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Chapter 06: 
Online 
Realtime 
Appointments 
Online realtime appointments at the UCWbL allow us to 

collaborate with writers in real time using an internet-
based platform. Online realtime appointments are conduct-
ed synchronously via text-based chat and/or voice and/or 
video—whatever combination a writer requests. In online 
realtime appointments, peer writing tutors and writers col-

laborate in real time, using a shared work space. 

Online realtime appointments enable us to work with writ-
ers who are unable to meet face-to-face and/or who prefer 
online modes of interaction. Wolfe and Griffin (2012) found 
that “87% of student writers who participated in an online 

session either preferred the online environment" or found it 
no more or less preferable than face-to-face appointments 
(p. 81). Writers who preferred online synchronous appoint-
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ments did so because they liked both (a) the convenience of 

not having to be in a certain location (the Writing Center) 
and (b) the ability to ask questions about and make changes 
to their papers during the appointment. 

The options of text-based chat or voice and video within on-
line realtime appointments allow writers to decide which 

mode(s) of communication they prefer to use. Martinez and 
Olsen (2015) note that "…text-based synchronous conferenc-
ing offer[s] unique opportunities for students to use writing 
to talk about their writing" (p. 197), which will benefit some 
writers, particularly those who value having a text-based 

transcript of the appointment conversation to refer to after 
the appointment. They also point out that some writers "do 
not do well in text-based synchronous environments" and 
thus are better served by the kinds of communication that 
audio- and/or video-based conversation allows (p. 197). Giv-

en these differing realities and preferences, make sure to 
ask writers during agenda setting which aspects of an on-
line realtime appointment they would like to use. 

Attending to and practicing behaviors that invite and en-
courage respectful and productive communication helps you 

keep interpersonal collaboration at the core of your work 
with writers and helps you respond successfully to what is 
distinct about online realtime appointments. 
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F a c i l i t a t i n g  O n l i n e  
C o n v e r s a t i o n s :  V i d e o  &  
V o i c e  

Cultivate practices that will help you convey your desire to 

help and enable you to sustain a productive conversation. 

Be present, responsive, and listen actively. Smile, nod, 

and respond to what the writer is saying. 

Make sure you can see every part of the interface. 

Take time to arrange the windows on the screen so that you 
can see both the writer and the document window if you’re 
working with a draft. 

Frame yourself deliberately. Position yourself so that 

you can maintain eye contact with the writer when speak-
ing or listening. Be sure to avoid awkward angles or cutting 
off  part of your face. 
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F a c i l i t a t i n g  O n l i n e  
C o n v e r s a t i o n s :  T e x t - B a s e d  
C h a t  

As a peer writing tutor, 1 of your goals is to build and culti-

vate rapport—to help the writer to take risks and try new 
strategies. Your language and tone can make the difference 
between a clear and comfortable conversation and a mud-
dled one. Techniques such as using we/us, praise, providing 
accessible answers, giving personal examples, using humor, 

and communicating clearly, respectfully, and honestly can 
foster a comfortable environment for the peer writing tutor 
and writer.  

In a text-based chat with a writer, establish rapport and be 
genuine with the them. 

Model meta-conversation. Just as you do in other ap-

pointments, describe your role as a peer writing tutor and 
suggest strategies and methods you like to use and/or think 
would be helpful for them. Ask them about their writing 

process and how they like to receive feedback. 

Provide explicit conversation cues. When you need 

some time to think through a writer’s question or to prepare 
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a response, let the writer know that you’ll respond as soon 

as you can. 

Be thoughtful about your tone. The chat interface can 

affect the message a writer receives from your communica-
tion. For example, brevity can be misread as brusqueness. 

Be pleasant and considerate. 

Allow for “silence.” If the conversation lulls, let it happen 

for a few minutes. The writer may be doing work—scanning 
for a specific paragraph, searching for a resource online, or 

simply thinking something through. Asking questions like 
“Do you understand?” too quickly can distract the writer if 
they’re trying to respond to you (Rein, 2009). 
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A v o i d  A v o i d a n c e  
T e c h n i q u e s  i n  O n l i n e  
W r i t t e n  C o m m u n i c a t i o n  

Verbal avoidance techniques (like those listed in the first 

column of the following table (adapted from Raign [(2013])) 
can create a sense of distance and confusion. Instead, use 
those techniques listed in column 3, “What to do Instead.” 

Avoidance 

Technique
Example What to Do Instead

Exclusionary 
language

“It is an afactual state-
ment…” 

“This is the case with all 
multi-adjectival expres-
sions which function as a 
unit.”

Use less complicated language: “Because 
this statement isn’t true…” 

Avoid jargon: “These words are working 
together to describe the noun, so they 
should be hyphenated.”

Discourteous 
or abrupt 
communication

“It’s a HUGE problem.” 

“?”
Ask a question or say, “I’m not sure I 
understand.”

Unresponsive 
communication

“I have not given it a close 
read.” 

“That’s all I have.” 

“We’re out of time.”

Avoid language that shuts down the 
conversation. Use questions or offer 
alternatives to keep the discussion go-
ing. 

Condescending 
language

“There is no right answer 
to that question.” 

“Here is what we call a 
misplaced modifier.”

Avoid being too minimalist. Use ques-
tions to help the writer explore. 

Use “we” and “us” in ways that include 
the writer instead of excluding them.
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A p p o i n t m e n t  T i m e  
A l l o t m e n t  G u i d e l i n e s  

 
60-Minute 
Appointment

90-Minute 
Appointment

120-Minute 
Appointment

Building rapport 5 minutes 5 minutes 5 minutes

Setting the agenda 5 minutes 5 minutes 5 minutes

Confirming & working through 
the agenda

35 minutes 65 minutes 95 minutes

Discuss next steps 5 minutes 5 minutes 5 minutes

Writing the appointment letter 10 minutes 10 minutes 10 minutes
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P r e p a r i n g  f o r  O n l i n e  
R e a l t i m e  A p p o i n t m e n t s  

While you will prepare for an online realtime appointment 
in many of the same ways you would for other appointment 
modalities, there are certain unique considerations for on-
line realtime appointments. 

Find a quiet space to conduct the appointment. 

Unless the writer has explicitly requested a text-based chat-
only appointment, make sure you have headphones and a 
microphone. The UCWbL provides headsets for your use, 
located near each office’s laptop charging stations. 

Log into the online platform at the appointment start time, 
if not a few minutes prior to the start time (schedule per-
mitting).  

Test that the chat box and/or audio and video features are 
working. Review WCOnline’s interface and options so that 

you are prepared to inform the writer about how to navigate 
and use it. 

Pull up in your browser any online resources you may need 
for easy access during your appointment based on the 
writer’s request on the appointment form. 
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C o m p o n e n t s  o f  O n l i n e  
R e a l t i m e  A p p o i n t m e n t s  

Whether you are using text-based chat or video and voice to 
communicate with the writer, online realtime appointments 
include components similar to other modalities. 

Build rapport with the writer. Following the UCWbL’s 

core practice of building rapport, introduce yourself and ask 
the writer how they would like to communicate during the 
appointment. 

Set a friendly tone. Establishing a collaborative, coopera-

tive momentum will provide you a strong foundation as you 
move into the project and help you continue to cultivate 
rapport with the writer. 

Ask the writer about project details. If the writer is 

working on a course-based assignment, ask them to share 
the original prompt with you. Ask about deadlines and 
project requirements. Clarifying the expectations of the 
particular writing context will help keep your conversation 

on track and can prove to be a useful heuristic as you ask 
questions and provide feedback. 
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Collaboratively set an agenda. Collaborate with the 

writer to set an agenda that identifies no more than 3 key 
points of focus. 

Work through the agenda. Consider the strategies and 

best practices in this chapter to help you engage with the 
writer whether through text-based chat or video and/or 
voice.  

Close the appointment. In the final minutes of the ap-

pointment, revisit the agenda and collaboratively discuss 
the writer’s next steps and potential revisions. Remind the 
writer about the time you need to write a letter and that 
they will receive the letter via email. Invite the writer to 
schedule follow-up appointments and encourage them to 

make use of the Writing Center again. 

Follow up on the appointment. Write the appointment 

letter to the writer to sum up what was covered in the ap-
pointment and remind them of next steps. Also, take note of 

any significant or ongoing technical difficulties you experi-
enced during the appointment and share them with the re-
ceptionist. 
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S t r a t e g i e s  f o r  O n l i n e  
R e a l t i m e  A p p o i n t m e n t s  

Prov ide  Opt ions  & Mode ls  

Support the writer’s agency to make decisions about their 
work and any changes to it by offering multiple approaches 
they can consider for revision. For instance, “As a reader, I 
found myself stumbling a bit over this sentence. There are a 
few ways you might break up this passage that would make 

the points a little easier to follow and perhaps more em-
phatic.” 

Sometimes writers may be unsure how to implement a revi-
sion, so modeling how to make a suggested change can help. 
For example, “This is another place where your readers 

might benefit from a fuller example, like the one you pro-
vided on your fourth page.” 

Offer  L inks  to  On l ine  Resources  

Support a writer’s growth and share resources and links to 
information that help a writer learn more about the genres, 
strategies, and writing topics that came up during an ap-
pointment. For example, “This resource has info on lit re-
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views that I like because it has step-by-step examples. 

Here’s the link…” 

S t r a t e g i e s  f o r  
B r a i n s t o r m i n g  i n  O n l i n e  
R e a l t i m e  A p p o i n t m e n t s  

Online realtime appointments allow for writers and tutors 
to engage in brainstorming and planning for writing in 
ways that written feedback appointments cannot. To this 
end, you can approach online realtime appointments fo-

cused on invention similarly to face-to-face appointments. 
Use conversation—text-based chat or voice—to discuss the 
assignment, to collaboratively set the agenda, and to gener-
ate ideas together. 

Play  the  “Yes ,  And” Game 

The goal is to generate as many ideas as possible. On a 
shared screen, the writer can identify the topic at the top of 

the page and then start a list with 1 way to approach that 
topic. For example, if the topic is the presidential election, 
the writer may list voter fraud as a possible topic. Then, you 
can jump in next by saying, “Yes, and you could also focus 
on voting laws.” Take turns going back and forth generating 
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“yes, and” ideas until you have a lengthy list. From there, 

the writer can start selecting, eliminating, and grouping 
ideas that interest them. 

Make a  L i s t  

List-making is a useful strategy for project-based and 
writer-based conversations. You can collaborate with a 
writer to create relevant list categories, such as “evidence 
needed,” “new paragraph topics,” “revision strategies,” or 

“next steps” and then work together to populate the list. 
Sometimes sequential lists can be particularly helpful for 
planning next steps or thinking about a project’s organiza-
tion. 

Out l ine  

Work with the writer to generate an outline for the project 
on a shared screen. Discuss and model different types of 

outlines, such as a scratch outline or a formal outline, and 
work with the writer to discover the outline most appropri-
ate for the project. If you are working on an electronic doc-
ument, it is easy for the writer to move things around based 
on your questions and feedback. 
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Freewr i te  

Suggest a short time span (2-5 minutes) to write on a given 
topic. The only rule in freewriting is that writing cannot 

stop during the set period. If a writer feels stuck, then they 
can write “I don’t know what to write” until something else 
pops into their head. The point is to let the writer’s subcon-
scious guide them and see what flows out. You can then re-
view the writer’s freewrite to see if they have generated any 

ideas for the project or for a second focused, or looped, 
freewrite. 

S t r a t e g i e s  f o r  D r a f t - b a s e d  
O n l i n e  R e a l t i m e  
A p p o i n t m e n t s  

Read A loud  

In a video and voice-based appointment, ask the writer to 
post the draft so that you can read while the writer reads 
aloud. 

In text-based chat appointments, give the writer a meaning-

ful task related to the initial agenda while you read through 
their draft. For example, if the writer has concerns about 
passive voice, have the writer highlight all “to be” verbs for 
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future discussion, or if the writer has questions about cita-

tions, have them look at the resources you suggest on our 
website. 

After reading the draft aloud, if both you and the writer 
think the initial agenda you collaboratively set reflects the 
priorities for revising the project, then proceed with that 

agenda. However, if after hearing the draft you or the writer 
think the agenda needs to be revised, reset the agenda. 
When you and the writer have decided what to work on, de-
velop strategies with the writer to achieve the agenda. Give 
writers time to make some revisions based on your conver-

sation and provide feedback on those revisions during the 
appointment. Consider the best practices and strategies be-
low to engage with the writer throughout the appointment. 

Ask Open-Ended Quest ions  

Questions that start with who, what, where, when, why, 
which, and how ask the writer to elaborate. Particularly in 
the quick back-and-forth of text-based chat exchanges, be 

sure to resist the temptation to accept very short answers—
make sure that you understand the writer’s points and that 
they understand yours. For example, ask the writer, “Can 
you tell me more about how your point in this paragraph 
supports your argument?” 
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Make a  T-Chart  

On 1 side, list words, phrases, ideas, etc. that you found ef-
fective and where you want to offer the writer specific 

process-based praise. On the other side, list words, phrases, 
or ideas that you would like to revisit for possible revision. 
Your notes may reveal particular patterns to help you prior-
itize the conversation. For example, you might notice some 
particularly evocative examples that the writer uses. Tell 

the writer, “Your examples help me as a reader understand 
your points more clearly. I did see moments where you could 
improve your transitions.” You can also customize the T-
chart to address the topics you and the writer negotiated 
during agenda-setting. 

Create  an  Out l ine  

Write an outline where you predict paragraph and section 

breaks. Comparing your outline to the writer’s draft can 
help facilitate a conversation about organization and reader 
expectations. It can also generate discussion about the mes-
sages the writer’s words convey to the reader, or about the 
ways that transitions help readers. 
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T r o u b l e s h o o t i n g  O n l i n e  
R e a l t i m e  A p p o i n t m e n t s  

Be conscious of technical difficulties in online realtime ap-
pointments. As you participate in online conversations with 
writers, consider how the interface affects the way you 
communicate and be sensitive to how the writer is respond-

ing. Delays in video refreshing and/or audio reception may 
occur, so be patient, but if technical difficulties persist, ask 
the receptionist to help you troubleshoot. 
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A n  E x e m p l a r y  O n l i n e  
R e a l t i m e  T e x t - B a s e d  C h a t  
A p p o i n t m e n t  

The excerpt that follows—from a text-based chat conversa-

tion—demonstrates some online realtime appointment best 
practices. Levi (the writer) and Estefaña (the peer writing 
tutor) met online to discuss a paper that approaches the dif-
ferences between the music genres folk and metal. 
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