. But we believe that
less is more when it comes to developing these
mentorships. Just as Pat hired Jennifer on her
CIERA project, experienced literacy writers can of-
fer doctoral students the opportunity to become
collaborative researchers and writers on a current
research project. Experienced academic writers
should also remember that they can support grad-
uate students in their graduate-level literacy cours-
es by examining texts with students (e.g., working
through an analysis of the rhetoric in a literature
review) and explicitly discussing discursive con-
ventions and practices valued by the academic
writing community (Noll & Fox, 2003). We hope
that other experienced academic writers will join
us in taking these small, but extremely important
steps toward transforming academic writing expe-
riences for future generations of literacy scholars.
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