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GUEST EDITORS’ INTRODUCTION  _______________

THE IDEA OF THE SMALL SCHOOL:
BEGINNING A DISCUSSION ABOUT 
COMPOSITION AT SMALL COLLEGES AND 
UNIVERSITIES

Paul Hanstedt
Roanoke College

Tom Amorose
Seattle Pacific University

I.  
This special issue of Composition Studies originates in the belief that 

small colleges and universities constitute unique cultures in American higher 
education, presenting differences from larger universities that are often un-
derestimated.  It grows out of the sense that these differences have an impact 
on the very important work of teaching and administering composition at 
small schools, and that articulating these differences will benefit the study of 
composition as a whole, enriching and diversifying our sense of who we are 
as teachers of writing.  

By way of illustrating the difference between large- and small-school 
cultures, we begin with three anecdotes.  

One:   
As part of an overall review of the first-year experience, a small col-

lege brings several consultants to campus to meet with students and analyze 
___________________

Paul Hanstedt is an associate professor at Roanoke College in Salem, Virginia, 
where he directs the general education program and is editor of the Roanoke Re-
view, a national literary journal.  In addition to his work in composition and small 
colleges, Paul Hanstedt writes and publishes plays and  fiction.  

Tom Amorose is Professor of English and Director of Campus Writing at Seattle 
Pacific University.  He teaches composition and literature at all levels, directs the 
campus writing center, and oversees the WAC program at SPU.  In addition to his 
work on small-college composition, Tom writes and publishes in what he calls 
the “rhetoric of ultimate things,” an area that comprises the rhetoric of subjects as 
diverse as religion, national identity, and natural resources.



14  Composition Studies GUEST EDITORS' INTRODUCTION  15 

the campus culture, looking for areas that could be strengthened.  One analyst, 
from a regional land-grant university with a total enrollment of about 25,000, 
meets with a number of first-year students to discuss their experiences.  At one 
point in the discussion, he brings up the idea of learning communities, a concept 
popular at many large universities because it can provide a means of developing 
intellectual community at the university by linking together—both explicitly 
and implicitly—a number of first-year courses.  The hope is that—as students 
travel from course to course more or less as a group—they will develop a sense 
of community that offsets the institutional anonymity of a large school.

The consultant has barely begun his introduction of this concept to the 
small college students when they start shaking their heads.  “Let me finish,” 
he says, convinced theyʼll see the beauty of the idea if they hear him out.  The 
students sit patiently, listening.  Once heʼs finished, they again reject the idea.  
“We already see each other too much,” they say.  “The same people over and 
over again:  in the dining hall, at parties, in the fitness center.  The last thing we 
want is to have all the same people in all of our classes, day after day.” 

Two:  
A graduate student in a nationally recognized university composi-

tion program teaches a writing course largely formed around James Berlinʼs 
construction of “social epistemic” rhetoric, a rhetoric that “offers an explicit 
critique of economic, political, and social arrangements” by asking students 
to “identify the ways in which control over their own lives has been denied 
them, and denied in such a way that they have blamed themselves for their 
powerlessness” (48).  Late in the semester, the graduate student teaches an essay 
that contrasts this pedagogy with a more expressivistic approach to teaching 
writing, finally critiquing both.  Hoping to get students to make connections 
between their reading and their lives, he asks them which of the two teaching 
methods they feel he employs.  All the students, every single one of them, say 
“expressivistic.”  

A year later, now a first-year faculty member at a small college, this 
same compositionist teaches the same syllabus, uses the same essay, and asks 
the same question.  All of the students, every single one of them, say “social 
epistemic.”   

Three:  
Just as her first-year as the sole composition specialist on a small cam-

pus comes to a close, a faculty member receives an e-mail from the director 
of the general-education program asking if sheʼll facilitate the annual summer 
workshop on the teaching of writing across campus.  This workshop, well 
attended by faculty from every department, lasts for three days and is gener-
ally led, the Director of General Education informs the compositionist, by the 
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faculty member holding her position.  A small honorarium is involved, as is 
usual for workshops of this kind.  

The compositionist, wary of the preparation time involved in planning 
such a program, goes to a national academic listserv, explains the situation, and 
asks for advice.  The responses she receives are quick and clear:  what is being 
asked of her, write other WPAs, many of whom work at larger institutions, is 
above and beyond the call of duty, cutting into limited summer hours precious 
for research.  The honorarium, too, seems low, failing to take into consideration 
the preparation hours necessary for such a project.  The compositionist takes 
all of this into consideration and writes a thoughtful note to the general-edu-
cation director, expressing her concerns.  His response is guarded: true, the 
preparation would be extensive the first year but less so in the future, once a 
basic structure is established; the honorarium is the same any presenter receives 
for an event of this sort; she isnʼt being asked to do anything her predecessor 
didnʼt do.  In the end, the compositionist leads the workshop, but not before 
her dialogue with the general-education director creates a great deal of tension, 
both interpersonally and inter-departmentally.

Those unaware of small-school culture may find these examples of 
small college “differentness” surprising.  Usually, when asked to consider the 
differences between teaching writing at a large university and a small college, 
most observers would focus on the relative importance of teaching and research:  
at larger universities, the thinking goes, research receives greater emphasis, in 
terms of both tenure expectations and daily life—e.g. teaching loads and sched-
ules.  At smaller schools, an observer would rightly say, teaching loads are often 
heavier and research frequently less emphasized.  And certainly such is often 
the case:  most small schools act upon the assumption that students enroll there 
searching for a more intimate learning environment, and thus require faculty to 
carry heavier teaching loads—perhaps three to four courses a semester—while 
placing less emphasis on the importance of extensive publication.  

As is the case with many of the variations between small and large 
institutions, however, the teaching versus research divide is finally a matter 
of degree:  both types of schools expect their faculties to teach well and to be 
involved in the scholarly dialogues of their areas of expertise. So perhaps more 
important than these broad-stroke distinctions are the minutiae of institutional 
culture, the day-to-day details that, taken each by themselves, might seem 
minor, but when piled one upon another, change the calculus of the composi-
tion classroom, not to mention a compositionistʼs career.  The above anecdotes 
demonstrate just three such “small” differences.  The first reveals how insti-
tutional size may impact students and their sense of community.  At a large 
school where a first-year enrollment can top 4,000, it makes sense to develop 
mini-communities to counteract the seemingly (or assumed) impersonal culture 
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of the institution.  At a small school where first-year enrollments seldom crest 
500, however, students often feel as though they know their classmates, if not 
by name, then by face, passing most of them—literally—on a daily basis as 
they walk to class.  Community—a sense of belonging, of being recognized 
as an individual and recognizing others as such—already exists and does not 
need additional support. 

The second incident, drawn from the experiences of one guest editor 
of this issue, reveals a similar consequence of institutional size:  at many large 
institutions, most first-year classes, by necessity, are staged in impersonal 
lecture halls, at times seating from 100 to 1000 students.  In contrast, most 
composition classes are small, perhaps the smallest classes students will take, 
with caps often as low as 20 and seldom topping 30.  Steeped in the culture of 
institution as institution, of the university as a bloodless mechanism with neces-
sarily standard procedures that ignore individual needs, it is easy for students 
to misread the one professor or TA who does know their names, to assume a 
personal warmth on the part of the instructor, and associate that warmth with 
their understanding of expressivistic pedagogy.1  

Students at smaller schools, however, often find themselves steeped 
in the culture of institution as friend.  “Weʼre here to help you,” small colleges 
say in their admissions literature, at their convocations, in their every move 
and word; “if you begin to sink, we will dive in and pull you to safety.”  And 
by and large, these places mean it.  They have to:  most small schools are de-
pendent upon student retention for their survival.  Even small state universities 
recognize that in the era of shrinking budgets, their very existence depends on 
convincing students that they take a personalized approach to education that 
the big schools donʼt.  Thus, class sizes—composition and otherwise—at most 
small schools are also generally smaller, and a greater percentage is taught by 
Ph.D.ʼs (Laurence 213).  These smaller institutions also hold first-year teas at 
the presidentʼs house, sponsor service-learning days where students and fac-
ulty construct low-income housing together, and encourage parents to contact 
professors, even at home. Against this backdrop, a pedagogy that critiques the 
academy comes off as cynical and pessimistic, difficult to reconcile with the 
“leisurely stargazing” of expressivism (Welch 389).2  Thus, the small-college 
students—correctly—labeled their professor as aligned with social-epistemic 
pedagogy. 

When viewed through the lens of the large university paradigm, it 
is easy to see the third anecdote as yet another example of administrative 
abuse of the WPA, a history well-documented in recent years at CCCC and in 
professional journals, wherein the WPA is viewed essentially as a “service” 
member of the faculty, called upon at whim to fulfill various and sundry needs 
of the university, then denied tenure after six years of hard work because of an 
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institutional unwillingness to recognize this work as legitimate and valuable. 
Certainly, such a reading applies to some small colleges or universities.  At 
the same time, this anecdote reveals much about the small-school composition 
teacherʼs relationship with his or her institution and the adjustments required of 
anyone moving from large university to small college.  Most arriving at small 
colleges fresh from graduate school or from stints at larger universities are aware 
that their teaching effectiveness is the main criterion upon which tenure will be 
granted.  What few of them realize is the extent to which institutional service is 
very likely the second criterion, ahead of research and publication.  Indeed, at 
many small colleges and universities, it is entirely possible that a faculty member 
with average teaching evaluations and minimal publications and presentations 
may receive tenure simply because she has demonstrated a willingness to engage 
fully in the life of the institution beyond the classroom.3

The reasons for this zealous approach to institutional service are many, 
but a main one is that small colleges mean smaller administrations and smaller 
support staffs.  Thus, every faculty member, including compositionists serv-
ing as WPAs, must by necessity take on a greater role in the administration 
of the college—in everything from advising undergraduate clubs to speaking 
regularly to various groups, to serving more or less constantly on various col-
lege committees and in various administrative roles.  A telling anecdote comes 
from a department in a midwestern college:  when a junior faculty member 
received a Fulbright scholarship to work abroad, his department celebrated his 
success.  When that same faculty member received an offer for a second year 
overseas, his chair asked him to come home, pointing out that his absence meant 
more responsibilities on his already strapped colleagues (Hanstedt 76).  In the 
tightly-woven culture of the small college or university, the measures by which 
the composition profession as a whole defines success—publications, scholar-
ships, national recognition—are less important than each individual carrying 
her weight at the institution, assuring its continued effectiveness.4

Rather than viewing this service responsibility as a burden, many 
small-school compositionists relish their ability to have a voice in the direc-
tion of the institution.  Whereas the sheer size of a larger university generally 
prohibits intimate professional relationships between faculty and administra-
tion, these barriers are removed at smaller institutions, creating a culture of 
transparency where almost everyone is known by name and reputation.  Thus, 
while institutional service at small schools offers many challenges, it also offers 
many rewards, in that it is often highly visible and generally well rewarded.  
Additionally, many small-school compositionists prefer this kind of work to 
the extended trajectories of scholarship, finding it less alienating and more 
rewarding, largely because smaller institutional size allows individual faculty 
to see easily the fruits of their labors, whether those fruits are the passage of a 
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new writing component within the general education program or the creation 
of a new writing course based on student service projects in the surrounding 
community.  In short, these purely “service” activities can mean more at a small 
school—to the institution, to the students, and to the compositionist.

None of this is meant to imply that small schools offer, on the one 
hand, a paradisal existence impossible at larger institutions or, on the other, a 
sophisticated form of servitude calling for sacrifice of the small-school composi-
tionistʼs scholarly life.  (Indeed, at some prestigious small colleges the teaching 
load and publication expectations may exceed those at larger institutions; in 
this essay, however, we are talking of a median kind of small school, one that 
admittedly is a composite that varies in many ways from any given institution.)  
Most of the essays in this special issue discuss very openly the difficulties of 
small-school life.  Nor is any of the above meant to imply that somehow small 
college faculties engage in kinds of service that their large-school peers do not, 
nor that they do more total work than these peers:  rather, as stated earlier, the 
point is that this work is different in its proportions and effect, both before and 
after tenure.  Though both kinds of institutions speak the same language, they 
do so with very different accents.

  
II.  

We havenʼt thus far explicitly defined what is meant by a “small” 
college or university, so we should attempt to do so now.  This is no easy task, 
for several compelling reasons. 
 First, attempting to define what we mean by a “small” school or uni-
versity by cohort size is difficult because data specifically designed to calculate 
institutional size are lacking.  In one relatively recent Modern Language Asso-
ciation survey of English departments, 243 of the 524 departments responding 
to the survey, or 46%, were departments in institutions with enrollments under 
5,000—which, numerically speaking, at least, would seem to qualify these 
schools as “small” (Huber 37).  That a number of these institutions might be 
two-year colleges, though, complicates matters; in this volume, we are inter-
ested exclusively in four-year, predominantly undergraduate schools.5  Since 
the 1999 MLA survey of staffing breaks down its data by degree granted, we 
know that 11% of the survey respondents (out of 42% of survey recipients) 
are two-year colleges, while 38% responded from BA-granting institutions 
(Laurence 215).  This seems to indicate a roughly four-to-one BA to AA ratio, 
which, when applied to 243 schools enrolling fewer than 5,000 students, would 
yield a figure of more than 190 “small” four-year schools responding to the 
survey.  Now, considering that only half of the schools surveyed responded, 
and assuming that those that did were representative, this may mean that there 
are in fact more than 380 “small” BA-granting colleges and universities in the 
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country.  This figure does not, however, take into account the fact that many 
MA-granting institutions are in mission as well as size “small” as we intend 
the term, perhaps granting advanced degrees in only a few departments, and as 
a historical outgrowth from an original (and still predominant) undergraduate 
BA mission.  Complicating this picture even further is the fact that the surveyʼs 
respondents are self-selecting, making statistical error likely.  

Calculating the number of faculty teaching composition at small 
schools also is not easy.  MLA executive director David Laurence states that 
a 1990 survey of how well the association was serving its members  ̓needs 
found that 13.2% of the respondents identified themselves as belonging to a 
baccalaureate institution (17 December).  Further, the 1999 “MLA Survey of 
Staffing in English and Foreign Language Departments” reveals that a large 
percentage of the tenured and tenure-track faculty at B.A.-granting institutions 
teach composition—42.2%, as opposed to 5.9% at Ph.D.-granting schools.  As 
with the numbers on institutions above, however, caution is warranted:  first, 
both of these surveys depend upon unscientific methods (in that respondents 
are self-selecting).  Second, no organization, even MLA, enrolls 100% of the 
population it wishes to represent.   Many compositionists, for instance, may not 
join MLA because they do not see it as their professional organization.  Further, 
given the professional tensions described here between small-school faculty 
and the dominant research university paradigm, some small-school faculty 
members may feel disenfranchised enough that they simply donʼt join any 
national organizations.  Thus, the percentage of English-department members 
at small institutions is likely higher than the MLA figure.  But again, knowing 
just how many faculty members there are teaching writing at small schools is 
virtually impossible, as things now stand.  

Whatever the statistics say, attempting to define “small” by the numbers 
alone seems futile—at least at this time.  One hope for this special issue is that it 
encourages professional organizations to take note of the uniqueness of small-
school composition and begin gathering data about small-school composition 
professionals and their practices. We think it urgent that they do so because, 
until such time as these differences are noted and data are gathered, small-school 
composition will remain largely invisible, the professional world of the small-
school compositionist under-reported in the literature of our field.  

Instead of looking at cohort size, we prefer to determine what is and 
what isnʼt a small school based on qualitative information.  Our hope is that, 
by delineating the culture of most small schools, we can provide insights use-
ful to doing composition work at such institutions and prepare future profes-
sionals for such work.  Developing such useful information requires, first and 
foremost, discarding some stereotypes about the small school.  Take, as one 
stereotype, the representation of the small school in the areas of tuition and 
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student demographics. Though the stereotype of the expensive private college is 
not entirely unfounded, it is also not entirely accurate.  While some prestigious 
small colleges may have high tuition, many do not:  Westfield State College, for 
instance, has a student population of about 3,500 and cites an overall first-year 
cost for the 2003-04 year of about $8,500 (www.wsc.mass.edu).  Similarly, 
York College—a state school in Pennsylvania represented in this volume—was 
selected by U.S. News and World Report as a “best buy,” with tuition, room, 
and board totaling approximately $11,000 (www.ycp.edu/main).

For this reason, the student population at many small colleges and 
universities is also more diverse than one might at first expect.  For instance, 
colleges such as Emory and Henry College or Ferrum College, both of which 
serve Appalachian populations, are certainly “small,” as is Berea College in 
Kentucky, where only students with limited economic resources are accepted 
and tuition is “free” (students are asked to work on campus).  There are also 
small state schools like Shawnee State University, set on the border of Ohio 
and Kentucky in an area plagued by a depressed economy and dotted with 
abandoned mines and oil refineries.  According to a former professor there, 
accepting a position at Shawnee State is tantamount to “shouldering a mis-
sionary responsibility.”

Even at campuses with less “missionary” zeal, the actual tuition costs, 
and therefore the affordability of these institutions by members of all groups, 
can appear deceptively high.  At Randolph-Macon, the overall tuition and room 
and board may be $22,000, but 72% of students receive some form of financial 
aid averaging just under $14,000 a year.  At Millsaps College, fully 85% of 
students receive aid averaging, for first-year students, $16,040.  Since on-cam-
pus tuition totals $21,135, the overall cost for students is actually comparable 
to that of large, state-funded schools like Ohio State, where, for the 2003-04 
academic year, typical annual costs are about $17,000 (www.osu.edu/osutoday/
stuinfo/html), not accounting for financial aid.  Thus, while the student body 
of some small institutions may be economically more privileged than those of 
many larger institutions, there are many small colleges and universities that 
are affordable to members of any income group.  All told, then, students at 
small schools, like those at larger institutions, come from mixed economic and 
educational backgrounds.  Any definition of the small school that assumes that 
its students enjoy socioeconomic privilege, then, is problematic.

Given these variations from the common stereotype of small schools, 
it is not surprising that no single Carnegie Foundation category captures en-
tirely the academic ranking of the diverse small-college/university cohort; small 
schools range in ranking from “elite” to “noncompetitive” in student selection.  
While there are certainly many small institutions that are academically exclu-
sive, this is not the case for most small schools, particularly those without state 
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funding on the one hand or large endowments on the other.  In order to survive 
financially, these institutions are forced to maintain a delicate balance between 
more and less academically-successful students:  those students whose grades 
and/or SAT scores are too low to get them into top-line institutions are accepted 
by many small schools in order that their full tuition payments can cover the 
costs of luring, through scholarships and grants, higher achievers.  As a result, 
the admission standards at many smaller institutions are often surprisingly 
average.  SAT averages around 1100 are not uncommon.  Very few get too far 
above an average of 1200.  While admittedly somewhat higher than many large 
state-funded universities—80% of Ohio State Universityʼs 2004-05 first-year 
class scored 1090 or better on the SATs (www.afa.adm.ohio-state.edu)–scores 
like these may undermine the assumption that small schools are elite enclaves 
for the academically privileged.6 

What, then, do we mean when we speak of a “small” school or 
university?  For the purposes of this special issue, we are defining a small 
school as one where the enrollment is relatively low, generally within the range 
of two- to three-thousand students, and certainly no higher than five-thousand 
students.  Further, the type of college whose composition practices we begin to 
investigate here is one where its small size matters, where, more particularly, 
the small number of students is seen as one of the schoolʼs strengths rather 
than as a weakness.  Consider, again, Westfield State, a public university in 
western Massachusetts.  On a recent version of their website, Westfield had 
this to say about its mission as an institution:  “Emphasizing teaching, student 
advising, and a supportive atmosphere that encourages student involvement in 
the life of the College and the community, Westfield State College is a teaching 
institution whose primary mission is undergraduate education which focuses on 
the intellectual and moral development of its students” (www.wsc.mass.edu).  
This passage is rife with the language of the small college, emphasizing close 
community:  the atmosphere is “supportive,” and students are not just passive 
recipients of knowledge but active participants in the day-to-day mechanisms 
of the institution.  Teaching is mentioned twice explicitly and once implicitly 
(“intellectual and moral development”).  All of this, combined with the mention 
of advising and the repeated references to pedagogy, implies close student-
faculty interaction on all levels:  academic, social, administrative.  Without 
once mentioning its size, Westfield makes it clear that students will know the 
faculty, and the faculty will know the students.  Many of the institutions we 
examine in this issue similarly regard their size as a feature tied centrally to 
their identity.  Smallness is something they celebrate, even trumpet, in their 
literature and their community. 
 Another important part of this qualitative definition is the small school s̓ 
estimation of community.  Generally speaking, a small college is a place where, 
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for better or worse, size allows for a strong sense of community; where the 
language used to refer to the institution inscribes community as an ethos of the 
institution; and where this ethos—again, for better or for worse—shapes rela-
tionships between and among students, faculty, and administration.  Important 
to note here is the term “generally”:  qualifiers of this sort pepper necessarily 
any discussion of “small” schools.  Any meeting of the Small School Special 
Interest Group at CCCC and any of the occasional panels at MLA or WPA or 
CCCC addressing matters relevant to those at smaller schools likely will contain 
participants from a variety of institutions with a variety of missions relative to 
the teaching of writing—shaped by differences in their student demographics, 
funding sources (e.g., state vs. private), and campus politics.  Some schools 
require a 4-4 teaching load and little or no scholarship for tenure; others, the 
emerging and nationally ranked “research colleges,” have a lighter teaching load 
and expect at least the publication of a book for a faculty member to gain tenure.  
Some small schools are state-run; others are church-affiliated. We recognize, 
in other words, that even among those schools we consider “small,” there are 
many differences that must not be ignored.  Indeed, we relish the opportunity 
this special issue provides to recognize some of the variety of institutions and 
missions that fall under the heading of “small.”
 In so defining these institutions, we must again stop to qualify this ad-
mittedly imperfect definition.  Few if any large universities eschew the language 
of community and personal attention, assuring parents that their children will 
be ignored and abused, especially by the oft-demonized, lowly TAs.  And, as 
mentioned above, many small “research colleges”—the Macalasters and the 
Lafayettes of the world—feel extensive scholarship is a crucial part of their 
identity.  The difference is that small institutions, research-oriented or not, can 
back up their rhetoric about community and personal attention with small en-
rollment numbers that allow students, faculty, and administration to develop a 
sense of community nearly impossible at larger institutions. Thus, as imperfect 
as it may be, our definition of a “small” school stands:  an institution is small 
if it considers itself so and sees its size as one of its greatest strengths. 

III
Anyone who has been at a small college or university for any period 

can undoubtedly add to this definition, focusing on other factors that distin-
guish small-schools from the dominant research university paradigm.  These 
small-school faculty might discuss the challenges of being a generalist, one 
who teaches everything from first-semester writing to Victorian literature to 
creative writing to multiethnic literature and beyond.  Or perhaps they would 
mention the difficulties of being the only “pure” compositionist in their depart-
ment, or of being in a department that doesnʼt have a compositionist, or at a 
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college with no writing center, no writing across the curriculum program, and 
no composition requirement.  Perhaps theyʼd talk about how their students 
seem to resist collaboration, not because of some abstract belief in individual 
rights, but because the campus is small enough that students actually know who 
does and who doesnʼt do their work and fear being placed with a well-known 
slacker. Small-school faculty members might raise questions about how critical 
pedagogy is problematized in an all-white, all upper-middle-class classroom 
(sometimes, but not always, the case at a small school, as we have shown), or 
how scholarship on service learning might need to be altered at a school with 
a religious affiliation—a characteristic typically only small schools possess.  
And on and on. 

Granted, none of these issues is earth-shattering.  Indeed, even those 
academics unversed in the culture of the small college probably will not find 
them particularly surprising, taken one by one.  Piled each upon the other, how-
ever, and stretching out over days and weeks and semesters and decades, the 
degrees to which small schools differ from the hegemonic research university 
paradigm add up. Unfortunately, thus far very little scholarship has addressed 
these differences.  While there are, of course, volumes of research on learning 
communities, critical pedagogy, and the work of the WPA, a careful scan of 
the book exhibits at composition and other conferences will reveal no texts 
that explicitly address how these pedagogical practices and administrative roles 
so familiar to compositionists get altered, or even canceled, when they are 
enacted at the small college or university.7 Efforts to publish works that deal 
with matters of small-school composition culture are often dismissed with the 
paradoxical argument that “Thereʼs never been anything done like this before; 
thereʼs no audience for a book like this”—as though the lack of any prior text 
on a subject matter is proof that the subject need not be addressed.

A perusal of recent conference offerings demonstrates a similar lack of 
explicit conversation about the effects of institutional size: of the roughly 450 
panels, discussions, and roundtables at the 1998 CCCC convention (entitled 
“Breaking with Precedent”), less than a half-dozen explicitly addressed the 
small-school experience.  Even fewer appeared in the program for the 1999 
convention, and the 2000 convention, entitled “Educating the Imagination, Re-
imagining Education,” contained only one panel explicitly addressing the needs 
of those teaching composition at the small college or university.  More recent 
history in this area is even less encouraging: one or possibly two (depending 
on how theyʼre construed) panels on the small school in 2002; two in 2003; 
one or two in 2004; and, at least from anecdotal reports as of this writing, only 
four at the 2005 meeting.  While itʼs simple to assume that the lack of repre-
sentation necessarily signifies a lack of theoretical sophistication on the part 
of those proposing papers on small-school experience, the reality is a bit more 
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complicated.  One member of the CCCC Small School Special Interest Group 
tells the story of his attempt to persuade the national organizationʼs nominating 
committee to assure a small school representative on the executive committee 
by running two small school faculty against each other.  The memberʼs basic 
argument was that committee representation would increase organizational 
awareness of the effects of institutional difference.  Such an awareness, he 
asserted, might improve the chances of small-college specific proposals being 
accepted for the national conference.  “If you guys want to get more proposals 
accepted,” one nominating committee member graciously suggested, “perhaps 
you should send your proposals to the mentoring committee for feedback.”  At 
which point, another of the nominating committee leaned over and informed 
the first, “Heʼs on the mentoring committee.”

None of which is to say, of course, that all conference presentations, 
all books and journal articles in composition are pragmatic, application-ori-
ented work, and therefore potentially un-pragmatic and inapplicable to the 
small-school “sector” of composition teaching and administration.  Much of 
the theoretical work in the field, for example, addresses the needs of faculty 
members at all institutions, small and large.  Small-school composition profes-
sionals can always read and focus their own scholarship broadly, not necessarily 
connecting it to the everyday composition work they do at a small school, but 
such an approach can certainly be energy-depleting and may, finally, lead to a 
sense of professional fragmentation.  Similarly, after a time, some small-school 
faculty may resort to self-diminishing strategies in negotiating their long-term 
relationship (or absence of relationship) with the profession as a whole.  These 
scholars may simply disappear from the national scene, dropping subscrip-
tions to journals engaged in debates not exactly their own, and giving up on 
conferences that fail to resonate with their experiences or provide information 
helpful to their work.  

Moving beyond individual costs, what are the consequences for the 
field as a whole when institutional differences are not voiced or recognized?  One 
obvious answer is to refer again to the anecdotes which began this introduction.  
Consider, for instance the story of the new writing program administrator who 
found herself locking horns with her general education director.  A few years 
after the WPA gave a paper on this experience, a follow-up discussion revealed a 
more nuanced understanding of the situtuation, wherein the WPA acknowledged 
the struggles she had translating a large-school discourse of antagonism to a 
small school context (Anonymous).  Every year, graduate faculty work hard to 
prepare their Ph.D.ʼs for a successful transition into full-time work.  And every 
year, literally hundreds of new professors begin jobs at institutions where the 
language and values with which they were inculcated in graduate school do not 
fit the colleges and universities theyʼve joined.  The result is not just a sense of 
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individual failure, but a black eye for graduate institutions in general.  Certainly, 
the field as a whole must be concerned when even its most “successful” 
students—those who land a job in this challenging market—discover themselves 
in a world which theyʼd never even heard mentioned.  

Or consider a recent CCCC panel on theorizing the writing center.  
After a particularly engaging paper about writing center directors and nar-
ratives of martyrdom (Karl), one audience member raised her hand, referred 
to institutional hostility, budget battles, and departmental bickering between 
literature and composition, and concluded:  “I know I need to find another 
metaphor than martyr, but given the circumstances, I just canʼt find one.”  Ev-
eryone laughed, but most nodded in agreement.  In “Rhetoric and Ideology in 
the Writing Class,” James Berlin makes the point that discourse unchallenged 
becomes normalized:  

In falling victim to reification, students begin to see the economic 
and social system that renders them powerless as an innate and un-
changeable feature of the natural order.  They become convinced 
that change is impossible, and they support the very practices that 
victimize them—complying in their alienation from their work, their 
peers, and their very selves.   (490)

Similarly, a field which fails to listen to those voices that question the status 
quo risks limiting its options and losing sight of alternative possibilities.  While 
the audience memberʼs comment about being locked in a narrative of writing 
center martyrdom may just as easily apply to the work of a small-school writ-
ing center director, we need to ask ourselves if small-school culture might not 
provide alternative metaphors, alternative ways of envisioning a writing center 
directorʼs relationship with his or her institutions, metaphors which might also 
be useful at large schools.  What, for instance, can we learn from an institution 
where constructions of administrators are based less on abstraction than on 
daily interaction?  Or where literature/composition schisms are less likely to 
exist because most English department faculty teach both?  Writing Centers 
aside, what else might small schools add to our fieldʼs internal debates—in 
everything from tenure expectations to budget discussions to innovative ways 
to recruit and retain writing center tutors?8 

Stately simply, we hope that this special issue of Composition Studies 
will serve as an antidote of sorts, addressing both individual needs of small 
college compositionists and field-wide concerns.  To some extent, this issue 
is the culmination (though not the stopping point) of efforts that have been 
afoot for some time to organize teachers and administrators of composition 
at small colleges and universities, and these efforts bear noting quickly here.  
In response to the spontaneous appearance on the 1997 CCCC program of 
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four panels devoted to small-school composition, presenters at those sessions 
(including the two authors of this introduction) gathered to propose a special-
interest group (SIG) related to this “sector” of composition work.  That SIG 
has been meeting annually at the conference ever since. A listserv has also 
emerged (smallcomp@spu.edu) with now over one-hundred subscribers.  And 
a workshop in preparing for a career at a small school was offered at CCCC 
in 2003.  These developments notwithstanding, we hope the essays collected 
here go on to speak in print to two very broad audiences, with two very specific 
goals in mind.  

First, we hope this issue will connect with those professionals already 
at or just beginning at small colleges and universities.  In particular, some of the 
essays included here are intended to initiate discussions among small-school 
faculty about the issues that affect their professional lives.  Some of the es-
says are theoretical, raising questions (and sometimes answering them) about 
the work to which these faculty have dedicated their careers.  Other essays 
are practical, offering tips gleaned from experience.  Not a few of the pieces 
included here provide small-school professionals with access to contemporary 
composition theories that can be applied in the small-school setting.

Second, we hope this volume will speak to large-school graduate 
faculties and graduate students invested in the study of composition.  More 
specifically, we hope to alert these faculties to the particulars of our worlds, 
the ways in which our students and our institutions and our values pose unique 
challenges to the practice of contemporary composition.  In doing so, we are 
hoping that these faculties and their students will recognize the richness our 
work adds to the field of composition studies and will take the opportunity to 
investigate further, in personal reflection, in case studies, and in comparative 
analyses.9  We hope that this issue may alert graduate students and the faculty 
members who mentor them to the benefits and challenges of academic life at 
a smaller school. 

 We hasten to add that this collection is not intended as a mechanism of 
divisiveness; we do not wish to claim for small-school composition any kind of 
superiority to, or victimhood under, larger schools  ̓practices.  Indeed, the guest 
editors of this issue wish to acknowledge the debt we owe personally to the large 
research university, in particular one of the largest single-campus institutions in 
the country, the Ohio State University, cited earlier.  One of us attended OSU 
as an undergraduate, the other as a graduate student, and neither of us regrets 
our time there or the communities that supported us in our studies. We are ac-
tive in large-university composition culture and see this collection of essays 
as augmenting rather than diminishing the reigning paradigm of composition 
that has emerged over the last few decades.  In short, we hope that this special 
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issue contributes to greater celebration of the rich indeterminacy—beyond 
monolithic paradigm—of contemporary composition studies.

Roanoke, VA

Seattle, WA

NOTES

 1 We recognize the danger here of reinforcing the oft-repeated stereotype 
of expressivist pedagogues as warm and fuzzy, and the social-epistemic teacher as 
cold and overly theorized.  The language here reflects the language of the students 
described in that second anecdote.  
 2 Again, our apologies for the stereotyping of both pedagogies.  Welchʼs 
excellent essay has often been misread in overly simplified terms.  Again, the 
language here reflects the oversimplifications of undergraduate students struggling 
with complex concepts.  
 3 For a more extensive discussion of service at small schools, see Hanstedt, 
“Service and the Life of the Small-School Academic.”
 4 To avoid being accused of hyperbole, we list below the service components 
in one of the editors  ̓tenure file.  Worth noting are the number of events—talks, 
papers, readings, etc.—which take place on campus, but nonetheless are valued as 
benefiting the institution and thus given credit toward tenure and promotion.  In 
no particular order, this editorʼs c.v. listed the following examples of institutional 
service:  participation on two ad hoc committees examining the first-year experience; 
membership on the honors committee and on the curriculum committee, spending 
the second of three years on the latter chairing it through a series of college-
wide curricular revisions; serving as faculty advisor for the college Best Buddies 
program, an organization pairing students with developmentally disabled teens in 
the surrounding communities; writing a play which was performed on campus; 
advising the student literary magazine; serving as editor for a national literary 
magazine; running a visiting writers program that brought twenty nationally-
recognized authors to campus in six years; teaching fifteen independent studies; 
taking two weekend-long trips to conferences with creative writing students; serving 
on the board of commissioners for a new African-American Theater company in 
town; tutoring inner-city children; organizing annual student readings for family 
weekend; participating in a year-long on-campus seminar discussing faith and 
learning; starting a summer creative writing program for teenagers; serving on the 
departmental hiring committee; taking two Habit for Humanity trips; helping to 
rewrite the departmentʼs curriculum; advising forty students—about half of whom 
were non-English majors; giving eleven talks on campus, ranging from fiction 
readings to seminars on James Berlin to leadership talks for student organizations 
to a dinner speech for a graduating class.
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 5 Our decision to focus solely on four-year programs, or institutions 
where the bulk of the academy has a four-year, BA-granting mission, should not 
be misconstrued as a bias against the very important work of two-year colleges.  
Rather, this decision is based upon the recognition that two-year and four-year 
colleges have different cultures and different issues, and that while the former 
have done an excellent job of bringing the discourse of their world into the broader 
dialogue, the latter have not.
 6 This doesnʼt even take into consideration institutions like the University 
of Virginia, where admissions standards are significantly more competitive than at 
many small schools. 
 7 One notable book that does address composition at the small college is 
Robin Varnumʼs Fencing with Words:  A History of Writing Instruction at Amherst 
College during the Era of Theodore Baird, 1938-99.  Urbana, IL:  NCTE, 1996.  
Though useful, the scope of this book is necessarily limited to a single institution 
with a unique standing in the academy; consequently, its applications are also 
limited.  
 8 See, for instance, Libby Jones  ̓essay “Exploring Paradoxes of Power in 
Small College Writing Administration” in this issue.
 9 Indeed, a lot needs to be done in deconstructing the dominance of the 
research university model in our professional discourse.  In addition to examining 
small colleges and how they occupy an uncomfortable middle ground between 
large universities and community colleges (which have done an excellent job of 
foregrounding their “difference” in recent years), scholars might look at mid-sized 
M.A.-granting institutions, and the unique challenges they face and the benefits 
they afford.   Specific steps graduate institutions might take to broaden their 
familiarity with the varieties of institutional culture is perhaps subject for another 
essay.  A few quick suggestions, though, might include:  encouraging graduate 
students in composition and rhetoric to consider dissertation topics investigating 
specific pedagogical or administrative issues at small schools; inviting to campus 
for information purposes graduate alums whoʼve pursued careers at non-research 
university schools; and making contact with local colleges, possibly with the goal 
of providing advanced graduate students with teaching experience, on a part-time 
or adjunct basis.
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Dominic Delli Carpini
York College of Pennsylvania  _____________________________________

"MUST BE WILLING TO TEACH 
COMPOSITION": 
THE RHETORIC AND PRACTICES OF THE 
SMALL COLLEGE JOB SEARCH

___________________

Dominic Delli Carpini is the Writing Program Administrator of York College of 
Pennsylvania.  He holds a B.A. in English from The University of Pennsylvania, and 
M.A. and Ph.D. in English from the Pennsylvania State University.  His research 
interests, grounded in the work of John Dewey, focus on the ways that rhetoric and 
writing can develop more informed workers and citizens.  His book on this topic, 
Composing a Life s̓ Work: Writing, Citizenship, and Your Occupation, ©2005, was 
published by Longman s̓ Press.  He is co-authoring the 6th edition of Conversations: 
Readings for Writers (Longman, 2005).  He is also a frequent presenter on issues 
concerning writing program administration and has twice co-chaired the CCCCʼs 
Special Interest Group on Teaching Writing at the Small College. Delli Carpini 
has also presented frequently on the intersections of literary studies and composi-
tion.  His article on this topic, “Composition, Literary Studies and the End(s) of 
Civic Education,” is forthcoming in Composition and/or Literature: The End(s) of 
Education, (Eds. Linda Bergman and Edith Hamilton, NCTE, 2005).

In the context of a small college English Department, which relies upon the 
multiple competencies of all its members, hiring new tenure-line professors 
can be a defining moment for a Composition Program. Without the active 

engagement of a composition program and its director, the search process 
is less likely to produce a colleague with serious interests and expertise in 
composition. It also risks making many dangerous public statements about 
our programs—statements that can further reify notions that the teaching of 
composition is merely an added duty for a generalist with “real” competencies 
in other areas and which can sustain widespread perceptions that composition 
requires no specific expertise, training, or research.  

Conversely, a carefully planned search can result not only in finding a 
generalist whose interests and expertise include the teaching of composition; it 
can also help a composition program to “publicize” (i.e., make public) the goals, 
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work, and necessary expertise involved in the effective teaching of writing. 
The audience for either of these public statements about composition—positive 
or negative—is large. It includes oneʼs department, oneʼs college and its key 
administrators, the candidates, and (through the ads that appear in widely 
read periodicals like the Chronicle of Higher Education as well as MLA̓ s 
Job Information List) the profession of English studies generally. Thus, the 
process of writing job ads, screening applications, and interviewing candidates 
provides compositionists within small college departments with the opportunity 
to articulate such crucial topics as the relative importance of composition and 
literature programs (and the hierarchies of knowledge associated with this dual 
focus), the perceived roles of present department members, and the overall role 
of the department within the small college community (do we primarily serve 
our own majors or the general education of the entire college?).  

That is not to say that such articulations are likely to be embraced by 
all players in the search process.  But, as James Slevin has argued in another 
context, perhaps we have for too long allowed for “impoverished notions of 
composition and what it means to teach it” (6). In fact, in this essay, I will suggest 
that perhaps we have not only “allowed” this, but have been complicit in creating 
such notions by continuing to allow the discourse of composition studies to take 
a secondary role in our searches. I will discuss the crucial importance of using 
the job search as an occasion for asserting compositionʼs central role in English 
studies and in the mission of small colleges more generally—to, as Charles 
Bazerman has suggested, show that “composition is a serious intellectual 
endeavor and that it is time for our own field and for the university to take it 
more seriously” (38). Such assertions will almost certainly be contentious. 
After all, they question the preeminence of literary studies, which has for 
many years seen itself as synonymous with English language studies; and they 
give credence to composition, which those programs have chosen to see as, to 
quote Sharon Crowley, “the toad in the garden” and “not separate, but certainly 
unequal” with literary studies. (Where, after all, has composition been in the 
universe of the so-called Modern Language Association?) If we do not insist 
upon compositionʼs role in the small collegeʼs mission, we are not likely to 
improve the visibility, or the viability, of our programs.

WHY SIZE MATTERS: TEACHING COMPOSITION IN THE SMALL COLLEGE

The tenure line job search provides an especially crucial opportunity 
for a small college composition program.  While larger schools tend to advertise 
for either literature or rhetoric composition specialists and rely upon graduate 
teaching assistants to “shoulder the burden” of First Year Composition (FYC), 
tenure line faculty members in small colleges are much more likely to regularly 
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teach composition. Sandra Gilbertʼs 1997 Final Report of the MLA Committee 
on Professional Employment laid out the numbers:

 Ph.D. Granting Institutions
Grad students taught 63% of FYC
Part-time faculty taught 19% of FYC
Full time non-tenure track faculty taught 14% of FYC

MA Granting Institutions
Grad students taught 11% of FYC

 Part-time faculty taught 42% of FYC
Full time non-tenure track faculty taught 11% of FYC

 BA Granting Institutions
Part-time faculty taught 38% of FYC
Full time non-tenure track faculty taught 12% of FYC

When we extrapolate these numbers into tenure line versus non tenure line 
composition faculty, the picture becomes even more vivid.  On average, at 
Ph.D. granting institutions, only 4% of FYC is taught by full-time tenure line 
faculty; at MA granting institutions, 36% of FYC is taught by full-time tenure 
line faculty; at BA granting institutions, 50% of FYC is taught by full-time 
tenure line faculty.  At two-year and community colleges (though not included 
in the MLA report), writing instruction is even more central (see Madden 17-
18; Bay 28; Carpenter 22). 

Since the level of involvement in FYC among tenure line faculty is 
sharply higher at small, undergraduate-focused institutions, the treatment of 
composition as a serious and autonomous discipline is, at least theoretically, 
more viable.  However, in order to bring this possibility to fruition, we must 
look beyond the percentage of courses taught by tenure-line faculty.  While 
course coverage is important, what is at least equally important is the percentage 
of tenured and tenure-line faculty who act as the advocates for a composition 
program.  Increasing the percentage of tenure-line faculty who not only teach 
composition, but who also publicly consider it to be one of their areas of 
expertise, can quickly alter what Slevin called the “impoverished notions of 
composition”—especially in a small department where percentages change 
rapidly. Such attention to composition activism might seem to go against the 
grain of the small college cooperative culture, making “the stakes and risks 
of power grow exceedingly high,” as Thomas Amorose has argued.1 Still, as 
Timothy Donovan reminds us, “writing specialists, too, sometimes have to be 
versatile, outward-looking academicians [since] our professional success may be 
dependent on programmatic success rather than just upon the quality of our own 
teaching” (173).  Though, as Donovan suggests, creating an environment that 
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values composition is necessarily political (“it entails a good deal of interaction 
with various deans, chairs, and committees”), its goals remain pedagogical.  
After all, it is the students who will benefit or be deprived if those who deliver 
on average 50% of our courses—and who have a great influence on how it 
is delivered in the other 50% as well—are serious about that work and its 
disciplinary groundings.  

Yet, despite advances in our field, one need only look at the MLA Job 
Information List and The Chronicle of Higher Educationʼs job listings to see 
that we have not yet “repaired impoverished notions of composition,” even at 
perhaps the most crucial moment of program development: the hiring of col-
leagues. At all stages of the job process—from the writing of a job advertise-
ment, through screening and interviews of candidates, to the final decision on 
hiring—the small college WPA must be vigilant in protecting the programʼs 
interests.

BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU ASK FOR: THE RHETORIC OF COMPOSITION IN JOB 
ADS

 A survey of recent job advertisements2 reveals that those we hire in 
small colleges to teach composition—even those who will teach composition 
more than any other course—are still primarily identified by their traditional 
English Department nomenclature: historical period of expertise (Victorian, 
Renaissance, Post-colonial), geographical area of expertise (British, American, 
Caribbean), and sometimes—though less often—theoretical area of expertise 
(Deconstructionist, Historicist, Feminist).  When a small college WPA adds to 
this a fourth (and I would argue, a central) category, the search process suddenly 
takes on a character it may not have had in the past. That fourth category is 
pedagogy, and more specifically, composition pedagogy.  Interestingly, since 
small colleges thrive on the “teaching focus” or “individual attention” that 
they can offer, this facet of the job search can highlight the truth of that selling 
factor, or can expose some blemishes on that public face.  In either case, the 
strong commitment to pedagogy that drives composition studies, both in its 
research methods and in its classroom practices, fits the public mission of the 
small college—even though, as Amorose has argued, the “iconic” nature of 
writing instruction at small colleges can be primarily “symbolic” rather than 
material (99).

Yet as small college job advertisements make amply clear, this fourth 
category, composition pedagogy, is often treated more as a given or a duty 
than as an area of expertise. Literature specialties are visible and prominent: 
“Tenure-eligible Assistant Professor position in British literature—medieval 
(emphasis on Chaucer), Shakespeare, and early Renaissance” or “Americanist 
with broad training in American lit, with research and teaching in the colonial or 



34  Composition Studies "MUST BE WILLING TO TEACH COMPOSITION"  35 

1865-1915 period.”  Many even directly separate “duties” or “responsibilities” 
from “expertise” or “qualifications”—the former set of terms applied to many 
forms of teaching, the latter focusing upon the expertise in literature or even 
upper division writing.  One ad, for example, was phrased this way: “Duties: 
Responsible for teaching speech, composition, and literature according to 
departmental practice and policy.  Qualifications: Ph.D. with specialization in 
20th century English literature.” Another recent ad was phrased this way:  

We are seeking a tenure-track Assistant Professor with a Ph.D. in 
sixteenth or seventeenth-century British literature. The position 
requires experience in teaching a British Literature survey course 
through Milton and computer-assisted first-year writing courses, as 
well as scholarly expertise in and ability to teach specialized courses 
in early modern non-dramatic literature. (emphasis added)

The subtle, but significant difference between “experience” (Iʼve done it) and 
“scholarly expertise” (it is an area of ongoing interest) begins the dialogue 
about this position in quite specific ways.  In fact, one ad described the job 
this way:  “The successful candidate can expect the initial load to consist 
primarily of composition and general education courses” (emphasis added), 
suggesting that composition is a type of purgatory that one may escape with 
good behavior. Composition pedagogy—and sometimes teaching generally—is 
often framed within this rhetoric of burdens, variously described as part of a 
teaching “load,” as a teaching “duty,” as “departmental practice and policy,” 
or (for those institutions that prefer a more amicably indentured employee) a 
“willingness to teach composition.” 
 Such ads illustrate the ways in which composition is publicly treated 
as an afterthought, or even an apologia, rather than an area of expertise that 
will be examined closely in the interview process.  Larger institutions can and 
do treat rhetoric and composition as a distinct field; ironically, though, FYC 
is not a likely classroom duty, as the above MLA statistics suggest.  Ads like 
the following make the compositionistʼs role in FYC at many large institutions 
clear:

Assistant or Associate Professor of Rhetoric and Composition  
Assistant or Associate Professor of Rhetoric and Composition with 
specialization in history of rhetoric and interests in one or more of 
the following: preparation of teachers of composition, historiography, 
minority rhetoric and critical race theory, digital rhetorics. Experi-
ence and relevant publications are desirable. Teaching will include 
graduate seminars in areas of specialization, graduate core course in 
rhetorical history from the classical period through the renaissance, 
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and contributions to undergraduate teaching in composition.  (em-
phasis added)

In the large college structure, being “in composition” means making “contribu-
tions”—not necessarily teaching the first-year course itself. And this difference 
is deeply engrained in the culture of English Ph.D. programs—delivered pri-
marily at large, research-focused institutions—where those outside the fields 
of Rhetoric/Composition teach composition to support their research in literary 
studies, and those in the field have as their models those Rhetoric/Composition 
professors who rarely teach the first-year courses that they theorize.3  This is 
not meant as a criticism, nor to suggest that those intellectual contributions 
are not extremely valuable to the teaching of FYC.  But there is a difference.  
And this difference might explain why, even when they move to the teach-
ing-focused small college, English professors often continue to consider com-
position peripheral to “real scholarship.”  Like the real toad in the imaginary 
garden—Crowleyʼs metaphor for composition—it does not fit the professorial 
models they have come to know.  

Perhaps because of this ingrained belief that composition lacks the 
intellectual rigor of other disciplines, and perhaps because it is not (like upper 
division literature courses) exclusive to tenure line professors, the small college 
advertisement tends to assume that the expertise to teach composition is avail-
able to all “English teachers” willing to do the job:  “All literature faculty teach 
six courses a year including mandatory teaching in composition.”  Phrasings 
like “responsibilities include composition” or “all faculty are expected to teach 
composition” abound, and seem to arise as much from a need for full disclosure 
as to describe oneʼs work.4 The phrasings, in effect, say “be aware that you 
will be asked to do this despite it not being your main concern.” The teaching 
of composition is also often hidden beneath generic terms like “undergraduate 
teaching” or “lower division” or “core” courses. One small college searching for 
an “expert” with “background” in 17th and 18th Century British Literature noted, 
seemingly under its breath, that “the successful candidate will teach primarily 
freshman composition.” Conversely, a position advertising for candidates in 
“twentieth-century British literature and/or postcolonial anglophone studies,” 
tempered the revelation of its course load (“3/3 and 3/2 in alternate years”) 
with what can only be read as a parenthetical statement of good news: “(The 
college has no composition courses).” Such advertisements denigrate the role of 
composition in a number of ways. They suggest that FYC is somehow separate 
from the “real” or “desirable” courses: “Candidates should be able to teach a 
wide range of courses in their field as well as freshman composition” (emphasis 
added); they separate composition from areas of “specialty”:  “Teaching will 
be split between writing courses (including composition) and literature in the 
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candidate s̓ field of specialization, preferably 18th or 20th century British litera-
ture” (emphasis added); and they define candidates by their literary specialty 
while defining their “primary responsibility” as something other:  “Restoration 
and Eighteenth Century literature.  Primary teaching responsibility includes 
freshman composition and sophomore literature surveys.”5 

There are, of course, positions—even in small colleges—for writing 
specialists.  But these job ads are almost always followed by a laundry list of 
duties.  One ad listed among the duties, “writing center administration and ser-
vice, WAC coordination, writing intensive courses in the disciplines, textbook 
selection, curriculum development, program development and/or revision.” 
And despite the efforts of the Council of Writing Program Administrators to 
show the intellectual work involved in this field (“Evaluating the Intellectual 
Work”), program administration is also frequently treated more as willing-
ness than an as ability and expertise.  So in a seemingly direct response to the 
Portland Resolutionʼs demand that “A WPA should not be assigned to direct 
a program against her or his will or without appropriate training in rhetoric 
and composition” (Hult et al), one ad for a WPA sought to assure free will 
(though a somewhat Miltonic version):  “Applicants must be willing to direct 
our Freshman Writing program” (emphasis added).  “Must be willing”: a tell-
ing, if paradoxical, phrase.  

Some small college writing position ads have even distinguished FYC 
from the more specific areas of expertise:  

Assistant Professor of English (Professional Writing/Journalism)   
The Department of English seeks applications for one assistant 
professor position (tenure-track) in one or more of the following 
fields: print journalism, editing for the print media, desktop publish-
ing, public-relations writing, and/or technical writing. Appropriate 
Ph.D. in English, Journalism or Technical Writing is required for 
appointment to tenure-track position at rank of assistant professor. 
Successful candidate should also have a minimum of five years of 
print journalism experience reporting or editing at a daily newspaper, 
and commitment to a small journalism program that emphasizes nar-
rative reporting, and writing, and professional internships. Expertise 
with PhotoShop, PageMaker/Indesign and experience editing in a 
newspaper or magazine desirable. A commitment to undergraduate 
education, the teaching of composition, and demonstrated interest in 
scholarship and publication are required. (emphasis added)

Here too, the ad distinguishes between commitment to the teaching of 
composition and demonstrated interest in scholarly pursuits, likely in the areas 
of upper division teaching emphasized in the ad.



38  Composition Studies "MUST BE WILLING TO TEACH COMPOSITION"  39 

 In each case, composition is treated as willingness, a duty, a commit-
ment, a vocation, or an acceptable indenture—rarely as an expertise and skill.  
And such small college ads, when read alongside the more expertise-based 
literature descriptions, tend to make clear which part of the job is blue-collar, 
and which white, which is officer training and which is for enlisted soldiers.  
One ad wanted even more than willingness or commitment: It defined the 
“ideal candidate” as one who would not only teach composition, but one who 
will “do so enthusiastically” (emphasis added). From such advertisements, 
we can come to understand how much of our programʼs success we leave to 
fortune—the fortune that may bring us a literary generalist whose “willingness” 
to teach composition comes not only with genuine “enthusiasm,” but also with 
the background, expertise, and impetus to professional growth that would be 
expected in any other field. 
 With that said, we might consider the elements of a successful ad.  The 
MLA Job Information List offers some excellent examples of how the process 
of writing job advertisements can be refined to increase the likelihood of a 
successful search, and to enhance the public persona of our programs.  

First, a successful job ad might acknowledge that composition is a 
viable field, represented by a vital and active body of scholarship. One college 
included the following statement in its advertisement for a rhetoric/composition 
specialist: “Applicants should be committed to making a career of the study and 
teaching of writing.”  Phrasing like this does us all good—not only by better 
defining the terms of the search, but by acting as public statements that research 
in, and the practice of, composition are worthy of “career” status.  

Second, and as a corollary to the above, a successful ad might overtly 
value classroom practice as central to the work we do, both as scholars and as 
teachers.  The successful ad, then, should not separate what one knows (usually 
a literary or theoretical field) from what one does.  From gnosis should come 
praxis; oneʼs field is what one does.  Jobs that involve the regular teaching of 
composition (most often much more regularly than any other course) should 
state that as the primary job description, and do so in a way that values such 
work as an intellectual activity and avoid the “conspiracy against experience” 
identified by Thomas Newkirk and Linda Brodkey.  As Brodkey suggests, “the 
academy has traditionally demonstrated a limited tolerance for lived experi-
ence.”  The small college ad might be one place to acknowledge and revalue 
the relationship between the scholarly and classroom practices by emphasizing 
the potential for scholarly activity that exists in the undergraduate composition 
classroom.     

After all, the small college has long been a place where this ideal 
marriage might become real; since research directly related to our classroom 
practice is more likely to be considered viable professional development within 
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the small college, and since such a high percentage of time is devoted to the 
classroom, the scholarship of teaching is both most practical and most useful 
there.  In this way, the successful ad might directly state that the scholarship 
of teaching, which has always been a strength of composition studies, is also 
valued by the department and the college.    Such public statements about the 
value of classroom work can make teaching the nexus of a shared concern with 
professional development in ways that fit the mission of most small colleges, 
even when they conflict with the more limited (and limiting) definitions of 
scholarship held by some English Departments.  The ad below, for example, 
suggests that teaching successfully at this small college involves scholarly 
expertise, whether in literature or in composition:

Assistant Professor of English. A growing private, coeducational 
college with a Civic Arts curriculum that emphasizes experiential 
learning via its one-course-at-a-time schedule, seeks a PhD with one 
of the following specialties: 1) Renaissance/Restoration British litera-
ture to teach Shakespeare, other drama, and composition courses, or 2) 
Rhetoric/Composition to teach composition and other core curriculum 
courses, and to coordinate our composition program.

The message here is that both Renaissance literature and Rhetoric/Composition 
are reasonable backgrounds for contributors to this collegeʼs teaching mission, 
and that whatever the background, scholarship has a direct correlation with 
teaching.  The opposite case—that teaching can be a viable ground for scholar-
ship—can (and perhaps should) be made.  

An advertisement that presents composition as a field of expertise does 
more than create a stronger public image.  Since the ad articulates a department s̓ 
understanding of the role of composition, it also defines the colleagues one is 
likely to hire, the attitudes of the department they are about to enter, and the 
intellectual work that will be evaluated at tenure time. As I hope is apparent from 
the above analyses, many of the ways that our work is portrayed in those ads 
is less than successful in those areas.  But as difficult as it can be to assure that 
language that speaks well of compositionʼs role in the department is included 
in the ad, it can be all the more difficult to encourage language that does so 
during the interview process, especially when there may be but one voice for 
composition within the department.    

ASKING RHETORICAL QUESTIONS: MODELING THE INTELLECTUAL WORK OF 
COMPOSITION THROUGH THE INTERVIEW PROCESS

Though there is a large body of literature available that provides 
guidelines for “successful” job searches in English studies (see, for example, 
Emmerson; Green; Katz; Laurence; Musser; Showalter; Warner), little has 
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been said specific to the role of composition in national job searches.  Further, 
the definition of what “success” means in a job search has perhaps not been 
extended far enough; from the perspective of compositionists who work in 
departments that fail to recognize the viability of their disciplineʼs work, a 
“successful” interview process needs to be successful in more than one way.  Not 
only should it result in the hiring of colleagues who bring with them expertise 
in the teaching of writing, but because of compositionʼs lack of status in many 
English departments, it should also help the colleagues with whom we already 
work better understand the field. That is no easy business, of course—especially 
in cases where one is the sole compositionist or at least solely responsible for 
the composition program in a department that primarily values literature.  In 
fact, chipping away at such deeply engrained practices, practices that have 
“always,” we are told, been the standard for evaluating intellectual work, can 
seem nearly impossible.  But only nearly.  Sometimes, success must be measured 
cumulatively and longitudinally, not by the outcomes of a single search.  

Thought of in this way, the interview process can provide important 
opportunities for the enhancement of small college composition programs, 
even when the search does not end with the hiring of someone we might 
find an immediate ally for composition (though that is certainly of primary 
importance in the short term).  When the occasion is right, and we interview 
a candidate who has some knowledge of composition studies, the process 
can demonstrate our intellectual work much more effectively than can the 
intradepartmental conversations we have with our colleagues. (And it is not an 
uncommon occasion to find that candidates have at least a passing knowledge of 
composition studies—and oftentimes much more—since most graduate schools 
rely upon teaching assistants to teach composition under the supervision of 
rhetoric/composition experts.)   From those moments of shared discourses, 
discourses that those who are not directly involved in composition rarely hear, 
can come the beginnings of authority for the discipline itself. 

The danger, of course, is that this unfamiliar discourse can alienate the 
candidate from other members of the search committee. I have had colleagues 
who, after a teaching demonstration or a conversation that included discussions 
of composition theory, described what they heard as lacking true intellectual 
rigor, largely because it was based in the scholarship of teaching. For this 
reason, it is wise to find points of connection between the discourses of rhetoric/
composition and those discourses valued by our colleagues.  Renaissance 
literature experts may have much to say about Cicero or the Trivium; 
Americanists on the essay, autobiography, or sermon form; Postmodernists 
to sophistic teachings, and so on.  Even beyond the connections between the 
shared intellectual traditions of rhetoric and literature, pedagogical discussion 
can likewise bridge gaps. The department can share its conversations about 
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writing processes, evaluation of sources, innovative classroom techniques, and 
perhaps most importantly, learning goals.  Discussions like those can cross, 
rather than highlight, boundaries, especially if we take care to be inclusive and 
to look for shared ground.  Of course, even with such care, the discussion can 
deteriorate into a complaint session, bemoaning the inability of students to 
write as well as they once did (“Why canʼt our students write? What ARE you 
composition teachers doing?). Still, even that can be made productive, since 
compositionists should be quite familiar with, and ready for, that particular set 
of charges; listening to how a candidate reacts to those complaints can tell us 
a great deal about their philosophy of teaching composition.   

None of this is to say that things always go well; in my experience, 
they often do not.  Varying from a visible lack of interest in the discussions—
sighing, reading mail, fidgeting—to attempts to change the subject away from 
discussions of composition, it is not difficult for our colleagues on search 
committees to undermine efforts to move composition into a place of respect.  
Though such shows of displeasure tend to backfire on those who use them 
(saying more about their own incivility toward differing perspectives than about 
the departmentʼs work) when they are widespread enough, they can certainly 
make it difficult to attract those who are serious about composition.  Further, 
we must be mindful of the ethics of attracting candidates into a department 
with deep divisions over the role of composition.  It is a very real concern.  
But there are few serious composition teachers who are not aware of two 
things: 1) that the status granted to composition vis à vis literary studies in the 
profession generally continues to be denigrated and 2) that those conditions 
are, however slowly, changing to make room for composition as serious work.  
Only by continued vigilance and the willingness to breach those old norms can 
composition continue to move toward its due place.  

There are, unfortunately, causalities in this process, and as I have 
found recently, sometimes poignant ones.  As we invite new colleagues into 
this contested ground and attempt to build serious writing programs within 
small colleges—which I have argued are uniquely suited to bridging the 
literature/composition divide—we must be aware that both we and those we 
enlist in this work are at risk.  We recently lost a successful teacher with strong 
credentials in both literary studies and composition, a scholar whose work for 
the writing program clearly was not given its due reward, and who chose to 
move to a program that might suit him better.  In the job search through which 
this individual was hired, I employed most of the suggestions I have presented 
here, did what I could to demonstrate the value of that work and to make the 
vision for teaching of writing at our small college a reality, as have other 
dedicated compositionists here.  But envisioning a place that values composition 
does not always, or at least not immediately, create a place without continuing 
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opposition to that vision.  As I said, there are causalities, and frequently ones 
(like this one) that leave deep scars.  The first question to ask, then, is whether 
the cause is still worth mounting. 

As I see it, small college compositionists—despite the dangers—have 
much to gain by using the search process as an occasion for showcasing the 
national status of composition as an intellectual discipline.6  In fact, interviews 
provide multiple opportunities for modeling the discourses of our discipline for 
the benefit of our colleagues. Doing so, of course, requires preparation. Small 
college compositionists must develop a store of available discourses that can 
model, for candidates and colleagues alike, not only the intellectual topics in 
rhetoric/composition that connect with parallel topics in literature, but also the 
national norms for the teaching of composition.  

It is, of course, easy for small colleges to become isolated from national 
norms.  Not only is there less time for research, travel, and interaction with other 
programs, but sometimes the literature on the teaching of composition is not 
sensitive to the institutional differences that affect the teaching of composition—
a topic that was addressed in a session chaired by Sandra Jamieson of Drew 
University at the 2004 Council of Writing Program Administrators conference, 
which has been a central concern of Amorose, Paul Hanstedt, Gretchen Moon 
and other members of CCCC s̓ Special Interest Group on Teaching Writing at the 
Small College (including myself), and which this special issue of Composition 
Studies acknowledges.  Still, rather than working in isolation from the position 
statements of our field—which do not, as Amorose has noted, always directly 
apply to small college work—we need to find ways to adapt those positions 
to our own situations, and in the process, write the small college back into 
the institutional history of composition. Doing so can increase the credibility 
of small college programs with a number of constituencies: our departments, 
our administrators, and—in the longer term—composition organizations 
themselves, who are already beginning to take note of the ongoing work in 
composition taking place in small colleges.  

For example, the standards set for tenure-line faculty under CCCCʼs 
“Professional Standards that Promote Quality Education” are particularly 
applicable to the small college situation.  First, CCCCʼs has suggested that 
“because of the significant intellectual and practical connections between 
writing and reading, composition and literature, it is desirable that faculty from 
both areas of specialization teach in the composition program” (“Statement of 
Principles” 331). Though the uneasy relationship between composition and 
literature nationally is no secret (and thus raises some questions about this 
1989 proclamation), and though merely assigning composition courses to 
literature experts does not assure that the “significant intellectual and practical 
connections” will emerge, the report of the MLA Committee on Professional 
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Employment cited above does indicate that what CCCCʼs calls a “desirable” 
situation is already much more frequently found in the small college department.  
That is, there are many more faculty members in the ranks of small colleges that 
teach in both areas.  The corollaries to this principle included in the CCCCʼs 
statement are particularly useful: 1) “Ideally, faculty from each area should 
have the training and experience necessary to teach in both the literature and 
composition programs”; 2) “Research in rhetoric and composition is a legitimate 
field of scholarship with standards comparable to other academic fields”; and 3) 
“Because it is fundamentally necessary to the quality of education at all levels, 
research in rhetoric and composition should be supported not only at research 
institutions but also at those institutions primarily dedicated to teaching” (331). 
Bringing such statements from our national organizations to the attention of 
our departments and administrators as they form search committees and write 
job advertisements can ground our arguments in something more than our 
individual ethos. They also can give us some authority to examine not merely 
the “willingness” of the candidate to teach composition, but also the level 
of engagement and competency of the candidate in relation to professional 
knowledge and development in composition.  Will that authority have any real 
sway in the outcomes of the search? Perhaps.  But in any case, insisting that 
they ought to have some sway—and that NCTE and CCCCs say so too—can 
be worthwhile in the long run.  Of course, the national organizations that we 
cite can be written off as the wrong national organizations by those in English 
studies.  That is why we need not only other authorities (like MLA, which I 
cite above), but also other audiences, including college administrators, who 
in small colleges are often, though not always, more accessible to individual 
faculty members than at larger institutions. 

Since the field of composition is a teaching-focused discipline, 
demonstrating our fieldʼs potential for connections to the Scholarship of 
Teaching and Learning (SoTL) can be one such authority.  Developing this 
connection can be effective since the conversations surrounding this work 
have largely been in organizations (like the American Association of Higher 
Education) that have the ear of administrators, that have strong funding support 
(and accompanying grants to offer), and that advocate for work that can combat 
the growing dissatisfaction of the public over the lack of attention paid to 
teaching by research-driven colleges.  AAHE provides a wealth of resources 
in this area, as does the Carnegie Academy for the Scholarship of Teaching and 
Learning, which suits the pedagogical approaches of composition well.  SoTL, 
which traces its recent growth to the 1990 Boyer report, also carries a great 
deal of caché with many faculty members, and certainly with administrators, 
because both its work and its public image fit the small college ethos.  During 
the job interview, highlighting the connections between this pedagogical 
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research and composition studies, both of which make learning outcomes 
central, is another method of showing the value of our work. (For example, 
the WPA Outcomes Statement is a clear example of using what SoTL calls 
“learning outcomes” to drive curricula.)  Further, AAHE may be correct in 
asserting that “effective teaching is the goal of most college professors.” If so, 
perhaps we can illustrate how valuable it can be to have colleagues who have 
training in composition, teachers whose discipline provides them with many 
methodologies for making the classroom a better learning environment.  Giving 
job candidates the opportunity to talk about how their teaching techniques in 
composition can be extended to other types of classrooms will allow you to 
assess the degree to which they have reflected upon their classroom work, and 
will at the same time allow your colleagues to see how we can, as Ernest Boyer 
suggested, “move beyond the tired old ʻteaching versus research  ̓debate and 
give the familiar and honorable term ʻscholarship  ̓a broader, more capacious 
meaning” (qtd.in AAHE).  

There are, of course, those scholars who will continue to treat SoTL 
as fluff (one former colleague called classroom research “peaceable kingdom 
drivel” in order to denigrate the work of Mary Rose OʼReilly).  In such cases, 
and especially in the frequent case in which there is a sole compositionist 
among the full-time faculty, these arguments sometimes play best with 
administrators, who can then bring pressure to bear upon the department to 
consider the value of composition studies. 7  Sometimes that authority comes 
from the economic value of the writing program. (Ours, like most, offers by far 
the largest number of courses in the department in composition.) Sometimes 
that authority comes from a composition programʼs close fit to the pedagogical 
mission of the small college.  In any case, assertions of authority in the small 
college are sometimes as necessary as they are in larger institutions.  Predictably, 
stepping outside the chain of command on such issues is a risky business. 
By activating a dialogue on the topic that includes a wider array of decision-
makers, the composition program has much to gain, and a not insignificant 
set of dangers and repercussions—repercussions that I have seen range from 
strained interpersonal relationships to more serious problems like the ones 
faced by my colleague as I described above, and which have been discussed 
by Amorose. Those dangers can be minimized by the ethos that is developed 
for the program (and, in the small college environment where personal contact 
is so crucial, for oneself) with the college at large before a search begins.  That 
ethos-development requires that we continue to illustrate to our multi-faceted 
departments, as well as to college faculty and administration more generally, 
that the pedagogy-based research of Composition Studies is itself an area of 
specialization worthy of note. 8 As with any form of activism, timing (kairos) is 
crucial.  But the first decision that needs to be made is whether the ends sought 
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are worth the price tag associated with them. I have had days on both sides of 
that equation; one should not underestimate the lengths to which some will go 
to preserve disciplinary hierarchies. 

The “successful” interview, then, combats those hierarchies. It educates 
our departments, through our own voice as compositionists, and if we are 
fortunate, through the voice of candidates and other colleagues who may be 
aware of composition pedagogy.  On several occasions, in searches for hybrid 
positions, I have had the wonderful opportunity to hear over a dozen candidates 
at a table at MLA discourse about their background and interests surrounding the 
teaching of writing. Who better to be our advocates than those teacher/scholars 
from other institutions who have expertise in both literature and composition?  
(That is, after all, one of the reasons we pay to bring in outside reviewers for 
our programs—who is going to believe us?) By informing our colleagues 
about the major issues and practices being discussed in our field, we are more 
likely to move toward becoming a place where composition is considered a 
serious business. I have found that, despite many setbacks, vigilance in this 
area can become a sort of self-fulfilling prophecy—a vision that can become 
more real over time.  Asking questions such as “What is it you believe a 
student should take from a composition course?”, “What types of activities 
go on in your writing classroom?”, “What is your theory on commenting on 
student writing?”, or “What composition theorists and practitioners have most 
influenced your teaching?” allow for an important dialogue about the writing 
classroom to begin, and hopefully, to continue in the minds of all who listen. 
Such “rhetorical questions” and the discussion they breed not only assert the 
need to take composition seriously, but they educate us all on the issues and 
literature of our field; we can hear a polyphony of voices on the subject of 
writing instruction that demonstrate its variety, its scholarship, and its serious 
treatment.  Are these voices always taken seriously? Certainly not.  But I still 
believe that one must keep asking.

We should also keep asking because the questions we pose during 
the job search are continually refining the job description of our potential 
colleague.  If questions on literary specialty are given prominence, we are 
setting expectations for both the candidate and the department akin to those 
job advertisements that make composition a duty rather than an intellectual 
activity. Conversely, establishing composition as an intellectual field that will 
require serious inquiry and professional development, and doing so from the 
outset of the search, increases our department s̓ chances of a successful outcome.  
For this reason, we need to pay attention not only to the  intellectual work of 
Composition Studies, but to the day-to-day work of developing a vigorous 
program.  That is, we need to further define during the interview process what 
we mean by “demonstrated commitment” to composition (which like any other 
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field, involves engagement with its research). This is especially true in the 
small college, where course assignments are often 4/4 (and sometimes more).  
In such an environment, it is not merely disciplinary hierarchy, but time spent 
on the work of that discipline that is valued.  Hence, the job search represents 
not only a theoretical struggle, but a material one, as departments vie for the 
portion of our prospective colleagues  ̓commitment that will be devoted to the 
work that each values. In searches conducted in larger institutions, many of 
the decisions about a new colleagueʼs duties are determined before a line is 
approved; but in small colleges, which demand not only multiple competencies, 
but multiple tasks, the initial debates within the department and/or search 
committee is literally about what portion of this personʼs time and mind we 
will get.  Making judgments about such things demands that we, like good 
Catholics, determine the motivations of our candidates, not just their actions.  
Do they come to us enthusiastic about composition, or just lukewarm?  Are 
they willing to shoulder the burden, or are they just trying to get by to tenure 
so that they then can become narratologists or Foucauldians again, unmasking, 
like Hal in Henry IV, as literary experts after all, after their years cavorting 
with Falstaffian compositionists? Oftentimes, this does not become clear until 
we see a candidateʼs interactions with the full department during the campus 
interview.

Though most of the issues raised above in relation to the interview 
process generally apply to the on-campus interview as well, the latter represents 
a special opportunity to draw attention to the work of a small college writing 
program—especially if we recognize the multiple audiences to whom we are 
speaking during this portion of the search.  Not only the candidates, but chairs, 
deans, and our colleagues will be listening as we discuss composition.  This 
rare occasion at the microphone should not be underestimated; it brings with 
it a chance to highlight the work of our program, the people who do it, and the 
people who benefit by it. For this reason, a “successful” (in the wider sense 
I have been using) small college campus interview should involve as many 
composition stakeholders as possible. Not only tenure-line faculty, but students 
and adjunct faculty should find their way into the process. A great deal of this 
can be accomplished during the scheduling process, when occasions can be 
crafted that can make the work of composition visible. 

There are many rhetorical spaces we can create to provide occasions 
for discussing composition. The most obvious location to highlight attention 
to pedagogy, of course, is the small college classroom.  But in classroom 
demonstrations, as Musser suggests, “artificiality” can be a problem: “Even if a 
class of real students is made available to you, you arenʼt their teacher and they 
know it.”  Despite its shortcomings, classroom demonstrations can be used “to 
[the candidateʼs] advantage to help the audience gain a sense of your teaching 
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skills” through “asides or explanatory comments” that indicate a candidates  ̓
familiarity with composition methods (12); they can help department members 
to gain familiarity as well.  Classroom demonstrations can not only provide 
insight into a candidateʼs interaction with students and composition faculty, but 
also inform candidates that their work will be classroom-centered—something 
not always made clear in graduate education. As English Showalter has 
demonstrated, graduate students “immersed in advanced study and research 
[are] . . . liable to underestimate the emphasis . . . put on undergraduate teaching” 
(23). Since staking a claim to the work a candidate will be expected to do is 
defined and re-defined during the interview itself, these visible signs and human 
constituencies can send a strong message. 
 Other possibilities for interaction with students and other composition 
faculty include a meal with students and adjunct composition faculty, which 
can provide a useful forum for discussing the teaching of writing.  On such 
occasions, we have brought together these groups with the candidate and then 
absented ourselves so that the students and/or adjunct faculty could have more 
freedom to have open discussions with the candidates and to provide us with 
their feedback. The insights of these two groups can be particularly useful for 
gauging a candidateʼs fit in the small college setting, and especially within a 
composition classroom.  Since the teaching of composition is such a student-
sensitive undertaking, and since the adjunct faculty have a stake primarily in 
the candidateʼs work as a teacher, this occasion can provide the composition 
program with a great deal of important information about the candidateʼs 
comfort with undergraduates and with the college ethos.  Since, as both CCCC s̓ 
and ADE9 make clear, teaching writing is one of our most important tasks in 
both literature and composition classrooms, and since composition studies, 
like small colleges, has consistently foregrounded pedagogy, this moment 
represents a chance to highlight the coincidence between the institutional and 
programmatic goals.  Teaching composition is, after all, a student-centered 
activity.  
 The candidate will have other conversations as well—most notably 
with one or more upper administrators.  Since the small college does usually 
offer more access to those administrators, both on a formal and informal basis, 
once again it is crucial to bring discussions about composition into the room on 
those occasions.  I have been fortunate that our upper administrators have, for as 
long as I have been here, been serious about the teaching of writing.  But even 
if that is not initially the case, helping those administrators understand the work 
that is done in composition, the importance of that work to the department and 
to the success of the student, the fact that composition is a discipline that has a 
rich body of research—and, as with the faculty, finding connections between 
that area of research and the administrators  ̓fields of research and interests, can 
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all help to set the stage for a conversation at the highest level that is more likely 
to include discussions about composition.  Connections can also be drawn, as 
discussed above, with potential areas of research and grant opportunities in 
the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning through composition—areas that 
are best suited to the work of small colleges.  

“SUCCESS” IN THE JOB SEARCH: SOME CONCLUSIONS AND CAUTIONARY TALES

Many of the arguments I have been making about the small college 
job search are admittedly focused not only upon the good of the individuals 
who interview for positions in small college English departments, but also 
upon the good of the composition program of those departments.  However, it 
is crucial that the ways that we construct this complex rhetorical situation that 
we call “the job search,” though at least partially political, not be either meant 
or perceived merely as what Emmerson calls a version of “realpolitik” that 
sometimes enters academic searches (24).  I am keenly aware of the ethical 
bounds that exist in this situation, and of the many constituencies that I serve 
as a small college WPA on such occasions—the students, my department, my 
colleagues in other departments, the college, the field of composition studies, 
and the candidates themselves, just to name the most obvious.  Though I have 
argued that the job search is a kairotic moment for the progress of small college 
writing programs, a moment that should be seized by the forelock and which 
can be judged as “successful” in many ways, I am at the same time mindful 
of the many consequences that this kind of activism can bring with it.  Two 
competing maxims come to mind: “God is in the details” and “The devil is in the 
details.”  I tend, on these occasions, to look for God in the details, so to speak.  
But I have also been in composition long enough, have read enough cautionary 
tales by Sharon Crowley, James Slevin, Linda Brodkey, Kurt Spellmeyer, Chris 
Anson, and others, have heard enough stories on WPA-L, and have seen the 
fate of enough composition programs, to know that I am more likely to find 
the other, at least on occasion.

Still, despite the confrontational (even revolutionary) tone that 
surrounds discussions about the undervaluing of compositionists and their work, 
Iʼll maintain that there is still hope for a unified effort at the small college.  Due 
to the work of our national organizations, and because composition has become 
such a crucial part of what English departments do, the power balance is not 
so badly skewed as it once was.  At the small college level, the now common 
practice of hiring tenurable faculty to teach composition as well as literature has 
also had its effect.  Under these conditions, we might consider how the job search 
could unify rather than disjoint our programs. The two most obvious answers 
are writing instruction and The Scholarship of Teaching and Learning.
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Since the small college thrives on its ability to provide individualized 
attention, following the unified model of teaching and research suggested by 
the Boyer Report (and the model most familiar to compositionists) has the 
potential to drive English department curricular reform.  As such, the process 
of hiring new faculty might not only supply individuals ready to change our 
educational culture, but give us the opportunity to discuss that culture with 
continuing faculty.  Rather than merely insisting upon the seriousness with 
which composition expertise and experience be treated, the job search could 
also provide the chance to articulate what such expertise and experience can do 
for the department generally. Despite MLA̓ s new public emphasis on teaching, 
it has been composition studies that has consistently been in the forefront of 
making pedagogy central, now boasting an impressive body of literature on 
the topic.  It would be, admittedly, very easy to ask MLA where it has been, 
or to consider whether the ad hoc status of the “Committee on Teaching” sug-
gests a less than sincere attention to public pressures to do a better job in the 
classroom. We might resist the temptation to do so, since a unified effort is in 
fact better; divided departments on the small college level can be particularly 
disastrous, since so much of our ability to function relies upon a cooperative 
spirit. But avoiding agonistic arguments does not mean that we do not have 
productive arguments to make.
 Towards that end, perhaps the job search provides our own kairos, our 
own version of an ad hoc committee on teaching. If we are able to create within 
our search committees (and later among our entire faculty) a dialogue about 
what it means to use writing as a process of learning; if we are able to highlight 
in our interview process the ways in which composition research can inform 
departmental pedagogy more generally; if we are able to define the pedagogi-
cal advantages of a writing-centered curriculum to our administrations during 
interview proceedings; if we can show the value of our own work by treating 
seriously the work in composition of our prospective colleague; then the large 
amount of effort involved in this process can breed more than an appropriately 
trained and committed colleague.  It can, just perhaps, influence the culture 
that our new colleague will enter. 

York, PA

NOTES
 1 As Amorose suggests, “Of course, the use and abuse of power is a daily 
occurrence on small as well as large campuses.  But when, on a day to day, relational 
basis, one must face a colleague she has just threatened or to whom she has just 
promised reward, the stakes and risks of power grow exceedingly high”  (100).
 2 The advertisements excerpted appeared in the Chronicle of Higher 
Education and/or the MLA Job Information List between 1999-2004.  They are 
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all for small college positions, unless otherwise noted. The names of colleges and 
universities offering these ads have been deleted. 
 3 One notable exception is the University of Louisville, which in 1998-
99 began the practice of all full-time English faculty teaching FYC (in exchange 
for the authorizing of seven new tenure-line positions)—which Debra Journet 
tellingly describes as a “momentous change” that brings with it challenges to 
maintaining collegiality, to maintaining the 100% participation of faculty members, 
and maintaining the importance of literature and language while also making the 
teaching of composition an area that requires ongoing professional development as 
well.  When Journet reported on the progress of this initiative two years later, she 
maintained long-term optimism while acknowledging real challenges, including 
resentment from some of her colleagues and the fact that this change still only 
allowed them to staff 25% of their courses with professorial faculty (up from the 
previous 1%). 
 4 General guidelines for writing job ads for positions in Language and 
Literature are set up by MLA and appear in the JIL as well as  in the Appendix to 
Showalter.  For guidelines on job descriptions for WPA positions, see the “Portland 
Resolution” (Hult et al.).
 5 In reality, not only the ads, but also graduate education contribute to 
misunderstandings about the profession of postsecondary teaching (especially in 
small colleges) and the ever-increasing importance of teaching in our profession 
more generally.  See, for example, Katz (121), Gregory (7-8) , Day (34-36), 
Langland (29).
 6 We must however, with Susan Miller, acknowledge that increasing the 
intellectual viability of our field must not come at the expense of reproducing the 
“hegemonic structure by implying that bourgeois social climbing and successful 
competition for intellectual ʻclout  ̓are legitimate signs of improvement”  (qtd. in 
Ohman).  
 7 In fact, I sent an earlier version of this paper to one upper-level 
administrator who acknowledged my piece with a terse, but encouraging reply: 
“the wording of the job ad is crucial!”
 8 Our attention to a candidate s̓ involvement in composition should include 
knowledge of the literature of composition studies, without enacting the traditional 
“academic bias” against “lived experience” noted by Thomas Newkirk and Linda 
Brodkey (41).  For a discussion of the interrelation between composition research 
and teaching in composition, see Dalbey (14-15) and Warner (26).  
 9 See the “ADE Statement of Good Practice,” which not only espouses 
methods much like those promoted by CCCCʼs, but which also specifically states 
that “Student writing should be part of every English course” and that “Good 
teachers recognize that notes, drafts, and journals, as well as polished essays, 
contribute to student learning” (53). 
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Newly trained Ph.D.ʼs in Rhetoric and Composition may seem 
irresistible to the small schools that seek new, inexpensive faculty 
who care passionately about teaching writing and administering 

writing programs. We approach writing instruction from many angles: 
historical, pedagogical, theoretical. When we agree to direct or coordinate a 
writing program at a small college, we can put all of our expertise to work—
sometimes during a single day on campus. As a WPA and my small collegeʼs 
only composition expert, for instance, I am consulted on a regular basis by 
deans and department chairs who must make decisions about changes to the 
curriculum, new technologies of literacy, best practices at other institutions, 
the relationship between standardized testing and admissions practices, and 
a host of other issues. I demonstrate, discuss, problematize, and promote 
particular pedagogical methods on campus. I serve on a variety of task forces, 
special advisory committees, and assessment teams each year. And when itʼs 
time to imagine something new, Iʼm often invited to the brainstorming table.  

And Iʼm not alone. In a post to the CCCC Small College Special 
Interest Group dated March, 2003, Paul Hanstedt of Roanoke College and Tom 
Amorose of Seattle Pacific University estimated that “somewhere between 
20% and 40% of the jobs listed each year in the MLA Job Information List are 
at small colleges and universities.”1 Yet few of us are encouraged to imagine 
careers at such institutions when we are in graduate school. Indeed, my own 
graduate school professors and colleagues seemed puzzled when I accepted a 
position teaching and administering a writing program at a private liberal arts 
college. Only my dissertation director, a professor at Spelman College in her 
previous life, seemed enthused.  
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What worries me here is not a lack of social support for those of us 
who choose such a career. My colleagues and professors werenʼt opposed 
to my taking the position. Instead, they simply hadnʼt imagined such a 
possibility for themselves or their students. I suspect most graduate programs 
ignore the small college context altogether, leaving that context out of seminar 
discussions, advising conferences, and workshops designed for job seekers. 
Those of us who hit the small school circuit when we leave are unprepared for 
the cultural and institutional shift from large to small institution.2 In particular, 
I was startled by the ways that writing program administration—much more 
than teaching—was vastly different in the small college context.   

Fortunately, I learned that the CCCC Small College Special Interest 
Group provides a network of support for composition and rhetoric specialists 
and English studies generalists who join the small college community. That 
SIG helped me recognize that I was not alone out there in the land of liberal arts 
colleges. Still, our annual SIG meeting often begins with a group lamentation 
about our general invisibility within the Conference on College Composition 
and Communication. We then search the convention program for panels and 
papers about WPA work at small colleges. Needless to say, itʼs a short list. The 
gap in our fieldʼs general conversations about this topic threatens to leave new 
WPAs at small institutions largely unprepared for work in this context.

Doctoral programs in Rhetoric and Composition, the majority of 
which are housed within research universities, must prepare new graduates 
for the realities of administration within a variety of institutional contexts. 
Programs such as Preparing Future Faculty are already doing an admirable 
job of helping graduate students learn about the work of college professors.3 
But this program does not speak specifically to small college professionals, 
let alone WPAs. Our discipline should focus more attention on how we train 
future colleagues to do administrative work by paying increased attention to 
where they will do their work.  

Graduate programs at most large public universities cannot prepare 
students for administrative positions at small colleges unless they make a 
concerted effort to do so. The institutional cultures are vastly different, and 
would-be WPAs need to be trained to read those cultures rhetorically and 
develop strategies for leadership that are based on collegial, informal models 
of power and decision making. In this essay, I describe the ways that my 
own graduate training shaped my expectations about writing programs and 
institutional cultures and the rhetorical techniques we use to operate within 
them—techniques that are not always conducive to WPA work at a small 
college. I then analyze the ways Iʼve revised those expectations and shifted 
my rhetorical practices. From that analysis a proposal for new directions for 
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training graduate students for writing program administration—particularly in 
small college settings—emerges. 

LIFE IN THE BIG POND

Initially, I imagined myself well prepared to direct a writing program 
at my small, Lutheran liberal arts college in southern Minnesota. During my 
five years as a Ph.D. student at Ohio State University, I spent one third of 
my time on fellowship, one third in the classroom teaching composition, and 
one third doing administrative work. I was a graduate student WPA for First-
Year Writing, as well as a graduate administrator for the Writing Workshop, a 
basic writing program. This administrative experience was an opportunity for 
professional growth and a way to study the pedagogical effects of disciplinary 
history. I learned a great deal about the nature of WPA work within large 
public institutions:

1. WPAs direct what we call “writing programs.”  
Writing programs are constituted of staff, teachers, faculty development 
programs, and curricular imperatives. A good writing program features at 
least one faculty member WPA, preferably someone with tenure, as well as an 
assistant director and an administrative assistant. Writing programs may also 
employ graduate student WPAs and undergraduate work-study students.  

2. The WPAs are composition experts.  
Program directors, assistant directors, and graduate student WPAs study 
composition theory, pedagogy, and history. These experts are respected, 
necessary members of campus culture. They sit on important campus 
committees and help others understand the value and importance of writing 
instruction. The WPA and the teaching staff rarely share experience, expertise, 
or power. Many composition teachers are novices, particularly graduate 
teaching assistants; experienced teachers are typically part-timers and adjunct 
faculty.   

3. Writing programs are necessary to the curriculum as a whole.  
The universally required first-year composition course virtually ensures the 
continuing presence (even if not always a healthy presence) of the writing 
programs that administer those courses.   When writing courses are graduation 
requirements, writing programs can depend upon a certain level of budgetary 
and staffing support.

4. Writing programs are scripted through and by the documents that 
comprise them.

Writing programs send countless memos, missives, reminders, and flyers to 
teachers and students alike. Writing programs create handbooks and catalogs, 
policy manuals and curricular guidelines. Some offer a commonly taught core 
syllabus or sequence of writing assignments, helping to ensure that courses 
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taught by inexperienced teachers have strong theoretical and pedagogical 
scaffolding. We are what we write.

5. Writing programs support the teachers who work for/with them.
A good writing program provides workshops and professional development 
opportunities, as well as money for travel to professional conferences. New 
teachers may benefit from mentoring programs, examination copies of 
textbooks, and access to xerox machines and office supplies.

6. Writing programs conduct systematic, ongoing assessment.  
Assessment strategies are often multilayered. WPAs and their assistants 
may observe and evaluate teachers, survey students, read student portfolios, 
and conduct focus groups with students and/or staff members. Mentoring 
programs for new teachers can also facilitate assessment.

7. Writing programs should value and produce new knowledge.  
WPAs are scholars and researchers, and writing program administration is 
intellectual work. According to the position statement published by the Council 
of Writing Program Administrators, “Evaluating the Intellectual Work of 
Writing Administration,” the work of administering a writing program “may 
be considered intellectual work when it meets two tests. First, it needs to 
advance knowledge—its production, clarification, connection, reinterpretation, 
or application. Second, it results in products or activities that can be evaluated 
by others” (http://www.wpacouncil.org/positions/intellectualwork.html). The 
document, revised in 1998, emphasizes external evaluation, suggesting that 
expertise shared with outsiders is most valuable.

8. Writing programs must prove their intellectual merits to the English 
departments that either house or complement them.  

When graduate students are accepted into their programs, English departments 
budget little money for boot camp-style introductions to teaching composition.  
These workshops are designed to prepare new TAs to teach writing courses 
in only a few days or weeks, suggesting there must be little to learn about this 
kind of work.  English departments create hierarchies for graduate teaching 
assistants, dangling opportunities to teach literature courses, rather than 
composition courses, as the ultimate reward for work well done.  

WELCOME TO THE SMALL POND

 When I interviewed at Gustavus Adolphus College in January of 
1999, I wrapped myself in research university assumptions. As the department 
chair discussed the WAC program and Writing Center duties, for instance, I 
imagined directing both in a collaborative way, drawing upon the expertise of 
colleagues, the support of a secretary, perhaps even rotating the administrative 
work with another compositionist on campus. It didnʼt occur to me to ask 
whether or not Iʼd be expected to go it alone—such an administrative model 
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was beyond the scope of my Big Ten imagination. Certainly I didnʼt think to 
ask about secretarial support. Who ever heard of a writing program without a 
secretary?

When new Ph.D.ʼs in rhetoric and composition leave the suite of 
WPA offices at a large public institution for a position at a small college, 
our research university expectations may get the better of us. We may be 
disoriented by the scope of our positions. Consider the many hats suggested 
by the following advertisement for my current position, which was featured in 
the MLA Job Information List in 1999. The position was Assistant Professor 
of English and Director of Writing at Gustavus Adolphus College, a private 
liberal arts school of approximately 2,400 students located in rural southern 
Minnesota: 

Seeking a tenure-track assistant professor, beginning Fall, 2000, to 
direct, promote, and advocate for the existing college-wide writing 
across the curriculum program; to teach a variety of writing classes 
in the English department (Research and Writing, Intermediate 
Composition, Reading and Writing Essays, etc.); and to teach 
courses in English teaching methods and adolescent literature.  
Requirements:  Ph.D. in hand (dissertation in composition/rhetoric 
preferred, but other fields with extensive, focused experience in 
composition/rhetoric considered); teaching certification in English 
or Language Arts (any state); and college teaching experience.  
Experience in a writing across the curriculum program highly 
desirable. (JIL 1999) 

Now I recognize the advertisement as fairly typical within the world of liberal 
arts colleges. Such schools must cobble together what we at my institution 
affectionately term “Frankenstein positions” for obvious reasons. When 
resources are scarce and faculty members must work as generalists within 
their fields of study, the composition scholar must simply become “the writing 
person,” which means that she is the “composition teacher,” the “pedagogy 
person”—and this ties in with the secondary education work described in the 
ad—the “writing center person” and the “WAC person.”  

Back in 1999, however, I read the advertisement through research 
university eyes. I analyzed the advertisementʼs language. I worried about 
the trinity—”direct, promote, and advocate”—related to the Gustavus WAC 
program. The word “direct” implied the communityʼs expectation that the 
director would actively shape the writing program, approaching her work with 
vision and knowledge. I assumed my expertise would be respected and the 
teachers who Iʼd work with would, in fact, know less about teaching writing 
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than I did. I expected the community would grant me the authority to make 
decisions.  

The word “promote” implied the need for hands-on leadership to 
raise the programʼs status. But when a program requires “promotion,” I 
suspected, the institution must not be doing enough to sing the programʼs 
praises already. Likewise, the word “advocate” was slippery. As a graduate 
student I read my disciplinary histories. I knew that composition studies had 
been constructed as the bastard step-child of literary studies; that composition 
teachers were feminized and their work undervalued; that ideological and 
political forces conspired to maintain the imbalance of power and prestige that 
separated literature teachers from composition teachers. So I assumed that a 
WAC program in need of advocacy required someone to “plead” on its behalf. 
When we plead, we imply that others hold the power to make judgment, and 
thus we are not quite in control of the persuasive situation. I assumed I would 
not be the primary decision maker at Gustavus, but a person hired to persuade 
those who could make decisions to make good ones for the writing program.  

By the end of my first year on campus, I had learned new lessons 
about WPA work and revised many of my research university expectations: 

1. Writing programs are hard to define.
Some small colleges have actual first-year writing programs complete with a 
required composition sequence, an army of teachers, maybe even a smattering 
of adjuncts. Others, like mine, have Writing Across the Curriculum programs 
augmented by thematically organized first year seminars for entering students; 
tenure-track professors teach those seminars. Some writing programs have a 
tenure-track position associated with them. Some have a full time administrator.  
Few boast assistant directors, full time secretarial support, or student workers. 
In fact, at a small college, the WPA may simply be a faculty member—from 
any department—who keeps an eye on a particular curricular requirement. 
While a small college with a strong endowment and/or a particularly strong 
commitment to writing instruction may create an elaborate writing program, 
many small colleges deliver strong writing instruction simply because the 
faculty work hard one-on-one with the students. You might hear small 
college faculty members scoff at the “need” for a writing program altogether: 
“Students write plenty. Itʼs a liberal arts college, after all!”

2. The WPA may or may not be a composition expert, and the teachers 
are not novices.  

While an increasing number of Ph.D.ʼs in Rhetoric and Composition accept 
WPA positions at small colleges, in previous decades, English generalists 
have held these positions. And while most large public institutions depend on 
a huge force of novices (TAs) to teach composition, those who teach within a 
small collegeʼs writing or WAC program are more often full-fledged faculty 
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members. They may have more teaching experience than the WPA—though 
not necessarily more experience teaching writing.   

3. Every course is necessary for the curriculum, and faculty members 
own every course.

Each element of the curriculum may be perceived as “owned by the faculty” 
at a small college.  Programs such as WAC or First Year Seminar often grow 
out of campus-wide initiatives or faculty-led grass roots movements for 
curricular change. These are not programs created by “experts” and then 
passed on to a group of teachers who are hired to teach for/in the program.  
Small college faculty members pride themselves on developing their own 
curriculum; they are often loathe to discuss how College X or Y approaches 
a particular curricular challenge. Indeed, at my college, course proposals are 
reviewed by faculty members, and new courses must be formally approved by 
a full faculty vote. 

4. There may be resistance to programmatic documents, policies, or 
other unifying measures.

Small college faculty may resist standardization of any kind, balking at 
anything that might erode their academic freedom or pedagogical decision-
making. At Gustavus, we offer a few guidelines to help faculty plan their 
WAC courses (i.e. students need to produce at least 12 pages of prose per 
semester), but most faculty are not interested in uniformity of assignments. 
My most experienced colleagues send a strong message: Trust us to design 
our own courses, please. We donʼt need a “composition expert” to design 
writing assignments for us, and those assignments neednʼt all look alike. This 
is a liberal arts college, is it not?

5. WPAs should support the teachers who work with them.
Here we agree with our large school colleagues.  All teachers of writing 
intensive courses need support.  But that support looks different at a small 
college.  First of all, those who have taught at the college level for twenty 
years or more certainly donʼt require the same training workshops that TAs 
do. Second, small colleges face different budgetary issues than large ones. 
Many writing programs at small schools are dependent upon grant monies, 
“soft money,” or other forms of funding that simply arenʼt constant from 
year to year. But when that money runs out, faculty development efforts 
continue—on fumes. Perhaps this is a related point: at large schools, WPAs 
are professionals. They are contractually obligated to do their work, and 
the Council of WPAs helps them to name, define, and delineate boundaries 
regarding that work and earn fair compensation for it. But at small colleges, 
WPAs are ethically obligated to help the campus community because they are 
community members.  
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6. Faculty at small colleges prefer individual methods of assessment.
Itʼs our primary goal—to teach well. But small college teachers like to develop 
their own methods of assessment, which may or may not be augmented 
by the formal methods conducted through the Deanʼs office or personnel 
committee at tenure or promotion time. At my college, we can administer 
student evaluations each fall in all of our courses, but it is not mandatory to 
do so. But this approach to assessment on campus means that programs such 
as WAC find it difficult to conduct assessment projects on a large scale. If I 
have a good relationship with the teachers in my program, I may be invited to 
observe classes or survey students. If I am perceived as “overseeing” in any 
way, I will not be invited in.  

7. Faculty at small colleges produce new knowledge for both internal 
and external audiences.  

My college encourages scholarship from faculty, delineating “an emerging 
pattern” of scholarly development as the second most important criterion for 
tenure. But the realities of life at a small college—teaching loads of three to 
four undergraduate courses each semester, twenty to eighty student advisees 
per semester, and committee work—leave us with less time to devote to 
scholarship. When I was hired, I planned to conduct ongoing research as 
WAC director and Writing Center director and finish my book project. I had 
to cut that scholarly agenda in half.  But I also learned that research leading 
directly to curricular or pedagogical innovation on campus is highly valued.

8. Small colleges value good writing; still, faculty may not recognize 
writing instruction as intellectual work.

 The writing program at a small college may be considered a “college wide” 
program, one that does not “belong” to the English department. Indeed, any 
existing ties to the English department may be merely historical—the ghosts of 
a composition requirement from days past. And at a liberal arts college, most 
faculty agree: the ability to write clearly and gracefully should be a natural 
outcome of a liberal arts education. But my colleagues are still puzzled about 
what, exactly, I study.  Is it grammar?  Is it linguistics? Do I really publish es-
says about what itʼs like to read students  ̓writing?

KNOW YOUR POND:  STUDYING  SPECIFIC INSTITUTIONAL LOCATIONS

Back in 1999 when I was on the job market, I simply read job descrip-
tions, eliminated the ones that didnʼt appeal to me for geographical reasons, 
and hoped for the best. I didnʼt realize that I had mixed up rural Saint Peter, 
Minnesota—where Gustavus is located—and the more densely populated Saint 
Paul until I arrived for my on-campus visit. As my soon-to-be department chair 
backed his red Dodge Dakota pick-up out of a parking space at the Minneapolis 
airport and headed southwest, I didnʼt initially get suspicious. But then he kept 
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driving. Toward Iowa. The city lights of Minneapolis and Saint Paul dwindled in 
the rearview mirror as the Minnesota River curved along the sixty miles of fields 
that separate Saint Peter from the Twin Cities. Ah, I thought. Saint Peter.  
  The geographical mix-up is a good metaphor for so many of the 
misunderstandings that plagued me in the first few years of my job. I needed 
to orient myself to my new territory, revise my assumptions, and work with, 
not against, my new location. During my first year on campus, I experienced 
a great deal of cultural dissonance moving from public to private institution, 
from the East Coast to the upper Midwest, from a culturally and racially diverse 
campus community to a nearly all white, Scandinavian Lutheran one. I had to 
learn how to be a faculty member, a working mother, an academic advisor, and 
a colleague.  
 My difficulties reflected my cultural and disciplinary dislocation, as 
well as my gender, cultural background, even regional customs. But these dif-
ficulties also stemmed from my study of our disciplineʼs institutional history, 
as well as the position statements drafted by the Council of Writing Program 
Administrators and other professional organizations. At one very dark point in 
my dissertation writing, I carried a copy of Sharon Crowleyʼs Composition in 
the University: Historical and Polemical Essays the way that teenagers carry 
Sylvia Plathʼs The Bell Jar.  I knew James Berlin and Susan Miller intimately, 
and I began my new job with the fairly commonplace disciplinary assumption 
that my English department colleagues wouldnʼt fully value me or my work.  
In short, I entered my new position on the defensive.  
 Perhaps as a result, my email messages were perceived as abrasive; 
people heard questions where I intended statements and statements where I 
intended questions. I once prepared a four-page opus for the collegeʼs curricu-
lum committee—perhaps its most important and powerful committee, of which 
I was an ex-officio member—delineating in theoretical terms the difference 
between WAC and WID. That document ended, of course, with a list of what 
the college had been doing wrong and how I intended to fix it.  I had been on 
the job for only six months.
 My internal tenure clock was set for the context of a research univer-
sity, so I worried about when my first book would be published, how many 
conference papers I delivered each year, and how to achieve an elected position 
within my national organization. During the first two years, my constant need 
for feedback, specifics about tenure, and institutional direction for my program 
puzzled my colleagues, who seemed happy to have me and couldnʼt understand 
my mistrust of our tenure review system or my desire for more input about the 
program. But I wanted to know precisely what my job was, how much of it 
was administrative and how much of it was teaching. I wanted to account for 
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my work during tenure review, and ensure that I did not spend too much time 
on the administrative work to the detriment of my teaching.  
 Such questions are legitimate. Scholars in our field have documented 
the horrors of tenure review processes that do not value or validate admin-
istrative work. The Council of Writing Program Administrators has been a 
powerful advocate for administrators on the tenure track, offering guidelines 
to both institutions and tenure candidates to help them approach the review 
process ethically. But on small liberal arts college campuses, no two careers 
look alike. My colleagues had no more questions about my work than they did 
about that of the theatre scholar or the sculptor. Here colleagues make informed 
decisions every year about how to grant tenure to actors, potters, New Testa-
ment Greek scholars, medievalists, and chemists. Indeed, the process on my 
campus includes a full evaluation at the third year, complete with an outside 
reviewer, and a healthy system of mentoring and evaluation during each year 
prior to coming up for tenure. The college offers a kind of mentor-on-demand 
program to faculty who may feel uncomfortable with their own departmentʼs 
mentoring process. But when we have been taught for decades that every tenure 
review process is a battle to the death for disciplinary legitimacy and authority, 
we may approach our own tenure experiences with dogmatic fanaticism—not 
a good idea on my campus.

I do not wish to suggest that the narratives of disciplinary battles are 
misleading or untrue. These narratives helped me understand right away that I 
had little interest in fighting to build my own career in such a context. But they 
did not introduce me to the other possibilities of life on a small campus—or on 
any kind of campus other than a large research institution, for that matter. Still, 
I believe that itʼs important to recognize those aspects of our own professional 
discourse that may be counterproductive or inappropriate when applied to the 
liberal arts college context.  While our histories may suggest compositionists 
begin every tenure review process from a position of disciplinary weakness, 
this is not the case in every institutional setting.
 In short, all WPAs must study their institutional settings if they are to 
do their work effectively, particularly those of us who work on small college 
campuses. Just as one of my first moves as a new homeowner in Saint Peter 
was to peel back decadeʼs worth of powder blue carpet to reveal the treasure of 
hardwood flooring underneath, I learned quickly as a new WPA to dig through 
the layers of files—old committee reports, curricular language, department 
meeting minutes, and so on—to uncover the treasure beneath. I began to read 
and to listen with more patience. I learned that our program has historically 
required only one person to “coordinate” its various components and serve on 
the requisite committees. I learned that the WAC program and Writing Center 
have shared a combined budget of $2,275.00 per year for each of the last five 
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years; this continues to be my budget today. 4 The program has never had an 
administrative assistant or regular secretarial support; the program has never 
depended upon adjunct labor. Our WAC program, firmly in place since the early 
1980s, simply seeks to ensure that all 2,400 students take at least three writ-
ing-intensive courses from visiting, tenured or tenure-track professors before 
they graduate. 

I studied our collegeʼs institutional history in order to learn more 
about the ways that the WAC program did—and did not—reflect the values 
of the college. I had to treat my job as if it were a graduate seminar. One of 
my experienced colleagues once noted that our college really has a WAC 
requirement rather than a WAC program. I have never forgotten this astute 
observation, and I began to question my continuing insistence upon thinking 
of the WAC program as a program, complete with faculty development 
opportunities, an active teaching community, a sense of shared commitment. 
Make no mistake: I do not suggest that my institution does not need faculty 
development opportunities for WAC teachers, or other features of a writing 
program. But I do need to analyze, not simply dismiss, what the community is 
telling me when it sends a strong message: We value this writing requirement. 
Weʼre not so sure we need a program.

My analysis of documents such as the mission statement and curriculum 
committee records, as well as my interviews with experienced faculty who 
had participated in our WAC program, was instructive. In January of 2001, 
I interviewed three experienced faculty members who had enjoyed a long 
relationship with the WAC program, dating back to its inception in the 1980s. 
In an introductory memo to these colleagues, I suggested that I was worried our 
history as liberal arts college professors might be lost.5 These three colleagues 
helped me to learn that one of the facultyʼs primary values is collegial trust. 
Colleges like Gustavus have traditionally operated under the assumption that 
colleagues should trust one another to teach courses well, imposing few, if 
any, measures for ensuring or measuring the quality of writing instruction. 
Hence the resistance to my proposals for more systematic—or programmatic—
assessment.  I learned also that I should not depend upon reams of documents 
to declare my authority and expertise. No wonder my WAC/WID opus had so 
little effect on my colleagues  ̓thinking about our WAC curriculum. Moreover, 
the huge number of memos that I had generated in my first semester as WPA 
only reinforced some faculty members  ̓sense that I didnʼt understand the way 
things worked around here. I needed to learn that I was considered a teacher 
first, not an administrator, and that I should behave that way.  

Finally, I recognized a strong institutional commitment to apprentice-
ship or mentorship models of education. For many faculty on campus, the most 
fulfilling educational experiences seemed to be those where novice students 
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became increasingly expert through close contact with professors. This was 
true for faculty regardless of the number of years on the job. In my first year, 
then, I focused not on faculty development for the WAC program, but on the 
unrealized connections between WAC and the collegeʼs Writing Center, which 
was staffed by some remarkably talented undergraduate writing tutors. I pi-
loted a new program, WAC-UP (Writing Across the Curriculum Undergraduate 
Partnerships), which put undergraduate student tutors in charge of outreach 
and information gathering. I wanted to foster relationships with both older 
and younger faculty, capitalizing on the facultyʼs desire to help students who 
themselves were learning valuable skills: writing, reading, thinking, listening, 
speaking. The first year, the program fizzled, however, as busy teachers claimed 
that they were simply unable to stop long enough to meet with the tutors to 
discuss disciplinary conventions.  

I had misread a crucial part of our institutional culture: the facultyʼs 
desire to foster the distinction between mentoring and collaborating with stu-
dents. My colleagues were not yet ready to label undergraduate students “WAC 
consultants” and resisted meeting with those consultants to share assignment 
prompts or resources. Indeed, I learned that our faculty requires and respects a 
fundamental distinction between “student” and “teacher” while simultaneously 
valuing student-centered, exploratory experiences in the classroom.  

In my second and third years, then, I continued to focus on undergradu-
ate tutors at the writing center, but linked them with interested teachers of WAC 
courses across the curriculum in a mentoring model that we call the Designated 
Tutor program. I paired faculty members with tutors who were particularly 
interested in their disciplines and/or teaching styles. In turn, many of these 
faculty members developed strong mentoring relationships with the tutors, 
which translated into good will toward the Writing Center and the program. 
Then these faculty participated in a series that we called “WAC Nights at the 
Center,” opportunities for interdisciplinary panel discussions about reading, 
responding to, and evaluating student writing across the campus. This way, 
the work of faculty development gets done, but not when it is labeled “faculty 
development.” Instead, these teachers are merely helping to mentor the students 
who are their primary concern.

KNOW YOURSELF: STUDYING ETHOS CONSTRUCTION

 Once we understand our institutional contexts, we may be better able 
to construct authority for ourselves as members of a campus community. In 
other words, when we know where we are, we can begin to pay attention to 
the ethos that we project to others. Constructing ethos for ourselves within an 
institution involves considering how we authorize ourselves in conversation 
with others—others from outside our academic discipline, our age or experience 
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level, our gender, our race or ethnicity. It also means paying attention to the ways 
that we as individual faculty members are positioned within our departments, 
writing programs, and institutions. Contemporary rhetorical theories, particu-
larly feminist rhetorical theories, teach us how women rhetors negotiate ethos, 
constructing authority for themselves in situations where their texts may not 
be recognized as authoritative, and their voices may not be acknowledged.   
 Ethos has shifted in meaning historically. The term has been associ-
ated with either the actual character/person of the speaker (Plato, Quintilian), 
understood as constructed within the text itself (Aristotle, Augustine), or viewed 
as a process of negotiation among speakers, writers, audience members, and 
texts within specific contexts or locations (sophists; contemporary feminists). 
I rely upon the third category of definitions in order to highlight that the work 
of the WPA at a small college involves functioning in a variety of contexts 
and representing herself and that work in several different ways within those 
contexts. While classical rhetoricians disagree about the degree of correspon-
dence between the ethos of the speaker and his actual moral character, all as-
sociate ethos with issues of character, credibility, and authority. These issues 
are of primary importance to contemporary feminist rhetoricians such as Nedra 
Reynolds, Susan Jarratt, and Krista Ratcliffe, who have reread and redefined 
the term by returning to a more sophistic definition.  
 In “Ethos as Location: New Sites for Understanding Discursive Au-
thority,” Nedra Reynolds points to the Greek roots for ethos, “habit, custom, 
and character” (327), and she expands the term to include “the individual agent 
as well as the location or position from which that person speaks or writes” 
(326). This way, Reynolds is able to consider the character of the rhetor as 
a construction that shifts according to context, and she is able to include the 
context itself as a kind of character-maker. Given this feminist redefinition of 
ethos as a location occupied, a construction that encompasses both the speaker 
and the position from which she speaks, it is clear that the notion of ethos is 
quite important for WPA work in general, but itʼs crucial for WPA work at small 
colleges.

First, consider the ethos I constructed as a WPA at Ohio State. That 
ethos reflected my institutional context, my authority as a composition expert, 
and my position as a graduate student. As one of three graduate WPAs who 
assisted the tenured Director and non-tenure track Assistant Director of First-
Year Writing, I found our authority alternatively complicated and enhanced by 
our status as peers of the teaching assistants. That authority was also linked to 
those programmatic documents that the WPAs wrote, revised, and edited. Some 
introduced new teachers to the writing program; others demanded compliance 
with its peer mentoring group structures. All documents featured the names 
and titles of the WPAs prominently. The documents suggested a metonymic 
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relationship between the WPAs and the program; the “we” constructed within 
all of these documents became the program; new teachers were thus invited 
to read “us” as the program itself. The dual nature of our identities—we were 
their peers and also imbued with institutional authority—both enhanced and 
complicated our work.

Our most significant publication, Starting Places, introduced new 
TAs to the first-year writing program and its personnel and curricular goals; 
it featured examples of student writing from first-year composition classes, as 
well as graduate student-authored literacy narratives and teaching philosophy 
statements. The manual ended with a selection of readings and a bibliography 
of relevant composition scholarship. We included our own literacy narratives 
and teaching philosophy statements in the collection. Thus we could construct 
ourselves as members of the community of graduate students, TAs ourselves 
who understood the demands of teaching writing while simultaneously writing 
as students ourselves. My two graduate colleagues and I were the “we” of the 
Writing Program in statements like this one:  “Starting Places. . . asks you 
to think about how you conceptualize yourselves as educators. We see this 
issue of instructor identity as vital; our identity as instructors radically affects 
our expectations for our students, our ways of valuing their writing, and our 
understanding of what it means to be a teacher of college composition” (“A 
Personal Welcome” 1997).

By including our work in Starting Places, we depended upon that 
dual identity, which in turn helped to construct a kind of ethos for our writing 
program: we were the peers of new teaching assistants and authoritative 
representatives of the first-year writing program. We exhibited a willingness 
to allow our work to be read and critiqued along with that of our peers, and 
we—rather than the faculty director—assumed responsibility for assigning 
such readings prior to our Pre-Quarter training workshop. Our “Personal 
Welcome” statement worked hard to enable new TAs to identify with us—and 
by extension, with the program itself, which we personified: 

As Writing Program Administrators, we look forward to working 
closely with you at the Pre-Quarter Workshop. . . All of us have 
been where you are now—contemplating a move to a new city (or 
new country!), frantically trying to secure a home, figuring out 
transportation, and negotiating the multiple demands of being both 
a teacher and a student. . .

This “both/and” served us well as mentors and observers of new teaching 
assistants. It was perhaps less helpful to us when we had to discipline or 
evaluate our peers. We sent memos urging teaching assistants to attend 
professional development workshops. We lurked on the email discussion list, 



66  Composition Studies PREPARING WPAS FOR THE SMALL COLLEGE CONTEXT  67 

posting pointed (or seemingly innocent) questions at opportune moments.  
But we lacked the power to do any more than that. And when it came time 
to work with the adjunct faculty members—many of whom were clearly 
senior to us in age and experience—we were rather ineffectual. Clearly, WPA 
power at this institution was all about forging connections with new teaching 
assistants, legislating curriculum, and urging compliance with programmatic 
policies and procedures. Our rhetorical strategies were intended to forge an 
atmosphere of general goodwill so that teaching assistants would respond to 
our ethical appeals and comply because “they” wanted to join “us.” 

Here at Gustavus, there is no “us.” Thereʼs only me: a lone WPA work-
ing to harness the energies and talents of veteran and new professors and to 
share that expertise across the campus.  But I believe itʼs important to create an 
“us” to help ensure the continued livelihood of our writing requirement, as well 
as our writing program, no matter what shape that program may take. When 
I first arrived, our campus recommended the use of a writing handbook that I 
hated; we had used the same book for ten years. I knew that I could easily make 
that decision for our campus; instead, I decided to make the decision with our 
campus. In the fall of my second year, I solicited volunteers for a handbook 
selection committee. I began with my friends, who in turn recommended me 
to their friends. I constructed a committee of seven readers, representing each 
of the seven academic divisions on campus.

I designed a survey instrument for the faculty and invited all teachers 
to respond. In early fall, I read and reviewed likely handbook candidates, 
selecting a slate of possible books for our campus. Subsequently, I met with 
publishing representatives, arranged for free lunches and demonstrations, and 
then invited committee members to simply read and respond with an evaluative 
rubric. I wanted them to understand that I valued their time, that I knew they 
were too busy to meet with the representatives themselves, but that I needed 
the disciplinary expertise each one could bring to the table. However, I also 
needed them to recognize my expertise, which authorized me to select the 
initial batch of handbooks from which to choose. These seven faculty members 
found the entire experience remarkably pleasant, well organized, and useful. We 
agreed easily on a new book (the one I would have chosen myself), and then 
my colleagues helped me to draft a letter to the faculty as a whole explaining 
the process and justifying our new choice. 

Still, when it was time to inform the whole faculty of the change, I 
was reluctant to use the word “I” to describe my role in the process. Instead, 
the memo I circulated to the faculty was firmly rooted in the third person and 
utilized the passive voice:
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In spring of 2001, Rebecca Taylor began to meet with publishers 
and review possible handbook choices.  She then composed a survey 
instrument to gauge faculty members  ̓ satisfaction with our hand-
book.  In October of 2001, the Writing Program—assisted by the FTS 
Director s̓ staff—conducted a full faculty survey about the handbook, 
which has been used at Gustavus for more than ten years

The memo then describes our deliberation and names the newly chosen hand-
book. This memo didnʼt at all capture the collaborative spirit of the selection 
process. I chickened out, contructed a kind of ethos that was far more formal 
and formulaic than I should have.  Needless to say, few faculty members read 
the memo. When the new books arrived at the bookstore the following fall 
semester, several called me on the phone. “Whatʼs with the new books?”

Since that time, I have referred to the program consistently in writing 
as “we.” Thus, “we” at the Writing Program have sponsored workshops, “we” 
have invited teachers to submit writing assignments and sample syllabi, “we” 
have requested that they order the recommended handbook (never, ever a re-
quirement) for their students each fall, and “we” have thanked the faculty for 
their support of the Writing Center each year. But that “we” is different than 
the “we” I helped to construct as a graduate student WPA. While that former 
“we” was an attempt to forge connections with a fairly disempowered group of 
teaching assistants, this new “we” is an effort to create community of faculty 
already committed to the teaching of writing, to bolster a program where only 
a requirement exists.  

But maybe creating this “we” still isnʼt the solution to my ethos prob-
lem. In fact, maybe I donʼt have an ethos problem at all. Instead, perhaps itʼs 
time to reconcile myself to the fact that we may never have a “writing program” 
like the one I left behind in Columbus, Ohio. Maybe thereʼs another way to do 
this work. My dean and colleagues have offered little programmatic direction 
to me, trusting instead that I will guide the Writing Center and WAC program 
as I see fit, with the help of a small advisory committee—an outgrowth of 
the handbook review committee experience I describe above. Trust. This is 
the key term, the term that perhaps most signifies the leap of faith I need to 
undertake in order to be an effective WPA in the small college context. I must 
trust that the lack of interest in the writing “program” does not signal a lack of 
interest in writing instruction itself or in the curricular “requirement.” Indeed, 
on my campus, the distinction between a program and a requirement is an 
important one. The program is all about faculty development efforts, speakers 
and events, the WAC web pages, the bookmarks and brochures and posters 
and email messages and memos—all things that our faculty views as “extra.” 
But I can trust that colleagues value good writing and want our students to 
write well. It is clear to me now that the faculty has historically taken a great 
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interest in the curricular component of the Writing Program, ensuring that the 
curriculum committee as a whole, rather than the writing director, makes the 
ultimate decisions about which courses receive WAC or “W” status and what 
the WAC criteria should be.   

I am grateful for that. Itʼs a relief that nobody expects me to ensure 
the success of the requirement alone—we all take responsibility for it. My 
role, then, is to guide us along as we continue to work toward a common goal: 
making sure that our students have opportunities to write often, to revise their 
work, to write in different disciplinary contexts. In doing so, I must construct 
the kind of ethos that suggests we are all in this together, working hard to help 
our students, but that I expect colleagues to trust me to make good decisions. 
I have tried to let go of my fear that colleagues will not find me authoritative, 
and I have begun to use a more natural, collegial voice and style in all of the 
documents I share with the faculty. In my most recent fall faculty meeting memo, 
an opportunity to share with the faculty my goals for the WAC program and 
Writing Center each year, I even use the pronoun “I”: “Iʼm pleased to announce 
a full slate of events and activities offered by the Writing Center and/or Writing 
Across the Curriculum Program this fall.”  I acknowledge that this is, in fact, 
my program.  I am making decisions, I am setting the course for its future, and 
I am evaluating its success in the ways that I see fit.

SUGGESTIONS FOR GRADUATE TRAINING

New WPAs at small colleges must study our institutions  ̓culture(s) 
and rhetorical practices.  Then, we can make more appropriate choices as 
we perform—daily—our precarious relationship to the writing program, the 
institution, our colleagues, and our students. How might graduate programs in 
Rhetoric and Composition prepare us for this work and acknowledge that we 
will, in fact, administer writing programs in a variety of institutional contexts 
when we graduate?  

1. Study Institutional Documents Rhetorically.
In many history of rhetoric seminars or survey courses, students study texts 
from a variety of historical periods from ancient Greece to the present, 
considering textbooks, dialogues, and extant fragments of the pedagogical 
materials that have been used through the ages to teach the ancient art of 
rhetoric.  Why not use actual writing program texts from multiple institutional 
contexts to consider contemporary rhetoric?  Graduate students might study 
web pages, in-house publications, or curricular documents from different 
institutions. They might be encouraged to document and analyze the 
relationship between particular rhetorical theories, pedagogical outcomes, 
and institutional locations.   
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2. Conduct and study ethnographic research stemming from diverse 
institutional settings.

Graduate students could benefit a great deal from participant-observation 
at small colleges, HBCUʼs, community colleges, and tribal colleges.  They 
might be encouraged to consider how specific writing programs reflect 
geographical, cultural, racial, ideological, economic, and institutional 
differences in complex ways.

3. Require or encourage off-campus institutional  experiences.
The Preparing Future Faculty Program has taught us a valuable lesson: 
nothing helps a graduate student understand the nature of academic work 
quite like an extended series of visits to a specific institution.  Graduate 
programs might identify students who are interested in small college careers 
early on, and encourage or require those students to spend time at a small 
institution, perhaps as part of an administrative, research, or teaching 
exchange program.  

4. Create administrative fellowships.
Provide graduate students with an opportunity to devote their full attention—
with compensation—to learning about administrative work in various 
settings.

5. Include small college faculty in job training efforts.
When itʼs time to conduct the annual “how to get an academic job” workshop, 
invite faculty members from small institutions to participate.  Include sample 
c.v.ʼs from faculty members who work for small colleges.  Let graduate 
students hear firsthand about the possibilities of academic life outside the 
research university context.

I hope that those who prepare new WPAs will recognize how 
disconcerting it is to step for the first time into a role as WPA at a small 
liberal arts college.  The sudden responsibility for such a fundamental part of 
the curriculum can be overwhelming.  It can also be challenging, rewarding, 
and frustrating.  We need rhetorical strategies to help us face our work with 
energy and commitment.  Graduate students who study comparatively the 
institutional cultures of various writing programs and the rhetorics that sustain 
them will learn to consider the ways that speakers and writers construct ethos 
within different institutional cultures, the professional documents of such 
cultures, and the formal and informal ways that power and responsibility are 
wielded.  This kind of multifaceted rhetorical study could help students to 
consider how our emerging—and always changing—sense of authority may 
shape the rhetorical approaches that we employ, approaches that can limit 
subtly or make possible our communicative success within specific writing 
programs.

Saint Peter, Minnesota
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Appendix A
WAC History Project

Interview One

1. Tell me about your earliest memories of WAC at Gustavus. How did 
it start? Who led? Who followed? Describe its effect on campus.

2. What was the WAC program all about? Courses? Faculty development? 
Who funded it?

3. What brought you to WAC in the first place? Why were you interested 
in participating?

4. At what point did you cease to participate, if at all? What led you to 
that decision?

5. How would you characterize WAC at Gustavus in its heyday? How 
would you characterize the WAC of 1985? The WAC of 1990? The 
WAC of 1995? The WAC of 2001? What leads you to characterize it 
in these ways?

6. How do you interpret the words “Writing Across the Curriculum?” 
What values are inherent in that definition? In other words, do you 
think the project itself speaks to/reflects/contradicts the “Gustavus 
values” as you understand them?

7. What do you think our students want from WAC? What do you think 
they get?

8. If you had to offer me one bit of advice as a new WAC director, what 
would it be?

9. If you could have offered one bit of advice to the last WAC director, 
what would it have been?

10. Could you direct me to some other resources—people, archives, docu-
ments? Where are the official administrative records?

11. Would you be willing to share your own WAC resources with me for 
the sake of research? Would you share syllabi, assignments, memos, 
etc.?

12. Would you be willing to (or interested in) being interviewed again, 
this time with a tape recorder, in order to participate in this research 
project? (I would use a release form and go through Institutional Re-
search Board.)

NOTES

 1 See flyer: Preparing for a Career at a Small College or University: A 
Workshop for Graduate Students and the Faculty Who Mentor Them; posted to 
SMALLCOMP and WPA-L on Monday, February 3 of 2003.  
  2 For that matter, weʼre not prepared to make the jump from publicly to 
privately funded institution, or from secular to church-affiliated, or from research to 
teaching-focused institutions.  Certainly there are research-focused private schools, 
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teaching-focused public schools, and so on.  The important issue here is that we 
need to imagine multiple institutional contexts and multiple career alternatives for 
students when they leave graduate school.
 3 According to the Preparing Future Faculty web site (http://www.preparing-
faculty.org), of the initial 295 participating institutions (Phases One and Two), 
sixty-five were defined as baccalaureate institutions (http://www.preparing-
faculty.org/PFFWeb.History.htm).  The program is now in its fourth phase, with a 
focus on developing programs in the humanities and social sciences.  In the area 
of English Studies, the following institutions have been selected as participants in 
Phase Four:  Howard University, Michigan Technological University, Washington 
State University, University of Illinois-Chicago, and University of South Florida.  
For more information about Preparing Future Faculty, see the summer 2002 issue 
of Liberal Education: “Changing Course: Preparing Faculty for the Future,” 
which features several articles about the PFF program.  
 4 My twenty to twenty- five undergraduate writing center tutors are funded 
through college work-study; their salaries do not come from the $2,275.00 per 
year.
 5 I include a copy of the interview agenda and questions as Appendix A 
of this essay.  
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she served as director of the Center for Effective Communication and founding 
director of the Center for Learning, Teaching, Communication, and Research.  She 
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of writing and general studies courses.  She has written and spoken on writing 
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and feminist pedagogies, writing centers, critical thinking, and workplace literacy.  
Currently she co-chairs the NCTE Assembly for Expanded Perspectives on Learn-
ing and serves as Bereaʼs campus contact for AAHEʼs Carnegie Academy for the 
Scholarship of Teaching and Learning.  

“The opposite of a true statement is a false statement, but the 
opposite of a profound truth can be another profound truth.”

-Nils Bohr, quoted in Parker Palmer, The Active Life

Twenty years ago, as part of a learning community at the state university 
where I then taught, I participated in an exercise fondly nicknamed the 
“power game.”  During a half-day simulation of a typical organizationʼs 

week, we ten faculty and twenty students were randomly assigned roles to play.  
I drew a Bottom.  While the Middles, Tops, and Clients floated mysteriously 
in and out of the room, I sat at a table with three other Bottoms trying, amidst 
interruptions and conflicting orders from our Middle, to design a promotion 
for a new national holiday.  In my position at the low end of a hierarchy, I re-
sented the frequent demands to change gears, the need to ask permission, and 
the loss of individuality; I envied those with more knowledge, more mobility, 
and more authority.  
 During the six-hour debriefing, I found to my surprise that I was 
actually a winner in this game.  Despite—perhaps because of—the inherent 
positional frustrations, my group had become unified and supportive of one 
another and had made some concrete progress in accomplishing our task.  All 
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the players Iʼd envied had been miserable: they had experienced the Bottoms  ̓
frustrations without the benefits of stability, support, and accomplishment.  At 
least one interaction between a Client and a Top had reduced the Top to tears.  
The Middles had suffered perhaps the most, caught between two unhappy 
groups and relatively powerless, within the structures dictated by the exercise, 
to create satisfying alternatives.
 At that time, my random assignment in this exercise replicated reality.  
Though empowered within that learning community, I existed only marginally, 
as an adjunct instructor, within the university structure.  Sixteen years ago, 
however, when I came to Berea College as Director of the Center for Effective 
Communication/Communication Across the College Program and Associate 
Professor of English, I was challenged to understand and use power appropri-
ately. In small college writing administration, our roles are typically complex: 
we can and usually do function as classroom teachers, writing consultants, 
supervisors of writing center peer consultants and/or composition faculty, 
directors of cross-disciplinary writing/communication programs, members of 
English or other departments, managers of budgets, scholars of composition 
and writing in the disciplines, and advocates of writing and faculty development 
in general studies and major fields.  We are thus required to deal with many 
different people and interests.  As Middles in our small college organizational 
hierarchies, we need strategies for creating power and using it effectively, both 
to achieve our purposes and to keep ourselves and our colleagues healthy.  In 
this essay, Iʼd like to explore some perceptions, sources, and consequences of 
power, drawing on my own experience as a teacher-administrator in a small 
college as well as concepts and practices from the fields of communication, 
conflict management, leadership, and feminist theory.  My goal is to increase 
both the effectiveness and the consequence of small college writing adminis-
trators, first on small college campuses and then on the national educational 
scene.  Though the challenges we face at small colleges are to some degree 
unique, we have the opportunity, through our responses, to create new models 
of leadership in higher education for institutions of all sizes. 

CONCEPTIONS OF POWER

 Before we can use power effectively, we must first believe that power 
is available to us and that having it is a good.  Achieving these underlying 
beliefs is no small feat.  At institutions of all sizes, writing administrators may 
believe they lack power; many also feel a distaste for the concept.  Hildy Miller 
points out that administrators generally feel powerless, while the actual power 
of writing administrators may be limited by their lesser status and blurred 
program boundaries (2-3).  Yet conflict management scholars argue that most 
people underestimate the power available to them.  The small college WPA has 
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an advantage in being able to see immediate effects of leadership, regardless 
of the way that leadership is expressed.  At a small college, when a writing 
administrator helps a single writing teacher respond to student essays more 
effectively, a large percentage of the student population will benefit.  In addi-
tion, the small college environment typically provides more opportunities for 
innovations to spread, as faculty dialogue informally across the curriculum.   
Similarly, curricular changes in small colleges usually occur more readily than in 
larger institutions.  Finally, our smaller size makes it easier for us to understand 
the organizational structure—the players at all levels and their roles—and thus 
to effect visible change.  For example, in exploring traditional campus chan-
nels a few years ago to find support for a new faculty development program, I 
encountered skepticism.  The same day, happening to sit at a lunch discussion 
with our then-new president, I discovered his interest in my proposal.  His sup-
port—financial and philosophical—helped overcome others  ̓hesitation and led 
to collaborative sponsorship for what turned out to be a highly successful new 
program.  For all these reasons, we small college WPAs may be more likely 
than our colleagues at larger institutions to accept our leadership roles and turn 
our attention to using power effectively.  

Academics  ̓distaste for the concept of power—a second psychological 
hurdle that must be overcome—usually arises from viewing power as primar-
ily destructive or oppressive.  Such a perception of power typically underlies 
common metaphors for power derived from war, violence, explosions, and even 
games (winners and losers).  And indeed, many of us know first-hand that op-
pressive power does exist.  Certainly my education and work as a compositionist 
and feminist has led me to reject destructive power as embodied in standard 
hierarchies.  As I learned in the power game exercise, being a Top or Middle 
rather than a Bottom is not a recipe for effectiveness or satisfaction.  That oth-
ers—particularly women—similarly reject oppressive power is documented in 
such studies as Aisenberg and Harringtonʼs Women of Academe: Outsiders in 
the Sacred Grove.  Through their study of successful and unsuccessful academic 
women, the authors found that academic women not only lack knowledge of 
the “rules of the game,” but—more significantly—they typically refuse to learn 
or to play by those rules.  Their findings have been echoed by other scholars 
as well (Chliwniak; Hartman). 

Yet this type of power, which feminists often call “power-over,” does 
not have to be oppressive and may, in fact, be useful.  Evelyn Fox Keller and 
Helene Moglen note in their book Competition: A Feminist Taboo? that “it is 
neither possible nor advantageous for women to avoid the dilemmas of power, 
be it power in the interests of another or power over others” (36). Describing 
various ways in which people attempt falsely to deny power, conflict manage-
ment scholars Joyce Hocker and William Wilmot conclude that, even if we 
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attempt to reject power, we cannot escape the exercise of influence (71-72; 
74).  The question, then, is not whether we possess power, but how we can 
understand and make good use of the power we have.  

A more positive way of viewing power is to understand it as the ability 
to act and to affect one s̓ environment, as in Nina Baym s̓ words, “the energy and 
control that gets things done” (66).  Hocker and Wilmot cite Carolyn Heilbrun s̓ 
definition of power as “the ability to take oneʼs place in whatever discourse is 
essential to action and the right to have oneʼs part matter” (69).  Such a concept 
of power might be termed productive or constructive, as opposed to destructive 
(70).  Even more positive is the conception of power as integrative—power 
used collaboratively and creatively (70).  Surely our goals as writing admin-
istrators in small colleges should be to exercise these positive types of power.  
We are fortunate often to work within academic structures designed to foster 
collaboration.  In the small college where departments may consist of one or 
two persons, collaboration beyond the narrow structure is essential.  The small 
college writing program itself is more likely to be cross-disciplinary.    
 Working in integrative structures is a necessary but not sufficient con-
dition for effective use of power.  To exercise power constructively, we must 
understand and use various sources of power, often identified in the conflict 
management and leadership fields as power currencies (Hocker and Wilmot 
76).  One widely-used typology was created forty years ago by Raven and 
French (Hackman and Johnson 76-79).  According to this typology, there are 
five primary sources of power: coercive, reward, legitimate (or positional), 
expert, and referent (or role model) (76-79). Each has its own benefits and 
costs.  How might writing teachers-administrators at small colleges access and 
use effectively these power sources?  

STRUCTURAL POWER

 The first three powers depend largely on the structural position held 
by the writing administrator.  In the small college, writing administrators typi-
cally do not head departments, nor are we likely to possess extensive resource 
control, and thus our ability to punish or reward the faculty with whom we 
work may be limited (Hocker and Wilmot 77).  On the one hand, our lack of 
coercive power may be advantageous, since without it we are less likely to 
threaten others.  Our interests may be best served when someone else—an 
administrative committee, a department head, a dean or provost—holds and 
uses coercive power on behalf of our programs.  On the other hand, our lack of 
reward power may hamper us in gaining necessary participation and compli-
ance from our faculty colleagues.  We can benefit our programs by negotiating 
with upper-level administration and other sources to make rewards—stipends, 
course release time—available to participating faculty.  We can also look for 
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ways, other than financial, to reward our colleagues: we can, for example, 
publicize their good work verbally and through newsletters, sponsor programs 
that showcase their effective approaches, write proposals for them to make 
conference presentations, and send letters of praise to their chairs and deans.  
The shadow side of rewards, of course, is that resulting inequities—among 
recipients, some of whom will be more deserving than others, and between 
recipients and non-participants—may give rise to envy and resentment.  And 
at the small college, neither rewards nor penalties are hidden: everyone knows 
quickly who got what funds or perks.  Public equity is a particular challenge.  
Thus we know firsthand what the literature on power suggests: neither coercive 
nor reward power is a particularly effective means of leadership.
 The writing administratorʼs legitimate or positional power arises pri-
marily from the way the position is constituted.  In small colleges, directors of 
writing centers, WAC, and writing programs may be housed within the English 
department, reporting to the department head.   These directors are typically 
hired as faculty members, then given released time from teaching to pursue the 
administrative work.  Such positioning works well when the English department 
includes supportive, knowledgeable colleagues and chair.  With the current 
growth of writing concentrations within English majors, more English faculty 
may be teaching writing, increasing the likelihood of departmental support 
for the WPA.  However, such positioning may impair the WPA̓ s power both 
within and without the English department.  In a literature-dominated English 
department, the compositionist may be relegated to second-class citizenship, 
a lone voice asking for a share of often-scarce resources.  In addition, the 
English department, needing to staff its curriculum, may not be able to provide 
sufficient release time for the faculty member/director to work productively 
across the curriculum.  And the across-the-curriculum responsibilities may not 
be sufficiently credited at tenure and promotion time—though the work of the 
Council of Writing Program Administrators in defining the intellectual work 
of the WPA is helping with this challenge.

As an alternative to the English department, some writing administrators 
at small colleges report to a divisional head or to the dean or provost of the 
college.  This structure endows the position with greater legitimate power 
and, provided the upper-level administrator truly values the program, ensures 
that across-the-curriculum work will be credited.  In addition, appointment as 
an administrator with faculty rank usually ensures a lighter teaching load and 
possibly fewer department responsibilities, providing more time for writing 
program work.  When my Berea position was instituted in 1988, the reporting 
line was moved from the English department to the Academic Vice President 
and Dean of the College—a  necessary shift to support the expanded scope of 
the work—and I have benefited from the resulting positional power.  However, 
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alongside the benefits are also vulnerabilities.  For one, calling on the legitimate 
power of the position often emphasizes the administrative role with its familiar 
negative connotations among full-time faculty.  In contrast to our administrative 
designation, it is usually in our roles as faculty colleagues, as teachers among 
teachers, that we do our most effective across-the-curriculum work.  Thus itʼs 
important that administrative WPA appointments also carry faculty rank, to 
confirm the WPA̓ s professorial foundation.  A second vulnerability concerns 
visibility.  While upper-level administrative support can provide the necessary 
freedom and authority for us to develop and carry out our college-wide work, 
emphasizing our positional power may result in what Daphne Patai terms 
“surplus visibility.”  Visibility is a two-edged sword: on the one hand, it brings 
recognition and thus can lead to accomplishments; on the other, a highly-visible 
WPA, especially one expected to be a change-agent, can serve as an easy target 
for a variety of institutional complaints.  Surplus visibility is a damaging aspect 
of the tokenism experienced by women that Rosabeth Moss Kanter explores 
in “Performance Pressures: Life in the Limelight” (70-75).  

Several years ago, I encountered the fine line between enough and too 
much legitimate power.  In negotiating for office space in a building where 
most faculty offices were small, I had to balance my need for administrative 
space for meetings, records, and resources against the resulting perception 
of privilege when my planned office was two or three times larger than the 
norm.  At the small college, such negotiations and their outcomes are under the 
community microscope, impossible to hide.  I found a balance by giving up a 
third of the space I could have had to create a kind of commons, with issues of 
The Chronicle and sitting space for faculty and students.  I also made my office 
sofa available to colleagues who needed to rest during the day.  Even so, some 
faculty still expressed envy of my space.  Another example of the need to hold 
just the right amount of legitimate power concerns teaching load.  Full-time 
teaching is clearly not compatible with successful writing administration at the 
small college.  Yet the colleagues who know that we teach only half or even 
less of a full-time load may not realize all the “teaching” we do in our work 
with tutors, individual student clients, and faculty across the curriculum.  The 
solution is not for us to teach more classes, but rather to be sure our colleagues 
understand all the ways—direct and indirect—we support their work.  One way 
to do this is to include practical as well as theoretical help in our out-of-class 
consultations with faculty.  For example, when I meet with a faculty member 
less experienced with students  ̓writing, in addition to talking generally about 
students  ̓needs and effective responses to writing, I offer to read an early set 
of essays from the class.  Though I donʼt give detailed feedback on students  ̓
work, I do make notes about primary needs and suggest practical next steps, 
including referral to our writing center.  This practice not only leads to a better 



80  Composition Studies EXPLORING PARADOXES OF POWER  81 

discussion of effective assignments and responses, it also eases my colleagueʼs 
workload.  As another example, when colleagues ask for my help in initiating 
a writing assignment or organizing peer review, I typically ask if I can co-lead 
the class period—another means of providing concrete guidance for teacher 
and students that also helps lighten the teacherʼs load.  This practice, too, has its 
shadow side, of course: one term I ended up leading a communication session 
every week for one colleague.  Small college WPAs who direct writing centers 
can also be sure that faculty regularly receive reports on visits their students 
make to the center—additional evidence of our concrete contributions to our 
colleagues.  Our center issues a written report for each visit and also, at yearʼs 
end, publishes use data to the whole campus.   
 A second paradox concerns the legitimate power we derive when 
our positions are structurally separated from English departments.  Not being 
owned by English frees us to give time and energy to communication needs 
in other departments.  But this power is balanced by our loss of power within 
English and that departmentʼs potential perception of conflicts between its 
role and ours in fostering good student writing. Early in my time at Berea, an 
English department member strongly urged me to hire as writing center peer 
consultants only English majors known to English faculty to have the writing 
and grammar skills needed to help writers in English classes.  Though to adopt 
this hiring principle might have increased my power in the department in which 
I hold my faculty appointment, it would certainly have impaired the ownership 
of written and oral communication by the whole campus that I was charged 
to achieve.  Studying Suzette Haden Elginʼs linguistic analyses (The Gentle 
Art of Verbal Self-Defense) has helped me learn to attend to the underlying 
need rather than the expressed request.  Rather than changing my practices of 
hiring good student writers from all majors, I have worked to provide English 
department faculty with more knowledge about student consultants  ̓abilities 
and more assistance for students in English classes. 
 A third dilemma of legitimate power concerns the structural isolation 
many of us experience within our institutions.  As teacher-administrators of 
writing—neither fish nor fowl—we typically have few true peers, particularly 
when we report to an officer in the central administration.  Who else at the 
small college shares our interests and broad institutional perspective? Who can 
mentor us? To whom do we turn for daily advice?  Other program directors or 
coordinators at our institutions may understand the challenges of wearing many 
hats, but they often lack expert knowledge of the field of composition/rhetoric 
and its particular challenges.  Our literature colleagues may be knowledgeable 
about the teaching of writing, but they may not be interested in the challenges 
students and faculty face in writing in disciplines outside English.  Often, 
constituting an across-the-curriculum advisory committee may be an appro-
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priate means of providing a sounding board to help set priorities and take the 
institutional pulse.  Yet less empowered colleagues may see such a structure as 
empire-building.  And how much power should be vested in such a committee: 
does it control budget or make program decisions?  How and by whom are 
its members selected?  Should it be part of the collegeʼs formal governance 
structure?  As an alternative to a formal committee, albeit a time-consuming 
one, we can informally identify and consult with a few colleagues we know 
have our workʼs best interests at heart. 
As a means of bridging structural isolation, our center has recently moved to a 
more formally collaborative structure, with a Steering Committee composed 
of several department chairs to assess campus needs and suggest directions, a 
team of Faculty Associates with expertise in communication and learning to 
develop and carry out programs and services, and a coordinator rather than a 
director to link the pieces.   
 A final paradox concerns the scope of our work at the small college.  
That written communication is our focus is a given.  Where does oral commu-
nication fit?  And what about broader teaching-learning issues?  Instructional 
technology with its impact on communication, learning, and teaching?  While 
larger schools may develop separate structures, creating the writing center, the 
speech center, the center for teaching and learning, and the technology center, 
at the small college an integrated approach is both practically and theoretically 
sound.  Connecting written and oral communication is especially appealing.  
Despite the hundred-year separation of written rhetoric from speech commu-
nication, practitioners of both are aware of the many ways written and oral 
discourse inform one another.  To incorporate oral communication expertise into 
our work, we small college writing specialists can collaborate with speech com-
munication colleagues as well as extend our own knowledge through resources 
available from the National Communication Association and the International 
Listening Association.  In my work at Berea, Iʼve found that coupling oral with 
written communication provides both faculty and students with more entry 
points into communication development.  Oral communication is also likely 
to spark interest among co-curricular educators, such as staff of student life or 
campus activities, thus providing an additional arena for supporting students  ̓
communication development.  Similarly, WPAs may benefit from connections 
with instructional technology and with the growing movement toward establish-
ing teaching-learning centers.  Our backgrounds in rhetoric, our experiences 
with faculty development through WAC, and the necessary college-wide per-
spective we hold make us likely agents to lead such integrative efforts on our 
campuses.  In 2002, Bereaʼs Center for Effective Communication formally 
became the Center for Learning, Teaching, Communication, and Research.1  
Providing more comprehensive services has many advantages; however, such 
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structuring may also overload our positions, as well as endanger the emphasis 
on writing we in rhetoric/composition have worked so hard to achieve.  

While structures offer a range of possible legitimate powers, small 
college writing administrators are more likely to draw on sources of power at-
tached to the person rather than the structure.  Expert and referent power sources 
fall into this category, as do two other power currencies described by Hocker 
and Wilmot: interpersonal linkages and communication skills (77-78).  These 
power sources are especially important in achieving creative, integrative power 
use, the power that does not depend on individual might but instead emerges 
through our recognition of mutual obligations (Estevo 166).

PERSONAL POWER

Expertise as a source of power depends on two things: our possession 
of knowledge and/or skills and others  ̓valuing of those skills and knowledge.  
We may demonstrate our own knowledge base through formal and informal 
discussions, through newsletters from our centers and programs, and through 
publication and participation in the national discourse on composition.  

Another important piece of our work in small college writing admin-
istration is to make sure others recognize the necessity and value of the across-
the-curriculum programs we lead.  The argument that all faculty need to know 
how to help students write better is easier to make at the small college than 
at the large university.  No matter how desirable it might seem to our faculty 
across the curriculum to enroll every student in an English department writing 
course, our small college English departments are not likely to be large enough 
to handle such a responsibility.  Further, in the small college when professors 
regularly teach the same students in several different courses, faculty are more 
likely to acknowledge that one course in writing will not address all a studentʼs 
writing needs.  Despite—or perhaps because of—the small collegeʼs general 
acceptance of WAC, we may have to make good arguments for establishing 
formal WAC programs and writing centers.  Our faculty as well as our ad-
ministrators may assume that informal dialogue among instructors teaching 
writing-intensive courses and informal tutoring for students are sufficient sup-
port for students  ̓writing.  One mechanism for ensuring continuing structural 
support for faculty development in helping students write well is to house the 
small college writing program within a general studies curriculum.  General 
Studies will virtually always include opportunities for faculty development, 
and General Studies leadership can become a strong advocate for on-going 
faculty work with writing.    Regardless of where our cross-curricular work 
is housed, our role as writing administrators is to make clear that expertise in 
the teaching of writing is both necessary and achievable by colleagues outside 
our field.  While our colleagues do not have to return to graduate school to 
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acquire doctorates in rhetoric, they do need ongoing education and support to 
become effective teachers of writing.  Such support is best provided through 
formal continuing programs and structures, as our experience as well as WAC 
scholarship demonstrates.   Contributing our expertise ad hoc and only one-
on-one can exhaust us.  To achieve college-wide writing goals, we must extend 
our expertise to develop the abilities of our colleagues and undergraduate peer 
tutors.  Formal structures that give us continuing voice and leadership help us 
to maximize the power currency that flows from our expertise.
 Our referent power—the power we draw from serving as role mod-
els—is also a function of our personal expertise as compositionists and teach-
ers.  To heighten our referent power, we can make visible our good teaching 
of writing by discussing and publishing our teaching approaches, by team-
teaching or guest-lecturing in others  ̓classes, and by mentoring new faculty 
in their teaching.  We must make sure, of course, that our good teaching is a 
model of inquiry, not a template of success; rather than dispensing static truths 
or “oughts,” we need to demonstrate a continued thoughtful pursuit of effective 
teaching and leading.  When we consult with individual faculty, partner with 
them to conduct classes, or lead groups in summer workshops or through the 
year, we need to listen more than we talk.  Our power and effectiveness depend 
on our abilities to listen to our colleagues  ̓needs and respond appropriately, 
building on their strengths and suggesting options for improvement.  Were we 
to attempt to impose a “right” way to teach, our power would be considerably 
lessened.
 To small college writing administrators, the power of interpersonal 
linkages is evident.  Networking is our middle name.  At small schools, no 
department or structure is big enough to be a law unto itself.  Working across 
traditional disciplinary boundaries is not only necessary but desirable, as work 
in any field—and especially in ours—is enriched by multiple perspectives.  In 
addition, the change process at a small school is likely to be informal, accom-
plished through strategic conversations as much as through formal legislation.  
While campus connections are essential to the small college writing admin-
istrator, we may also find great value in extending our networks beyond our 
campuses through regional and national associations and special interest groups.  
In these larger networks we may find understanding peers missing from our 
own campuses, and our exchanges can help us build self-confidence as well 
as bring fresh approaches to our campus work.   And given that most small 
colleges value research and professional activity as well as teaching, regional 
and national connections can increase our power currencies at home.  

The power of interpersonal linkages is fueled by another power, that 
of our communication skills.  We can draw on our skills power in several ways: 
through personal communication, newsletters, website development, presenta-
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tions on and off campus, and publications.  A less-emphasized but important 
way to increase our communication power currencies is to develop our abili-
ties to listen and to lead groups in effective decision-making.  As writers and 
compositionists, we have learned to listen to our texts and to various kinds 
of feedback, abilities we need consciously to carry into our work as writing 
administrators.  Investigating the field of listening through texts (Roach and 
Wyatt; Borisoff) or through resources provided by the International Listening 
Association can strengthen our listening abilities.  
 Developing our personal power becomes the base for the exercise 
of what Hocker and Wilmot term relational power (78), what feminists call 
power-with.  Much contemporary scholarship in the field of leadership sug-
gests the value of the sharing of power, whether among teacher and students, 
directors and staff, or colleagues.  In fact, failing to share power may limit our 
own power (Hocker and Wilmot 78).  When we use our power to create space 
in which others may increase their power, we share in that newly-created power 
and experience more power ourselves (Estevo 154).  As compositionists, we 
typically experience our best teaching and leading when we step out of the 
center and use our energies to create conditions supporting the emergence of 
the writers in our classes and the teachers of writing in our colleges. 

COLLABORATIVE POWER

 To appreciate the value of sharing power, we must be able to envision 
power through a lens of abundance rather than scarcity. If we believe that power 
is scarce, a fixed quantity, we will be hesitant to surrender any portion of it.  
And, in fact, traditional thinking on power presents the exercise of collabora-
tive power through the metaphor of loss.  In Leadership: A Communication 
Perspective, empowering others is called “giving power away” (85-89).  Such 
an action may constitute effective leadership, the authors recognize, but they 
argue that this approach should be used only as a last resort.  This value system 
is reflected as well in these authors  ̓discussion of powerful versus powerless 
speech.  Powerful speech is defined as direct, knowledgeable, and authoritative, 
while powerless speech is hesitant, hedged, and question-tagged.  Linguists 
such as Robin Lakoff have long recognized the existence of these typically 
male and female styles of speech.  Other researchers, however, have argued 
for valuing them differently.  In Women s̓ Ways of Knowing, Belenky, Clinchy, 
Goldberger, and Tarule present “powerless” speech as an important means of 
staying open to others, of inviting others into dialogue.  And if we view power 
as abundant, potentially ever-increasing, and synergistic, we affirm the value 
of the paradox that by sharing power, by inviting others to become empowered, 
we increase the whole groupʼs ability to act and achieve.  
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At the small college, enacting this conception of power is both easier 
and more desirable than at larger institutions.  Our size leads naturally to faculty 
and program interdependence, and the public eye makes hoarding of any sort 
unlikely.  Opportunity to use power collaboratively at the small college is not 
only more likely but also more desirable.  Our engagement in collaborative 
activities such as advising, mentoring, and college governance generally gain 
us credit at tenure and promotion time.  In addition, collaboration is the most 
effective means of achieving the holistic educational outcomes to which our 
schools are committed.  Our small college writing programs may thus become 
models for schools of different emphases and sizes.   
      My direction of across-the-curriculum work at Berea has operated 
within two structures I have founded on the concept of integrative, abundant 
power.  With student staff at the Center for Effective Communication and 
faculty/staff in the Communication Across the College program, I have worked 
to share power, to use my structural, referent, and personal power to increase 
others  ̓power.  I begin by empowering participants: student staff development, 
including our internal peer consultant certification process, is planned and 
led by senior student consultants.  Two former faculty/staff participants have 
helped to guide each two-year cycle of our CAC program.  With both student 
and faculty groups, planners design minimal agendas, leaving space for the 
groups themselves to propose topics and activities.2  These efforts have resulted 
in some dramatic successes: a workshop series for new students developed and 
led by peer consultants, research and new courses in writing and in listening by 
faculty in the disciplines, and the use of journals and reflective writing among 
student life and student work staffs, to name a few accomplishments.  In help-
ing participants to become empowered, providing support for risk-taking has 
been key.  As a senior chemistry professor who incorporated writing and art 
into his course in natural science noted, “I would not have been as daring to try 
something new for Natural Science had I not been in CAC. The group provided 
a diverse audience of supportive colleagues that might not have been available 
had I tried things on my own.” Yet even a strong commitment to sharing power 
has its challenges.
     
CONFRONTING THE CHALLENGES OF COLLABORATIVE POWER

 Challenges come from both external and internal sources.  External 
forces that push us to keep power include people who believe the recipients 
of shared power—for example, students—are unqualified or in other ways 
unworthy of holding power. Those with this view are likely to invoke the anal-
ogy of “the blind leading the blind,” a misleading (and demeaning) depiction 
of collaborative learning.  A second external force pushing us to keep power 
includes those who believe themselves unworthy to hold power.  Faculty in 
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the disciplines, for example, may not believe themselves to be ready to wield 
expert power in an unfamiliar field such as communication, even though they 
are using communication assignments successfully in their classes.  A third 
group who wonʼt take power includes those who donʼt want to violate what 
they see as a necessary—even desirable—hierarchy.  

I came to a fuller understanding of the thinking of the third group 
when I encountered a colleague in our WAC program who insisted on calling 
attention to my role as program director.  The first time, I felt flattered; as he 
continued to push me to be “in charge,” I became frustrated, then unable to 
act naturally, and finally quite cautious in acting at all, since any action I took 
seemed to confirm that I alone had the power I was trying to share.  Though his 
responses came, I believe, from a genuine desire to improve the program, they 
worked to reduce the collaborative power I generated for the whole group.  In 
turn, he was equally frustrated by my refusal to exercise power.  Our dance is 
well-described by Deborah Tannen in You Just Don t̓ Understand: Women and 
Men in Conversation.  Drawing on Goffmanʼs concept of message frames, Tan-
nen argues that men typically communicate from within a hierarchical frame, 
while women communicate from within a frame of desired connection.  In a 
hierarchical frame, only two positions are possible: one up or one down.  One 
up is the preferred position, but a one down position is preferable to a position 
of equality that would undercut the hierarchical frame itself and the potential 
one-up position it offers.  From this conflict, I learned to be more direct about 
the power I do have and to move more carefully in sharing it, not assuming 
that others automatically understand my approach or are ready to share power 
with me. Resolving conflicts that result from different frames often involves 
a reframing.  Helping my colleague to ask not “Whoʼs in charge here?” but 
“How can we all together get the most new learning accomplished?” led us to 
a more cooperative exercise of our different powers. 

A second set of challenges is internal, and paradoxically, the hardest 
and easiest to confront.  Internal challenges include our internalized expecta-
tions and even desires for traditional hierarchical structures, the difficulty of 
giving up control, and our fear of invisibility.  In “Feminist Writing Program 
Administration: Resisting the Bureaucrat Within,” Amy Goodburn and Car-
rie Leverenz analyze the expectations that led them to resist opportunities to 
transform traditional power structures in a first-year writing program.  These 
expectations included desires for clear authority, efficiency, and autonomy.  
Goodburn and Leverenzʼs frustrations as they coped with divided loyalties to 
traditional expectations and to change recall the experiences of the Middles 
in the power game exercise I described earlier. Another internal challenge is 
giving up control.  Never easy, relinquishing control seems to betray our often 
hard-won achievement of power as well as fly in the face of others  ̓expectations 
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of us.  After all, we are asked to be change agents, and reason and experience 
suggest that to make change, we must use our power directly.  Though our 
deepest knowing suggests that lasting change must be generated from within, 
not imposed from without, we often fear to trust in such a mysterious process.  
Finally, there is a fear of losing credit, of becoming invisible, while working 
to empower others.  Choosing to step to the sidelines in the interests of oneʼs 
own and a larger good is different from undesired marginalization at others  ̓
hands, of course. And at the small college, when we empower others, we are 
usually given credit for being team players. Yet our unique positions as writ-
ing administrators, operating among and across structures, may diminish our 
visible consequences.  Because we belong to no one, we lack cheerleaders.  
Thus our own self-esteem as well as political realities pushes us to be sure 
our good work—even our self-sacrifice—is recognized.   As Goodburn and 
Leverenz note, the lack of individual ownership of collaborative work can be 
problematic for WPAs who need to justify their accomplishments to outside 
audiences (283).    

The most important work we do as leaders is to confront and overcome 
these fears, as well as other monsters that Parker Palmer details: our insecurities, 
intolerance of chaos, and inability to let go of that which is no longer functional.  
Palmer, along with leadership gurus like Stephen Covey and Scott Peck, urges 
us do the inner work necessary to become leaders who cast light rather than 
shadow.  Further paradoxes surround this work: though it is personal, it is not 
private, and if we come together in community not to fix each other but to let 
one anotherʼs inner selves emerge, we can achieve effective leadership (Palmer 
16-17; Peck).  The outcome of our inner work is also paradoxical: by changing 
ourselves, we change the world.  Carol Pearson writes of the new world we 
discover “when we stop wasting time on futile attempts …to force social change 
and focus on fully claiming our own lives and integrity” (267). 

Claiming our own lives may be done in isolation, of course.  We may 
choose counseling, spiritual direction, or meditation; we may explore new 
sources of creativity through the arts or community service; we may journal 
to engage in the critical reflection Goodburn and Leverenz advocate (288-90).  
Moving beyond our individual selves, we WPAs may also choose to draw on 
our power to include opportunities for inner work in our WAC and writing 
center programs for faculty and for students.  The recently-completed seventh 
cycle of Berea s̓ CAC program, for example, included two different retreat days 
in which faculty and staff participants hiked, canoed on a local lake (only one 
canoe turned over!), and walked a labyrinth.   Asking participants to engage in 
creating time-lines of personal and professional development or maps of the 
term or the year, and scheduling silent periods for reflection and journaling, 
followed by voluntary sharing, are other ways within WAC to open space for 
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self-discovery.  Stephen Brookfieldʼs “Learning Audit and Critical Incident 
Questionnaire” (in Becoming a Critically Reflective Teacher) provides good 
prompts for individual reflection that can deepen when shared with supportive 
colleagues.  Another kind of self-discovery comes through encountering new 
learning experiences.  Our CAC program always includes sessions where each 
of us teaches the others, typically by asking the group to become active learners 
in new fields.  In any interdisciplinary faculty group, at least some will be chal-
lenged in trying to solve the four-color problem, classify insects, sing, translate 
Old English, or survive a judo fall.  Stretching ourselves, often with pleasantly 
surprising results, is a fine means of strengthening our inner confidence and our 
willingness to trust others.  As an even more comprehensive means of engag-
ing deep leadership challenges, we may help design whole programs which 
foreground inner development.  At Berea in the mid-1990s, I collaborated with 
colleagues in General Studies and Campus Ministry to plan and lead a program 
for faculty renewal titled “The Inner Landscape of Teaching and Learning.”  
Drawing on the work of Parker Palmer and of resources from the NCTE As-
sembly for Expanded Perspectives on Learning, our group of sixteen faculty 
explored ourselves and our callings to teach through art, poetry, sound, story, 
and appreciative inquiry.  In the years since the completion of this program, 
faculty participants have demonstrated varied kinds of effective leadership.3  
 Let us in small college writing administration take leadership within 
the academy in modeling such approaches to understanding and using power. 
Let us celebrate the fact that our institutions  ̓small size and our multiplicities 
of individual roles render us communities of persons, “knots in nets of concrete 
relations” who can together articulate and achieve “personal and collective 
hopes” (Estevo 157, 174).

Berea, KY

NOTES
 1For an analysis of this structural shift, see Jones, “Launching a Center 
for Learning, Teaching, Communication, and Research.”
 2For more information on these programs and activities, see the websites 
for Center for Learning, Teaching, Communication and Research and Communica-
tion Across the College, as well as Jones, “Creating Partnerships for Literacy in 
the College Workplace.”
 3For a full description and analysis of this program and its effects, see Jones, 
“Exploring the Inner Landscape of Teaching: A Program for Faculty Renewal.”
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WHEN TEACHING IS A PRIVATE AFFAIR

___________________

Bianca Falbo is an Assistant Professor of English and Assistant Director of the 
College Writing Program at Lafayette College.  

The mission statement at Lafayette College, the small, private college 
where I work, claims teaching as a priority:  “Effective and challeng-
ing teaching,” it explains, “is the first priority of the faculty both in 

the classroom and in a variety of independent and collaborative learning 
experiences” (“Profile”).  And, indeed,  I have been struck repeatedly by the 
degree to which faculty here are invested in their teaching.  But as a begin-
ning assistant professor, I have been equally struck by a marked reluctance on 
the part of some colleagues to talk about the intellectual work of teaching, to 
see teaching and learning, as Mariolina Salvatori and Patricia Donahue have 
proposed, “as historicized and theorized intellectual practices” (83).  As I have 
become acclimated to the culture of teaching here, I have come to understand 
this “reluctance” as the result of how, despite the collegeʼs public commitment 
to undergraduate education, teaching remains largely a private activity.  Of 
course the situation I describe here is not unusual.  The status of teaching as 
intellectual work has always been contested in the academy.  But contradic-
tory attitudes toward teaching are, I think, more visible—maybe even more 
pressing—at a small college whose mission is defined by its commitment to 
undergraduate education.   

In the following discussion, I describe my experience teaching writ-
ing and literature and administering the college writing program at Lafayette.  
Though I want to resist making claims about the culture of teaching and learning 
at all small colleges, I suspect that readers who teach at other small schools 
will recognize similarities to situations encountered at their own institutions.  
Looking at my “private” experience in the classroom and at my “public” experi-
ence as a WPA, I will consider some reasons why, even at a teaching-oriented 
college, what happens in the classroom between a teacher and her students has, 
at best, limited public visibility.  In my conclusion, I will suggest how, in spite 
of such limitations, a teaching-oriented college potentially serves as an ideal 
place for challenging assumptions about teaching as a “private” affair.  
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I.
When I started writing this essay, I kept thinking of the scene in the film 

Dead Poets Society where the unconventional teacher John Keating instructs 
his students to rip the editorʼs introduction out of their poetry anthologies.  Stu-
dents stare at him in disbelief.  “Weʼre not laying pipe,” he tells them, “weʼre 
talking about poetry.”  One by one, students begin to tear from their books 
the pages in question.  Ironically, in this celebration of “freedom” from rules, 
of individualism over theory, students blindly follow Keatingʼs instructions.  
The irony here is perhaps unintentional.  The film, that is, portrays Keating as 
heroic.  But then one student carries things too far and, in the ultimate act of 
rebellion against authority, commits suicide to free himself from his overbear-
ing  parents.  This act threatens to expose Keatingʼs philosophy as yet another 
set of rules, no less ideologically driven than any other.1   

In fact, the filmʼs ambiguity on the issue speaks precisely to the power 
that these images of teaching—and learning—hold in our culture.2   This scene 
dramatizes many of the assumptions that, beginning at the turn of the 20th cen-
tury, have served to de-professionalize teaching by making it the product of 
intuition and inspiration, and no one has been more frequently associated with 
this image of the “natural born” teacher than the English teacher.3  Keatingʼs 
rejection of the traditional teaching methods espoused by his colleagues makes 
him a dynamic teacher, a revolutionary much like the Romantic poets he teaches.  
Like the Romantic stereotype of the great author, Keating, a great teacher, is 
similarly original, spontaneous, and inspired.  As the historical work of scholars 
like Gerald Graff and Michael Warner and, more recently, Mariolina Salvatori 
has shown, this image of the teacher has its origins in turn-of-the-century debates 
about language and learning in the context of which English as a discipline 
began to emerge.  Graff and Warner document the “generalist/specialist wars” 
between those who favored the study of literature for the purposes of apprecia-
tion and those who advocated more “scientific”—i.e., philological—approaches.  
And Salvatori shows how those debates about the study of literature should 
be understood in the context of the larger debate over pedagogy, itself, as art 
or science.  By the early 20th century, according to Salvatori, the teaching of 
literature came to be characterized as either “a teacher s̓ mechanical application 
(hence, for some, ̒ pedantic  ̓and ̒ pedestrian  ̓. . .) of someone elseʼs theories” or 
as “the automatic, or the natural extension of a teacherʼs knowledge of ̒ subject 
matterʼ” (60).  In their focus on the teacher, Salvatori notes, both constructions 
“obfuscate the role of the learner” and both “ultimately dismiss pedagogy, the 
first by rendering it intellectually uninteresting, the second, intellectually un-
necessary” (60).

Studying this history has been important to my own transition to small 
college culture because it gives me a context for understanding why, at an in-
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stitution defined by its commitment to undergraduate education, scholarship in 
teaching and learning is considered neither especially interesting nor necessary.  
As is the case at many small, private, liberal arts colleges, what we do have is 
a strong commitment to “student-centered” learning, individualized attention, 
and close student-faculty relationships.  These are, in one sense, ideal teaching 
conditions; indeed, they are what attract faculty and students to a place like 
Lafayette.  In my experience, though, these ideals also contribute to a notion 
of the teacher as independent agent, and of education-as-tutorial, as a kind of 
private transaction between teacher and students (especially between a gifted 
teacher and a gifted student) that undermines a particular benefit of working 
at a teaching college like ours—namely the possibility for collaborative work 
among faculty.  I donʼt mean team-teaching, necessarily, although that is one 
possibility; rather, I mean developing a common language and an ongoing, 
intellectual conversation about the main thing we have in common:  several 
times a week we get up in front of a class and teach.

The problem of teaching as a private affair has been the focus of 
considerable work in the scholarship of teaching and learning.  In his 1990 
Scholarship Reconsidered: Priorities of the Professoriate, Ernest Boyer explains 
that “professors, to be fully effective, cannot work continuously in isolation” 
and identifies the scholarship of teaching as an ideal venue for cross-disciplin-
ary conversation:  “a campuswide, collaborative effort around teaching would 
be mutually enriching” (80).  Following Boyer, much work has been done on 
the role and value of teaching portfolios for making teaching visible.   (See, 
for example, Lyons; Murray; Minter and Goodburn; Seldin.)  As much of this 
work demonstrates, teaching portfolios provide important opportunities not 
only for documenting, but also reflecting on oneʼs teaching.  Sarah Robbins, 
for example, has discussed her use of “ethnographic principles and practices 
to gather data” for her portfolio (27).  And Ruth Mirtz observes that teaching 
statements and portfolios are “chance[s] to synthesize theory and practice, to 
highlight successes, to argue for specific methods, and to educate the many 
audiences who will read [them]” (43).  But as much of this scholarship also 
demonstrates, the use of teaching portfolios can be risky business, depending 
on whose interests are served.  For example, as Julie Robinson, Lisa Cahill, 
and Rochelle Rodrigo Blanchard explain: 

 
Teaching portfolios can function as documents that make teaching 
identities visible (for example, through teaching philosophies and let-
ters of recommendation) and show evidence of teaching performances 
(for example, through lessons plans, assignments, and activities) to 
different audiences who have a variety of motives for reading the 
portfolios depending on their degree of power and influence.  But by 
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representing teaching identities and performances through portfolio 
documents, they become accessible and assessable.  (15)  

And as Carrie Shively Leverenz explains, the ethical issues raised apply not 
just to teachers preparing portfolios, but also to those responsible for reading 
them:

many teachers worry about how to construct representations of their 
teaching that show themselves in their best light while also identifying 
areas for improvement.  Similarly, many WPAs worry about how to 
respond to those representations both critically and supportively.  Also 
challenging for the WPA is deciding how to use knowledge made in 
this interaction to create a writing program that is coherent and yet 
allows for and encourages difference. (111)

The difficulties of representing teaching described here are, arguably, difficul-
ties that arise not only with portfolios, but whenever teaching becomes a public 
affair.  As an assistant professor required to have my teaching observed twice a 
year and prepare an annual self-evaluation, I am well aware of these dilemmas.  
My graduate training taught me to see difficulty and struggle in my teaching 
as opportunities for learning, as places where the most interesting questions 
might be engaged.  That kind of reflection was encouraged and valued—even 
for purposes of evaluation and promotion.  I thus learned to think about my 
teaching as an ongoing process.  In my current job, however, things are differ-
ent.  In Scholarship Reconsidered, Boyer notes that the privileging of research 
over teaching in the academy often means that “good teaching is assumed, not 
rewarded” (32).  At Lafayette, as I imagine is the case at other small colleges 
that stake their reputations on the teaching effectiveness of their faculty, good 
teaching often is rewarded.  But because good teaching is also assumed (it is 
something we all just do), it is not understood as a topic worthy of scholarly 
inquiry.  It took me a while to understand that, however interesting my struggles 
and difficulties might be to me (i.e., privately), the (public) story I was sup-
posed to tell about my teaching was about how I succeeded in overcoming those 
difficulties.  This pressure has likewise intruded on my work as a WPA.  My 
primary administrative responsibility is helping colleagues teach with writing 
in their courses, but because the culture of teaching here encourages success 
stories, substantive talk about teaching can be difficult.

II.
In writing about the privatization of teaching and its impact on my 

transition to small college teaching, I do not want to be understood as making 
“public” a process that occurred in “private.”  Some of the things I write about 
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here, I have also written about in “public” documents such as annual reviews 
(read by my Department Head, the Provost, and eventually the tenure commit-
tee).  And nearly everything discussed here I have already said in “public”—in 
informal conversations with colleagues, in faculty development workshops, 
and at professional conferences.  My aim, then, in examining how I revised 
my teaching practice is not to reinscribe the private/public distinction, but 
rather to trouble it.  What are the implications of imagining the classroom as 
a private space?  “ʼPrivate  ̓for whom?” we might ask.  In fact, the classroom 
is an inherently “public” space where identities, arguments, and ideas alike 
are negotiated, contested, exposed.  To imagine a “private” classroom is, in 
some sense, to privilege the teacherʼs view.  I doubt that my students seated in 
a circle, discussing one anotherʼs writing or talking through what challenges 
them about a given reading assignment, consider themselves to be in a “private” 
space.  Granted, my classroom is not representative. But even in a classroom 
where the teacher lectures, there are students present—listening, taking notes, 
and perhaps raising questions.  Why, then, imagine teaching as something we 
do in “private”?

In fact, as a graduate student, I had learned to do just the opposite.  My 
graduate training at the University of Pittsburgh taught me to see my classroom 
as a kind of public text—available for interpretation, reflection, revision.4  I 
learned to think of my role in terms of facilitating learning, as creating oppor-
tunities for students to take responsibility for what and how they learn.  These 
elements defined the model of teaching I carried with me to Lafayette, and I 
imagined myself well suited to the culture of teaching at a small college.  But, in 
fact, my biggest challenge as a teacher has been reconciling that model with the 
collegeʼs “public” representation of teaching.  Both models emphasize student-
centered classrooms, but in very different ways.  Lafayette s̓ 11-1 student-faculty 
ratio (not unreasonably) raises expectations about individual attention and close 
student-faculty relationships.  Accordingly, our web site regularly features im-
ages of teachers and students engrossed in some academic activity—pouring 
over books, staring intently at test tubes, etc.  Less often does it feature images 
of students working with other students.  Education is represented—at least in 
our public documents—as a private transaction between teacher and students.  
These images, which reflect assumptions about schooling and learning in our 
culture at large, inevitably work to shape local classroom dynamics on the 
Lafayette campus and, as I soon discovered, worked against the kind of col-
laborative atmosphere that I had learned in graduate school to create.  
 That my Lafayette students were reluctant to take seriously their own 
writing as a vehicle for learning was not initially surprising.  The relatively 
low status of student writing in the academy encourages students to see their 
writing as perfunctory and insignificant.  What was new for me was the fact 
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that most of my students thought of themselves as “good” students whose hard 
work and perseverance had earned them a place at a selective private college.   
Their confidence not only made them reluctant to learn from one another, but 
they were also reluctant to abandon formulas and strategies that earned them 
A̓ s in high school.  Although Lafayette students struggle with many of the same 
reading and writing issues as my former Pitt students, they are, by comparison, 
less willing to experiment with their writing.  Instead they are more likely to 
conclude that an assignment “doesnʼt relate” to their experience—which usually 
means that an assignment has challenged what they thought they knew about 
skillful reading and writing.
 Student resistance is not, of course, a bad thing:  as a teacher, part of 
my job is to challenge students  ̓assumptions.  Any student who has worked 
to master the kinds of reading and writing practices traditionally rewarded in 
elementary and high school is understandably reluctant to question those prac-
tices.  I realize that the kinds of traditionally “successful” students Iʼm describ-
ing are not necessarily typical of all small schools, or even small as opposed to 
big schools.  But at Lafayette, as I suspect is the case at other small, selective 
schools, there is a greater proportion of these students in a given class.  Thus, 
their assumptions about reading and writing tend to be the dominant ones.  And 
I find myself working harder than before to get a class, as a group, to consider 
how they know what they know about reading and writing.

Iʼll explain one kind of change Iʼve made to adapt to this challenge by 
looking briefly at two versions of my syllabus for English 110, the composition 
course Lafayette students are required to take in their second or third semester.  
The first version, from my first semester at Lafayette, introduces the work of 
the course in this way:

College Writing (English 110) is a course about reading as well as 
writing.  Over the course of the term, you will be asked to use your 
writing to respond to and actively engage with the assigned readings.  
Indeed, this course takes as a working argument the idea that writ-
ing—particularly the kind of writing required of you in college—is 
a means not simply of repeating the content or “main idea” of what 
you read (although that is something you need to be able to do), but 
even more fundamentally a means of working on and thinking through 
your understanding of a written text. (1)

In this version of the syllabus, I characterize the course, as I used to for my Pitt 
students, largely as one that prepares students to do college-level reading and 
writing.  However, by the time Lafayette students take English 110, they have 
already been doing “college-level reading and writing” for some time.  At the 
very least, they have had a writing-intensive first-year seminar and most likely 
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other courses in which their grasp of the material was evaluated on the basis 
of their writing.  This was something I knew about the Lafayette curriculum 
when I started, but I didnʼt understand the significance of this circumstance 
for my students until I got to know them better.  My remark was originally 
intended as a way to initiate a conversation about how college-level reading 
and writing are different from what students may have learned up to that point.  
Though this is as true for Lafayette students as it was for Pitt students, the 
idea of a preparatory course, I discovered, conflicted with their perceptions of 
themselves as readers and writers.  

I came to this realization when I read my students  ̓course evaluations.  
In spite of my efforts, few students had found the course “relevant.” I found this 
response puzzling—in part because the course evaluation form doesnʼt specify 
relevant to what, so I had no context for interpreting students  ̓responses.  But it 
was also confusing because every assignment in the course had asked students 
to apply what they read to some aspect of their experiences as students—i.e., at 
the least, students should have seen some relevance to their own lives.  Looking 
back now, though, I think my students  ̓evaluations demonstrated that I didnʼt 
know enough either about their senses of themselves as readers and writers 
or their expectations for the course as a whole.  From my perspective at the 
time, it seemed that students were learning, that their writing was changing in 
productive and interesting ways.  The problem was that they couldnʼt see it.  
When I teach the course now, I make more time—in class discussions as well 
as in assignments—for students to talk about such things, and particularly for 
them to talk about how theyʼre revising their habits and assumptions.  The 
revised version of my syllabus reflects this shift in focus:

Welcome to College Writing.  As Sophomores, you have been doing 
college-level writing for a year now, so this course will not start over 
from scratch.  Rather, the course is designed to build on the reading 
and writing skills youʼve already acquired by helping you think about 
them in more complex ways.  Like your FYS, English 110 considers 
writing as an intellectual act and a recursive process (a process with 
complex, recurring subprocesses—e.g. drafting, revising, editing, etc.)  
This course shows you how writing can work as a tool for developing 
thought, rather than turn, by default, into something you produce for 
a grade or under the pressure of a deadline. (1)

In its revised form, the syllabus introduces the course by calling attention to 
what students bring to the class in the first place.  I do not mean to suggest that 
I have abandoned altogether the aims outlined in the early version.  Rather, 
I have tried to frame them differently to show students that what the course 
really does is to make them better readers of their own writing.  My students 
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do not, that is, need to learn writing skills, so much as they need to understand 
what makes their writing skillful and especially how to adapt the skills theyʼve 
learned in the face of different disciplinary requirements.  

In helping students revise the ways they think about reading and 
writing—students who consider themselves capable writers—I likewise have 
had to revise the way I think about my teaching.  In the process, I have had to 
re-articulate for both myself and for students what I think the work of a stu-
dent-centered classroom really involves.  I have come to see how my students  ̓
expectations about the kind of personalized attention advertised in the college 
brochure—part of the college s̓ “public” representation of learning—sometimes 
interfere with the collaborative work that happens in the writing classroom.  I 
was bothered, for example, by some students  ̓comments that they preferred 
individual conferences with me to class discussions.  But, as I discovered, 
participating in a discussion—especially a discussion about student writing—is 
new for many of my students.  Again—this was true for many Pitt students:  
rarely were classes there small enough even to have discussions.  But at a small 
college like Lafayette, most imagine small, discussion-based classes along the 
lines of the ones in the glossy brochures where students sit outside (another 
throwback to romantic stereotypes of learning) listening in rapt attention to 
their professor.  (One student actually wrote on a course evaluation that I should 
hold class outside more often.)  Moreover, here students know that if they do 
not “get” something by the end of class (or if they have to miss a class), they 
are likely to find me in my office later to explain it.  And I usually do.  Around 
here, students depend on—and most appreciate—this kind of attention from 
professors.  But such attention on a regular basis can also discourage students 
from listening to and learning from each other in class and can, consequently, 
work against what I am trying to show them about reading and writing as a 
“public”—i.e., social and socializing—practice.

III.
[T]eaching writing is always collaborative.  There are few 
teaching methods that can really be said to belong to any 
person . . . one of the most satisfying parts of teaching writing 
is in the ways we all help one another out.

Connors and Glenn,
The New St. Martin s̓ Guide to Teaching Writing

My students  ̓assumptions about the purpose and value of their writing reflect 
the ways in which they have been invited by us—their teachers—to imagine 
themselves as writers in the academy.  This is something I understood when I 
came to Lafayette, but over the course of my time here, I have also had occasion 
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to think more deeply about it, largely as a result of my WPA work.  That work, 
more than anything else, has made me aware of problems in the profession aris-
ing from assumptions about the privatization of teaching.  At the same time that 
I was “privately” negotiating for myself the ins and outs of teaching writing at 
a small college, I also had to function as a kind of public spokesperson for our 
writing program—working with colleagues teaching writing-intensive courses 
or interested in revising their approach to teaching with writing, speaking au-
thoritatively about a program I was still learning about.   But in an environment 
where a teacherʼs classroom is considered to be “private” space, WPA work, 
by definition, is easily perceived as a violation of the private/public boundary.  
Again, this perception is all the more surprising here at Lafayette where the 
core requirements include five writing courses.  As a body, the faculty publicly 
acknowledges the importance of writing in the curriculum.  But when it comes 
to thinking about the use of writing as a tool for learning, we tend to assume 
that it is the responsibility of the individual professor.

One of the first administrative jobs I had at Lafayette was to help the 
Director of the Writing Program with a series of workshops on teaching with 
writing, attended by faculty in arts and sciences who are teaching our writing-
intensive first-year seminars.  In my role as administrator, I was supposed to be 
advising colleagues about using writing as a tool for learning in their classes.  
We would talk about things like designing good assignments and responding 
to and evaluating student writing.  But as a new faculty person myself, I also 
welcomed the opportunity to talk “publicly” with other faculty about teaching:  
Although many of the participants were new to teaching, they all knew more 
about teaching at Lafayette than I did.  As I was discovering in my own classes, 
I could not just do the same things I had always done before, so it was helpful 
to hear my colleagues  ̓sense of what kind of work our students typically found 
interesting, challenging, or not worth doing.

As I was new to WAC work, I adapted what I knew about teaching 
composition and left myself open to learning from colleagues about writing in 
their disciplines.  I discovered that, similar to working with students, working 
with faculty is more productive when I begin by soliciting their language and 
ways of knowing.  For example, responding to student writing is an issue that 
causes anxiety for new and experienced teachers alike, so it is something we 
talked a lot about.  I would, for example, distribute copies of a student paper 
and ask colleagues to comment on it as they would if the paper were by one 
of their own students.  In this way, the conversation would begin (as it would 
when I asked students to comment on a classmate s̓ paper) with what the people 
in the group thought worth talking about.  In this way, I could get a sense of 
what assumptions and expectations they brought to the table.   A common 
criticism, for example, was that students just “canʼt” write.  But when I would 
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press this issue, it usually turned out to mean one of two things:  students 
canʼt compose a good thesis statement, or students make a lot of errors in 
grammar, punctuation, and spelling (“they donʼt know the difference between 
its and itʼs”).  Such complaints are not, of course, specific to our students, but 
they do make it possible to have a conversation about the kinds of things that 
distinguish our students  ̓writing.  Like a lot of college students, Lafayette 
students have received lots of contradictory advice about writing, and they 
struggle to put it together for themselves in ways that make sense.  But our 
students are particularly good at figuring out what their teachers want—this is 
part of what makes them “successful.”  So, a typical first-year student paper 
can look pretty smooth—an introduction and conclusion, paragraphs with topic 
sentences, minimal surface errors—and yet after four or five pages manages to 
spell out very little.  In most cases, then, the fact that a paper “has no thesis” 
is just the tip of the iceberg.

As in my own classroom, I was working in these meetings against as-
sumptions about teaching and learning that preceded my arrival at Lafayette.  
But I also discovered that my “outsider” status was useful.  Unlike WPAs at 
many other small schools, I was neither the first nor the only compositionist; 
but I was the new one.  So I took advantage of my position as someone learning 
on the job.  Taking this position was particularly useful for getting faculty past 
the idea that certain assumptions (“students canʼt write”) did not need further 
discussion.  While I do not mean to suggest that small school faculty are more 
homogenous, there is a tendency to assume you already know what so-and-so 
will say because youʼve heard it all before.  But I had not heard anything before, 
and no one had heard from me, so we had grounds to begin a conversation.  

My goal in these meetings was—and continues to be—helping col-
leagues see student texts as worthy of serious critical investigation.  After my 
first year here, when I was more familiar with the Writing Program and with 
my colleagues, I attempted to  accomplish this by enlisting the help of our 
Writing Associates (WAs).  WAs are undergraduate students, trained by our 
College Writing Program (CWP), to work with fellow students on their writ-
ing.  Each WA is assigned to a specific class and serves as a liaison between 
the professor and the students.  WAs are at the center of the writing program 
on our campus, responsible not only for facilitating student writing, but also 
for faculty development.  Positioned as they are as both peer and professional-
in-training, WAs help to make “public” the work and the teaching of writing 
on our campus.  They teach fellow students to make the crucial transition from 
writer-based (private) to reader-based (public) prose.  And they likewise help 
faculty imagine the audience for assignments and comments—giving them an 
“insider” view on how students are likely to read their intentions and hidden 
assumptions.   From their training, WAs can find themselves in the position 
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of knowing more about the work of writing than the professors whose classes 
they are assigned to.  Among our most successful students, WAs work well with 
their professors—carefully negotiating the boundary between the professorʼs 
authority and their own expertise.  And at a small school like ours where close 
student-faculty relationships are the norm, the “insider” prospective provided 
by our WAs can carry significant weight.  Informed by articles like David 
Bartholomaeʼs “Inventing the University” and Min Luʼs “Professing Multicul-
turalism” that read student texts as rich and complex cultural documents, the 
WAs  ̓participation in faculty development meetings helps generate constructive 
conversation by complicating some of the common assumptions about student 
writers.  WAs understand, for example, the kinds of struggles that might lurk 
behind a paper that simply appears to lack a “good thesis.”   They know why 
it is important to see students as writers with individual literacy histories and 
why and how those histories manifest themselves in a studentʼs writing.

As I hope the above examples demonstrate, WPA work has been 
for me a process of leaning how to use some of the characteristic features of 
small school culture at my particular institution to productively—and pub-
licly—trouble assumptions about teaching as a private affair and, consequently, 
foster intellectual conversation about writing (and also teaching and learning in 
general).  As I see it, my job is less to offer advice about teaching with writing 
(though I will when asked) than to provide opportunities for my colleagues to 
think through their preconceptions about teaching with writing.  Or at least that s̓ 
my job in theory.  In practice, as I have also tried to show, it can be a bit more 
complicated.  Some faculty who participate in these workshops find themselves 
in a vulnerable position: Theyʼre teaching a new course, often experimenting 
with new material, and theyʼre teaching writing.  But I also think the problem 
goes deeper than that.  Our discussions about teaching writing often trouble con-
victions about teaching practices in general.  A common concern, for example, 
is that teaching writing interferes with teaching the content of a course.  “How 
much time do I have to spend on writing?” I am often asked, as if how students 
write—i.e., how students represent in writing what they know—is somehow 
separate from what they know, as if writing is a by-product of learning rather 
than a tool students might use to learn.  To see writing as a means to knowing 
rather than the end of knowing can really shift the dynamic away from the kind 
of classroom where, as Freire puts it, the “teacher teaches and the students are 
taught” (73).  It necessarily disrupts the notion that knowledge travels in one 
direction from teacher to students.  It makes students active participants, and 
it better equips them to speak back to the teacher and to one another.

In calling attention to these complications, I do not mean to suggest that 
my colleagues are opposed to empowering students in these ways.  Given that 
anonymity in a small community like ours is hard to come by, it is not surpris-
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ing that faculty are reluctant to see their vulnerability teaching new courses as 
anything but a liability.  Moreover, as faculty-WA discussions at the workshops 
have demonstrated, my colleagues value intellectual conversation and debate 
with their students.  My point is that the function of writing in a given course 
is always already a loaded subject:  weʼre never only talking about teaching 
writing; weʼre going public, in a sense, with our convictions about teaching, 
with who we are and why we do what we do in the classroom.

And this is a hard thing to do--especially when, in spite of the best 
efforts of the College Writing Program, the professional rewards for faculty 
interested in the intellectual work of teaching remain dubious and the stakes 
high.  

IV.

As Salvatori and Kameen contend in “The Teaching of Teaching,”

An intractable ambivalence about the nature, the function and the 
worth of teaching pervades our profession.  It is systemic.  It is 
ubiquitous.  And it is dysfunctional.  Seldom brought fully into the 
light of critical argument, it surreptitiously emerges, hydra-like in 
sites and circumstances where it is often expedient or strategic to 
overlook it.  (103-104)

At a small, private college like mine whose mission is defined by its facultyʼs 
commitment to teaching, this ambivalence, I want to argue, can be particularly 
difficult to see.  With all of our resources for faculty development and en-
hancement of teaching, for example, it is difficult to argue that more attention 
should be paid to teaching.  Low student-faculty ratios reinforce the notion that 
students receive personal attention.  Students can choose to work one-on-one 
with professors in honors or independent studies.  We also have the EXCEL 
Scholars Program in which students work much like graduate assistants, helping 
professors conduct research and sometimes co-authoring articles for publica-
tion.  Faculty-student projects are regularly featured on the Lafayette College 
home page and other public-relations publications.

On the surface, we appear to be paying a lot of attention to teaching.  
But, I would suggest, it is not the only kind of attention we ought to pay to the 
most important activity we hold in common.  Teaching here, as I have tried to 
show in this essay, is oddly positioned between public performance and private 
experience, and this ambiguity can sometimes make it hard to talk productively 
about teaching.  Good teaching is recognized and rewarded here.  But thinking 
about how good teaching happens (an assistant professor, for example, thinking 
about how to revise her teaching practice) is considered (in theory) a private 
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matter.  Outside of our CWP workshops, most of the other serious conversations 
about pedagogy happen for the purposes of promotion, tenure, or review.5  This 
makes it very hard in those workshops to have a conversation about the real 
work of teaching, which involves struggle, difficulty, and sometimes failure.  
Faculty here are not used to seeing such things as opportunities for reading the 
text of their classroom.  Consequently, there is a kind of privacy surrounding 
classroom practice that, I think, interferes not only with what we might learn 
from one another, but with what a small college like ours could ultimately 
contribute to scholarship in teaching and learning.

Much of what I do as a teacher and WPA involves making visible the 
ways in which writing and teaching are not intuitive or idiosyncratic activities.  
And as Iʼve tried to suggest, it may be harder to work against these assumptions 
at a small, liberal arts college:  we recognize and pursue teaching and learning 
in very public ways, but imagine them, paradoxically, as essentially private 
activities.  In the course of my time here, I have found myself betwixt and be-
tween these two notions of education—public celebration or performance, on 
one hand, and private experience, on the other.  As a writing teacher and writing 
program administrator, I have, perhaps, been even more aware of this paradox 
because writing, itself, is never a wholly public or private affair, but rather a 
negotiating of public and private selves, ways of knowing and seeing.

Even though it may be harder to work against assumptions about the 
privacy of teaching at a small school like mine, ideal opportunities exist here 
for making teaching a really public affair, for creating what Salvatori and Do-
nahue, in the article quoted at the beginning of this essay, describe as a “culture 
of teaching as intellectual work” (83).  By this they mean “apply[ing] to talk 
and writing about teaching the same standards of professional accountability 
that govern more traditional scholarship in the field” (83).  Such a culture 
might be fostered by some of those opportunities I have highlighted here.  
Close student-faculty relationships have tremendous potential for teaching us 
about the effectiveness of our teaching.  From them we might learn more about 
how our students learn.  And what we learn ought to be made available and 
evaluated in the same public venues as other kinds of scholarship.  Small class 
sizes, too, create opportunities for experimenting with—and, again, studying 
and analyzing the effects of—strategies for student-centered learning.  Finally, 
tremendous potential exists for interdisciplinary collaboration among faculty.  I 
have never been more aware than I am now of the ways in which my pedagogy 
is positioned in relation to that of my colleagues, not in a competitive way, but 
in the sense that a WAC program at a small college offers obvious possibilities 
for thinking about teaching and learning across the curriculum.  What would it 
mean to develop a language for talking about teaching across disciplines—for 
creating what Mary Huber and Sherwyn Morreale (quoting historian of science 
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Peter Gallison) identify as “trading zones”—“borderland[s] [where] scholars 
from different disciplinary cultures come to trade their wares—insights, ideas, 
and findings—even though the meanings and methods behind them may vary 
considerably among producer groups” (3)?  As Huber and Morrealeʼs com-
ments suggest, working toward that language might be even more valuable 
than the language itself:  What new relationships might we come to perceive 
in the process between how and what we teach?  What new possibilities might 
emerge along the way for alternative approaches?  I think these are valuable 
questions for the profession at large, and I think the small, private liberal arts 
college is a good place to begin asking them.

Easton, PA

NOTES
 1 My essay, “The Ideology of Inspiration,” historicizes the emergence of 
this ideology and examines the relevance of that history for teaching reading and 
writing.
 2 Paul Farber and Gunilla Holm explain that stories of charismatic teachers 
like Keating or Jaime Escalante in Stand and Deliver follow a pattern: an “educa-
tor-hero” who is not initially accepted by his students eventually gains their trust, 
and together they overcome personal and professional obstacles (13).
 3 See, e.g., Dana Polan, “The Professors of History,” and Dale Bauer, 
“Indecent Proposals: Teachers in the Movies.”
 4 On the classroom as text, see Salvatori and Kameen: “To name the 
classroom as a text to be read and taught is to make the reading and teaching of 
that text eligible for the same critical interrogations with which we engage literary 
and theoretical texts” (103). 
 5 Last spring, for example, Andrea Lunsford was invited to campus to give 
a talk on plagiarism. Faculty were interested in having students attend, but few saw 
fit to attend themselves.
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conferences such as the Modern Language Association, the Associated Writers and 
Writing Programs conference, and others. Leahyʼs poetry chapbook Hagioscope 
appeared in 2000, and her creative work has been published in journals such as 
Connecticut Review, Crab Orchard Review, The Journal, and Quarterly West. She 
is editing a collection on creative writing pedagogy and serves on the Pedagogy 
Steering Committee for the Associated Writers and Writing Programs. She holds 
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North Central College

ENGLISH 116: 
FRESHMAN SEMINAR

WRITING & 
PHOTOGRAPHY

COURSE DESCRIPTION_____________________________________

English 116: Freshman Seminar is, according to the college cata-
log, the “gateway course for North Central College’s integrative 
curriculum. [It f]ocuses on writing, reading, and critical thinking 

related to a specific area of inquiry [and is t]eam-taught by faculty from 
English and another department. Topics vary, but emphasis is on rhetoric 
and interdisciplinary perspectives. [An i]ntensive research component 
[is required].” As the gateway course, English 116 introduces students 
to college-level expectations in general; to thoughtful, critical reading 
and writing skills; and to research. The course requires that students 
complete three or four essay assignments and that they participate in two 
library instruction sessions. Our section of the course, entitled “Writing 
and Photography,” explores intersections between the written word and 
the visual art of photography and is taught by a creative writer (Anna 
Leahy) and an art historian (Debora Rindge).

Debora Rindge
North Central College
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Debora Rindge is a consultant for the American Art Collection at the El Paso Mu-
seum of Art. Rindge s̓ scholarly work has appeared in The Oxford Companion to the 
Photograph, Gendered Landscapes: An Interdisciplinary Exploration of the Past 
Place and Space, American Naïve Paintings, and other publications. Rindge has 
served as curator for exhibits of the work of Eugene Thurston and of John Meigs 
and is currently developing a traveling exhibit entitled Light in the Sky: A Tom 
Lea Retrospective, 1907-2001. She has lectured widely, including at the Corcoran 
Gallery of Art, and has presented research at numerous conferences, both in the 
United States and internationally. She was a Fulbright Scholar in American Art 
in 1994 and holds a Ph.D. from the University of Maryland, where she earned an 
outstanding teaching award.

___________________

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT

 North Central College is located in Naperville, a Chicago suburb. 
Naperville was recently designated the best community in the U.S. to raise 
children, in part because of the low number of families in poverty and the 
high number of two-parent households. For several years, the public library 
system has been named the countryʼs best. The collegeʼs student body consists 
of 1800 full-time, 350 part-time, and 450 graduate students. More than 1000 
of the undergraduates live on campus. Though students are largely from the 
Chicago area, they represent 25 states and 25 countries. Minority enrollment 
is 13%. The cost of tuition, fees, room, and board is $27,312 (Undergraduate 
Catalog 13); 80% of students receive need- and/or merit-based financial aid. 
The college employs 140 full- and half-time faculty and numerous part-time 
instructors.
 The collegeʼs mission is to be “a community of learners dedicated to 
preparing informed, involved, principled and productive citizens and leaders 
over a lifetime” (Undergraduate Catalog 5). To support this mission, the college 
has three goals, the first of which relates directly to English 116 as the gateway 
course: students will experience “One faculty committed to teaching…in small 
classes…in which writing and speaking skills are emphasized” (ellipses in 
original; Undergraduate Catalog 5). A few years ago, North Central College 
overhauled its curriculum and made English 116 the foundational course that 
enables students “to make informed, ethical, and globally aware arguments 
whatever their disciplinary emphasis” (Curricular Implementation). The in-
tegrative curriculum includes general education requirements in areas such as 
intercultural seminars; leadership, ethics, and values; and religion and ethics. 
The calendar is three 10-week terms, with most composition sections scheduled 
to accommodate more than 450 first-year students during the first two terms.
 The composition requirement is fulfilled by completing English 115: 
Composition I and English 116: Freshman Seminar or, for those students with 
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the highest ACT scores, English 125: Freshman Seminar, an accelerated version. 
Obviously, the best-prepared students are most often found in the latter course. 
Our experience in English 116 shows few students consider themselves “good” 
writers, whether that reflects honest assessment or the level of praise previously 
received. The others, seemingly discouraged by struggling to communicate 
interesting, clear thoughts or by perceiving they lack some innate gift, tend to 
resist the adage that more writing leads to better writing. This resistance to the 
risk and revision we value as teachers, coupled with our short 10-week term, 
guides us to be wisely cautious about how much can be accomplished in the 
course.

Each section of the Freshman Seminar is housed in the English depart-
ment but is interdisciplinary in the topics and in the staffing that brings to the 
classroom one instructor from the English department and one instructor from 
another department. As James Davis puts it in Interdisciplinary Courses and 
Team Teaching, “If there is a key characteristic of interdisciplinary courses, it 
is ʻintegration,  ̓scholars working together to pool their interests, insights, and 
methods, usually with the hope of gaining and presenting new understandings 
that could not be derived from working alone” (6). In other words, the inte-
grative curriculum and its gateway course advances the “one faculty” that is 
a major part of the collegeʼs mission. It seems no coincidence, then, that our 
students noted on institutional evaluations that enthusiasm for and knowledge 
of the subject were our greatest strengths. Because this first-year seminar 
fosters integration of knowledge, faculty and students use existing resources 
and expertise to expand our understandings, to become greater than the sum 
of our few parts.

The small-college environment creates both obstacles and rewards for 
a team-taught seminar. North Central College invests significantly by granting 
each instructor full credit for the course and by offering a week of summer 
training supported by a stipend and reimbursement for materials such as books, 
videos, and laser pointers. Davis and others recognize the challenges of team 
teaching, including “some initial confusion” and issues of “coverage” (47); 
“inventing the subject for a team-taught course is not an easy process” (48); 
and “the resolution of differences involves a great amount of ʻhomework  ̓on 
the part of the faculty” (51). In other words, highly integrative team teaching 
demands institutional support and also significant planning and ongoing nego-
tiating between instructors. Our program challenges traditional, institutional 
ways of valuing time and effort, including faculty evaluation policies and the 
relative demands of teaching, service, advising, and professional development. 
Team teaching and interdisciplinarity highlight existing differences between 
administrative views of time and “the classroom-based, polychromic perspective 
of many teachers […], with its emphasis on personal relationships more than 
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on things” (Hargreaves 113). We have found that, as Davis asserts, “[T]eam 
teaching often proves more difficult than teaching alone” (74).
 North Central College has 12 full-time (including non-tenure-track) 
English faculty and offers 15 sections of English 116 and 5 sections of English 
125. As a result of these typically small-college numbers, not enough full-time 
English faculty exist to staff all sections and also fulfill other obligations. 
Still, because at least one instructor in each section is full-time, all full-time 
English faculty teach at least one section. This staffing investment in gateway 
or composition courses is probably typical for small colleges and ensures that 
first-year students work with full-time faculty in small classes and that faculty 
who teach our gateway course, regardless of specialization, approach it within a 
liberal arts tradition. The program, then, makes significant demands on faculty 
in terms of scheduling but helps the college meet its mission.
 While pairing teams can be a challenge, the small college fosters suc-
cess. In order to propose a topic and coordinate schedules many English faculty, 
for instance, secure partners with whom they share research interests or prior 
relationships. However, while all full-time and many part-time English faculty 
teach this course, the non-English half of teams is drawn from volunteers (with 
encouragement from the administration to represent a variety of disciplines); so, 
some English faculty teach in areas in which they may have neither interest nor 
experience. In addition, full-time faculty are sometimes teamed with part-time 
instructors whom they donʼt know and who are on campus infrequently. Some 
college faculty fears that the course isnʼt integrative enough, which may be 
related to nuances of staffing. In a survey of faculty, however, most had positive 
responses to the course, and one aspect valued by non-English faculty was that 
they learned a great deal about writing, which may be especially valuable for a 
small college with a liberal arts tradition and for our college s̓ stated mission.

THEORETICAL RATIONALE

 The broadest rationale for “Writing and Photography” is to oppose the 
notion that  “ʻthe disciplines  ̓have become gated communities or combat zones. 
They are invitations to nostalgia, a longing for a lost unitary knowledge and a 
lost unitary self” (Garber 89). In opposing this notion we also defer the question 
of whether the course is either interdisciplinary or a topic-based composition 
course. Our course design and Davisʼs definition of team teaching ask us to 
embrace what Marjorie Garber calls  “discipline envy” (60), “an exhilarating 
intellectual curiosity” (60), and “that predisciplinary interdisciplinary moment” 
(95). It asks that we become, as North Central Collegeʼs mission asks, “one 
faculty” working together. Thus, we—teachers and students—purposely risk 
our individual disciplines  ̓integrity and our own comfort zones.
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In addition, given that teaching is often done in relative isolation from 
other teachers but that small colleges promote community and intersection, team 
teaching seems an ideal way “to avoid the professional limitations of teacher 
individualism, while embracing the creative potentials of teacher individuality” 
(Hargreaves 183). Though Andy Hargreaves doesnʼt address team teaching 
specifically and draws his points from research on school systems rather than 
colleges, he outlines pros and cons of teacher isolation, namely that isolation 
removes interference but also colleagues  ̓“feedback on their value, worth and 
competence” (167). North Central College, perhaps unintentionally, uses its 
composition program to balance these aspects of our teaching lives and to 
promote a faculty that shares pedagogical values without limiting individual 
freedom. To do this, the program and our iteration of the course take advan-
tage of the interplay between disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity that Garber 
asserts is vital.

Though she addresses more overtly political topics, Donna Qualley, 
too, hits upon the teacherʼs role in pushing students beyond the search for uni-
fied bits of knowledge and toward both/and thinking. She asserts, in response 
to Diana Fuss s̓ ideas about essentialism, “The way we make binary oppositions 
less oppressive, then, is not by pretending they donʼt exist, or by getting rid 
of them, but rather by keeping them fluid and open to redefinition” (28). This 
shifting and blending—who s̓ responsible for teaching what, whose voice is the 
authority on a given topic, to whom does a student turn for the best guidance, 
can or should a teaching team have a unified persona, and so on—remains a 
challenging aspect of our course, especially because our classroom is filled 
almost entirely with first-year students still getting their bearings in relation to 
college-level expectations, disciplinary boundaries, and their own opinions.

Our texts, activities, and team teaching “can create occasions for stu-
dents to rethink and reflect by inviting them to experience, at least temporar-
ily, what it is like to be two places at once” (Qualley 28-29) when they may 
not yet have established themselves in one place. As James Wilkinson notes, 
“To acknowledge the validity of competing and often contradictory points 
of view, to accept the limited nature of what can be known with certainty, to 
resist the temptation to reduce the world to simplistic categories […] requires 
a sophistication that must be acquired gradually” (3). Occasions for supported 
rethinking are a strength of the small college and liberal arts tradition, as we 
resist either/or positions and attempt “to keep the studentʼs initial drive and 
enthusiasm intact while thwarting her or his desire to be content with easy 
answers” (Wilkinson 3). Discussion-based classes, though, can leave students 
feeling as if “No generalization truly withstands scrutiny” (Wilkinson 7), and 
team teaching compounds that uncertainty in students because what are intended 
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as complementary comments or options from instructors may be perceived by 
first-year students as contradictory assertions or demands.
 As with any course, “Writing and Photography” requires planning, 
teaching, evaluation, and, because the course is team taught, content integra-
tion. Davis offers questions for negotiating these aspects as a team (8-9). In 
addition, we find that our experience with course design and implementation 
reflects Davisʼs definition of a highly integrative course:

[Instructors] develop a common syllabus, they struggle to integrate 
their various perspectives, they come to agreement about ordering 
of topics, and they intermingle their teaching activity throughout the 
course. They take primary responsibility for individual class sessions, 
but sometimes two […] faculty are involved in planning and deliv-
ering the instruction for a particular class. They attend each otherʼs 
classes and provide feedback and support for each other in their teach-
ing. They agonize together over grading and evaluation procedures. 
When the course is evaluated, they sink or swim together. (7-8)

As we sequenced the course, we came to compromise and consensus. Leahy 
suggested that content readings be cut to increase focus and to allow for more 
writing instruction; Rindge, who taught the first iteration of this course with 
a part-time English instructor in 2003, decided which readings could be cut 
without undermining course goals or support for essay assignments. Rindge 
organized the field trip to the Art Institute of Chicago, including the exercise 
and discussion that were part of the museum visit, but both instructors were 
available for on-site brainstorming with individual students. Leahy planned 
workshop sessions for Essay 3, but Rindge and Leahy each ran a separate 
workshop group so that both instructors implemented the activity. The course, 
then, is surprisingly comprehensive and cohesive and is likely to become more 
so as we continue to negotiate it as a team and better convey that cohesiveness 
to our students.

The course is designed to give students confidence in their ability 
to grapple with visual and textual sources from the first day of class, despite 
their varying levels of experience.  As Davis notes, “Without some sense of 
the logic for sequencing the topics in a course, students as well as faculty 
often feel lost” so itʼs especially important that the team work together to 
determine criteria for sequencing (60). The readings are structured to quickly 
expose students to accessible written texts, photos, and analytical exercises to 
establish a foundation upon which to build in anticipation of more complex 
material later in the course. Sarah Kennedyʼs poetry requires less knowledge of 
context, setting, and photographic technique than Muriel Rukeyser s̓ or Natasha 
Trethewayʼs poems; Cynthia Ozickʼs story “Shots” utilizes playful language 
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but is not as challenging as Julio Cortazarʼs “Blow Up”; and Wright Morris  ̓
straightforward autobiography is easier to summarize than Susan Sontagʼs 
persuasive, cultural criticism.
 One perennial conceptual problem is moving students past notions 
that photographs are mere illustrations when paired with written text. While 
this problem may be particular to our topic, faculty in team-taught courses 
commonly “find themselves making unhappy compromises […]; and, unhap-
pily, students donʼt always learn what we hope they will learn or want them 
to perceive about the course” (Davis 74). So, we emphasize interrelationships 
between written and visual text. When presented with The Sweet Flypaper of 
Life by Roy DeCarava and Langston Hughes, students are both enchanted and 
convinced that each medium successfully reinforces the other. Yet, when faced 
with the photo-essay and research assignments, most students find applying 
this idea to their own writing difficult. Rindge learned in the 2003 iteration 
that, unless students had taken an art history course or had other instruction 
that demanded critical engagement with visual texts, students hadnʼt developed 
a critical approach to visual texts. Students encounter few good models prior 
to our course, though photographs as merely illustrative are modeled widely. 
Historian Louis Masur, for instance, observes that most history books are rife 
with illustrations but void of text that engages these images. One of our stu-
dents stated, in an instructor-generated evaluation, that the favorite reading 
was The Sweet Flypaper of Life—a book-length photo essay depicting Harlem 
residents—because he/she ʻhad never seen a book such as this one before.  ̓
The photographs dominate the pages and are at least as important as the text 
in conveying the narrative. One of our course goals is to expose students to 
integrating the visual and linguistic, but it is unrealistic to expect that advanced 
skills will be developed intuitively by the end of a single academic term. 

Students understand texts relatively well as observers or readers but 
not as well as writers, as illustrated by the success students have reading The 
Sweet Flypaper of Life but the difficulty they have composing their own photo 
essay. One in-class exercise that helps students articulate thoughts with greater 
specificity and clarity is to have each act as an author interviewed on the radio. 
Each author-expert describes to the interviewer and listening audience the ideas 
in his or her essay as if it were to be published as an article for the public. That 
the audience canʼt see the photographs strengthens authors  ̓descriptions and 
overall integration of visual references. The discussion of “Gauley Bridge” also 
helps students understand integration of words and images, as we reconstruct 
in the classroom the townʼs visual, physical layout and the camera position that 
Rukeyserʼs poem describes. While some students continue to struggle with 
whether the course is about writing or about photography, texts and exercises 
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push students to articulate their own responses with increasing clarity and to 
think both/and.

The three essay assignments, too, are designed to emphasize various 
approaches and skills. The photo essay asks students to consider how academic 
writing might be creative and display individual style and also requires the 
practice of narrative that informs. This assignment uses Gilles Moraʼs 
definition of the photo essay: “a close association between a text and a group 
of photographs, often in narrative sequence, concentrated on a given subject” 
(142). In addition, to show students this form, which may initially strike them 
as not academic, we play a video clip of Life magazineʼs photo essays from 
the American Photography series; this segment further defines the genre as a 
story told through both media “with a beginning, a middle, and an end.” So, 
while this essay assignment challenges students  ̓assumptions about academic 
writing, it emphasizes narrative modes with which they are often adept.

The interpretive essay focuses more overtly on strengthening critical 
thinking skills and on writing as a way to discover, better understand, and 
respond to an aspect of the world around us, in this case a photograph observed 
at the Art Institute. The research essay employs similar interpretive, critical 
skills and engages larger, ongoing, critical conversations. Our first-year students 
often hesitate to rely on their own ideas or to develop their own structures 
for articulating their ideas. So, the essay sequencing asks them to value their 
own ideas first; to learn some logical, analytical options for articulating their 
ideas; and then to engage their own voices in a research project. These ways 
of understanding writing intentionally match the ways in which A Writer s̓ 
Resource, the collegeʼs required handbook, talks about academic essays.

The most essential text for guiding students in developing their critical 
thinking and writing skills are chapters one and three from Terry Barrettʼs 
Criticizing Photographs, introduced in conjunction with the interpretive essay. 
In his first chapter, “About Art Criticism,” Barrett relies on a definition of 
criticism that is adaptable across disciplines and encourages students to see 
writing as a learning process instead of as a stance that risks being wrong: 
“Criticism is informed discourse about art to increase understanding and 
appreciate of art” (3; italics removed). This reading introduces students to a 
process of describing, interpreting, evaluating, and theorizing (2) that works 
well when discussing and writing about photographs and can be adapted to 
various kinds of texts in other disciplines. Another Barrett chapter, “Interpreting 
Photographs,” introduces students to basic theoretical approaches (i.e., feminist, 
Marxist, etc.). While first-year students struggle with theorizing and while the 
course provides only brief definitions of theoretical approaches, students move 
beyond what they already know and begin to choose and apply appropriate 
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theories to visual texts as they read Barrett, discuss photographs at the Art 
Institute, and write the interpretive and research essays.

CRITICAL REFLECTION

Sequencing of the essay assignments affects the construction of class 
concepts. Ideally, the essay assignment sequence would be as follows: the inter-
pretive essay; the research essay, which builds directly on the skills developed 
in the interpretive essay and for which library instruction is scheduled; and the 
photo essay, which can, later in the course, demand a complex understanding 
of visual and written narrative and of the roles of photographer and author. The 
first iteration in 2003 confirmed Rindge s̓ expectations that the interpretive essay 
should be the first assignment due to its success in establishing a critical model 
and that the research project should not be the last project, for first-year students 
plan and manage their first college research more successfully by beginning 
early in the term. In addition, by returning graded research essays during the 
course, we create some opportunity for students to learn from evaluation of 
that defining essay, see weaknesses in their revision processes of a longer es-
say, and discuss ways to improve the research skills they will employ in other 
courses. On the first day of class in 2004, however, we faced two scheduling 
problems. The Art Institute of Chicago had just announced that their photog-
raphy exhibitʼs opening would be delayed; therefore, we had to delay the class 
field trip upon which the interpretive essay assignment hinges. In addition, 
the instructional librarian informed us that she was teaching a course during 
the second half of the term; therefore, we had to reschedule the two required 
library instruction sessions to occur in the first five weeks of the course. The 
schedule included below reflects changes we made on that first day of class 
and represents the course as we taught it in 2004. While confusion is not an 
uncommon experience for first-year students, we surmise that our necessary 
changes to sequencing resulted in the consensus by students that the course or 
instructors were disorganized or that the assignments were not clear. In future 
iterations, we will either revise the essay assignments more extensively for the 
sequence below or reorder them to test whether sequencing indeed plays a role 
in students  ̓perceptions of course clarity and organization.
 The text that perhaps best brings together the disciplines and helps 
students comprehend and articulate interdisciplinary approaches and also un-
derstand how writing and photography relate to larger issues of creativity is 
The Sweet Flypaper of Life. Students, too, ranked this as their favorite reading, 
with 7 of 19 students designating it as such on instructor-generated evaluations. 
(One student listed it as least favorite because it was on reserve at the library, 
and another listed it as least favorite “because of the content.”) As the work of 
an acclaimed photographer and a canonical poet, the text challenges disciplinary 
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boundaries between the visual and language arts and offers a concept of book 
or narrative that depends on both image and text, instead of relegating the im-
age to the role of illustration. The photographs are of actual Harlem residents 
whose daily lives are represented visually, but the written text is a fictional 
story of relationships that are likely never to have existed in the subjects  ̓lives. 
Are photographs documentary if the text is not? Is the written story fictional if 
the photographs document real moments lived? Into what genre—artistic and 
literary genres—does the book fit? While this text fosters the courseʼs interdis-
ciplinarity and classroom discussions, it also fosters students  ̓understanding 
of the photo essay they must compose, though students are prohibited from 
fictionalizing. The Sweet Flypaper of Life, moreover, prepares students to think 
both verbally and visually before imagining the exhibit documented in Edward 
Steichenʼs Family of Man. 

Although most students do not master the verbal-visual interplay in 
one term, we believe exposure to and the attempt to integrate these two forms 
of communication is important in and of itself.  Most of our students will never 
take another English or art history course, but, living in an intensely visual 
world, they are constantly bombarded with visual-verbal messages and may 
become the creators of such messages. The ease of incorporating imagery into 
word-processing documents fascinates this generation, and while our course 
does not teach graphic design, a new respect for the power of visual-verbal 
discourse in their somewhat clumsy photo-essays is conveyed both in confer-
ences and in the sparks of successful interaction in this assignment. 

One or two readings may be eliminated in 2005 simply due to time 
constraints. While in 2003 Therese Harlanʼs “Adjusting the Focus for an Indig-
enous Presence” elicited energetic discussion and resulted in an awakening for 
many students about insider/outsider issues for photographers and their subjects, 
the 2004 students generated a lackluster response and two of 19 declared it 
their least favorite reading on instructor-generated evaluations. Rindge led 
the discussion both years, but there was less time in 2004 to discuss relevant 
photographs. We hate to eliminate exposure to such important ideas, but the 
brevity of a 10-week term mandates that we must either cut this reading or 
make more time for it, thus eliminating another topic.

Issues related to both team teaching and adjustments first-year, small-
college students are expected to make remain our greatest struggle and are 
articulated well by Stephen Brookfield:

Teachers often make the mistake of presuming that this realization of 
the contingency of ideas, behaviors, and structures will be experienced 
by students as liberating and exciting. They expect that students who 
see themselves freed from the shackles of distorted perceptions and 
invalid assumptions will feel a sense of release or gratitude toward 
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the teacher who has made this transformative breakthrough possible. 
[... However, b]ecause of the discomfort this causes, students will 
often resent the teacher who jerked them rudely out of a golden era 
of certainty.

If teachers are not aware of the strong possibility that stu-
dents may be angry and resentful, they may feel very threatened when 
this occurs. Under this sense of threat, they may feel that they have 
failed in their educational efforts. (470)

Our interactions with students and our evaluations indicate that students were 
sometimes resentful, particularly when they perceived harsh grading or lack 
of early clarification for essay assignments. As one student criticizes, “They 
made us figure things out.” Another found the course “disorganized” because 
the instructors “never had the same answer to a question.” Overall, evalua-
tion comments indicate that many students felt uneasy making decisions for 
themselves about writing and resented contingency or a variety of options. The 
advice students gave on instructor-generated evaluations for future students 
bears this out: “be prepared” to read a lot, for hard work, for a difficult class; 
“read everything and start papers as early as possible”; “keep an open mind”; 
“talk with the teachers if you donʼt understand something”; “ donʼt miss any 
classes.” With the knowledge that interdisciplinary, integrative, or team-taught 
courses can exacerbate challenges that students perceive as obstacles, we con-
tinue to negotiate the way we share our expertise and teaching tasks, whether 
splitting time in front of the class, using group work, or balancing art history 
lecture, the field trip, and videos with effective writing activities.

Conferencing and workshopping are activities that practice theories 
of collaboration and complementarity underpinning integrative team teach-
ing and that we use to address confusion (or panic) that might stem from the 
very perspectives and approaches we intend will liberate. We find one-on-one 
conferences effective and rewarding, though time-consuming and taxing. Con-
ferencing, in particular, allows students to claim an assignment for themselves 
while seeking guidance from teachers. In Writing Without Teachers, Elbow as-
serts that teachers are experts and are, therefore, indifferent to student writing 
and also treat student writing as practice of objective standards instead of as 
individual, thoughtful expression. Conferences, as an alternative to Elbowʼs 
teacherless classroom, allow us to share and individualize our expertise, to 
discuss expectations for academic writing in relation to individual students  ̓
strengths and weaknesses, and to encourage individual style in our students  ̓
writing. Some students seemed to recognize the benefits, with 14 of 19 students 
reporting that they met with a course instructor or a tutor at the Writing Center 
at least once in addition to the conference we required.
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We found workshop sessions lively and well focused. Students, too, 
found workshopping especially useful, with 13 of 19 students noting its benefits 
in instructor-generated evaluations. Some recommended that we incorporate 
more workshopping, and none mentioned it as ineffective. Logically, if team 
teaching is sound pedagogy, team—or peer—review of writing is valuable in 
fostering the interaction of various perspectives and encouraging students to 
teach each other within the course context. Though workshopping was enthu-
siastically received, Rindge wonders if its prominence on the evaluations was 
influenced by the fact that it was the last major class activity, thus easier to 
recall than other well-received activities that had taken place earlier. Our main 
concern with workshopping is that, while students found it productive, we did 
not observe much significant revision that responded to workshop comments, 
nor did we see overall improvement in grades for that essay. However, the 
workshop may have taught students how to learn from each other and offered 
ways to write more effectively in the future.
 Grading presents few obstacles procedurally. Our process is to each 
take half the batch; complete a grading sheet for each essay in the batch; and 
then meet to read each otherʼs batches, negotiate essay grades, and compile 
comments. Occasionally we disagree but, even then, usually only by one incre-
ment (i.e., a B- instead of a B) and usually when one of us has met with the 
student and the other hasnʼt. This agreement probably stems from our frequent 
discussions as we plan and administer the course. Our ease in negotiating 
grades—and anecdotal evidence that this is the experience of other teams—is 
also evidence of the complementarity of our pedagogical perspectives. Our main 
concern about grading, then, is that most of our students rank the grade as very 
important when they write; on a scale of 1-10 (with 10 as most important), 16 
of 19 students ranked the importance of the grade as 8 or higher, even though 
only 9 of 19 ranked their enjoyment of writing as 8 or higher. In addition, 
though grades seem important, students do not necessarily spend a great deal 
of time on the essays to be graded. For Essay 1, for which students had two 
weeks between distribution of the assignment and collection of the final draft, 
the average time students reported spending on drafting and revising outside 
of class was 5.5 hours, with four students reporting 2 hours and two students 
reporting just 1 hour. For the longer, research-oriented Essay 3, time invested 
nearly doubled, with an average of 10.3 hours and six students spending 5 or 
fewer hours. So, while our grading procedures are more consistent than we 
had expected from team teaching and while our grades are in line with col-
lege policies, we remain concerned that students feel extraordinary pressure 
to earn high grades without expecting of themselves significant time drafting 
and revising the essays that determine those grades.
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This instructor pairing was virtually frictionless; it was fascinating and 
delightful. Rindge found this true in 2003 as well. How often does a professor 
have the chance to act as both instructor and “student” simultaneously, teaching 
students in the class but learning from a colleague? Some of our colleagues 
have suggested moving team teaching to the more advanced, third-year level, 
when students are familiar with disciplinary identities, better adjusted to the 
challenges of college life, and more adept at college-level discourse. Some are 
concerned that the current program unfairly burdens English faculty since all 
English faculty are mandated to team teach and are faced with new subjects 
and new pairings as is no other department on campus. However, until col-
lege funding now earmarked for first-year students changes, the realization of 
team-taught courses at the upper levels or with more faculty outside of English 
is unlikely.
 We will teach this course again in 2005 and will adjust the essay se-
quence and related writing, reading, and activities. We will also look carefully 
at our greatest concerns—resistance to revision and confusion when faced 
with options—to determine how we might guide students more effectively to 
recognize obstacles as challenges that, ultimately, build skills and esteem. In 
the future, we may also seek ways to adapt this kind of course for upper-level 
teaching.

Naperville, IL
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SYLLABUS

English 116: Writing and Photography

COURSE OVERVIEW

English 116 emphasizes writing, reading, critical thinking, and research skills 
needed across the curriculum. This course prepares students for some of the 
challenges of college-level writing. It is designed to guide students in writing 
more clearly organized, better supported, and more engaging essays and to 
involve students in discussion about who sets the rules of writing and how 
those rules have developed across disciplines. In addition, English 116 employs 
team teaching to introduce students to the value of different perspectives on a 
given topic or issue.

In this section of English 116—“Writing and Photography”—we critically 
examine relationships between the written word and the visual art of photog-
raphy, including stories and poems about photography, literary responses to 
photographs, historical analyses of photography, photographic criticism, and 
writing by photographers. Throughout, we compare and contrast photography 
and writing as art and media, considering the craft, techniques, and capacities 
of each. 

REQUIRED TEXTS AND MATERIALS

Maimon, Elaine P. and Janice H. Peritz. A Writer s̓ Resource. New York: Mc-
Graw-Hill, 2003.

Rosenblum, Naomi. A World History of Photography. 3rd. ed. New York: Ab-
beville, 1997.

Readings in books on reserve at the library are listed in the syllabus.

We also occasionally show video clips from American Photography: A Century 
of Images. St. Paul/Minneapolis: Twin Cities Public Television, 1999.

A camera (disposable okay), film (one roll okay), and development into prints 
for Essay 1

GRADING POLICY

Each of the following components is calculated as 25% of the final course 
grade. If the last essay grade reflects significant improvement, that assignment 
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may be weighted slightly more heavily when the final grade is calculated so 
that improvement is credited.

• Essay 1: 1000-1500 words / photo essay using 4-5 photographs shot 
by the author

• Essay 2: 800-1200 words / interpretive analysis essay of a 
photograph 

• Essay 3: 2500-3000 words / persuasive research essay about 
photographic topic or issue

• Participation: active listening, discussing, and questioning; quizzes; 
written tasks; etc.

 
POLICY ON DRAFTS

Because this is a writing course, we collect good faith drafts before every 
assignment is due for grading. Strong college papers usually unfold through 
a process of creation and revision that takes days and weeks. Drafts receive 
response from the instructor(s) and/or peers. Drafts turned in, then, must be 
complete, organized, and thoughtful—they should represent your best efforts to 
that point. Good writers spend long enough on their essays that they discover, 
through writing, what they think and want to say, rather than simply jotting 
down what they already know.

Though good faith drafts are not perfect, they are evidence of your effort. 
These drafts should:

1. Be typed and within 250 words of the assignmentʼs length require-
ment.

2. Demonstrate clearly that youʼve begun thinking through and organiz-
ing relevant issues.

3. Include a clear thesis statement or controlling idea, underlined.
4. Be brought to class on the day they are due.

These drafts may also include typed questions about your topic, your thesis, the 
evidence youʼve selected, or other aspects of the paper. If your draft doesnʼt meet 
requirements, a full letter grade will be subtracted from your essay grade.

The syllabus also includes policies on attendance, resources for assistance 
with writing, the museum field trip, the library instruction sessions, plagiarism, 
and disabilities.
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CALENDAR (This course meets Tuesday and Thursday at 10:00-11:50am.)

Day 1
In class: What compels us to write about images with passion?

• Introductions—of syllabus and class members.
• Discussion of plagiarism and page 37 of the NCC Guide to Writing.
• Analysis of a photograph (Langeʼs Migrant Mother in WHP).
• Poems from Kennedy, Sarah. Double Exposure. Cleveland: Cleveland 

State UP, 2003.
Homework:

• Peruse The World History of Photography (WHP); note interesting 
images; read 531-543.

• Read DeCarava, Roy and Langston Hughes. The Sweet Flypaper of 
Life. 1955. Washington, DC: Howard UP, 1984. Copy two text-image 
relations.

Day 2
In class:

• Brief history of photographic technology.
• Discussion of DeCarava and Hughes.
• Discussion of “Writing to Learn” and “Writing in College” (4-9) and 

“Writing Papers”. (21-42) in A Writer s̓ Resource (WR).
Homework:

• Read Ozick, Cynthia. “Shots.” The Short Story and Photography 
1880s-1980s. Ed. Jane M. Rabb. Albuquerque: U of New Mexico P, 
1998. Write (typed, double-spaced) a one-page summary and response 
to the Ozick story.

• Read WHP Chap. 2 (38-93) and 280-295.
• Read “Summarize” (WR 23).

Day 3
In class: 

• Discussion of Ozickʼs story and the one-page summary-responses.
• Discussion of strategies for summarizing, paraphrasing, and 

quoting.
• Assignment for Essay 1.

Homework:
• Read WR: “Read Critically” (21-24), “Quote and Paraphrase…” (186-

187), and “MLA Style: In-Text Citations” (204-206).
• Consider audience and purpose by reading WR 33 and 35-37.
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• Read Moholy-Nagy, Laszlo. “Light—A Medium of Plastic Expression.” 
Photographers on Photography. Ed. Nathan Lyons. Englewood Cliffs, 
NJ: Prentice Hall, 1966. 72-73.

• Weston, Edward. “Photography—Not Pictorial.” Photographers on 
Photography. 154-158.

• Read Conger, Amy. “Edward Westonʼs Toilet.” Perspectives on 
Photography. Eds. Peter Walch and Thomas Barrow. Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico P, 1986. 167-183.

• Read Grundberg, Andy. “Ansel Adams: The Politics of Natural Space.” 
Crisis of the Real: Writings on Photography since 1974. New York: 
Aperture, 1999. 31-36.

• Write a one-page summary addressing two of the following:  Moholy-
Nagy (identify topic and who his audience is), Weston (identify topic 
and who his audience is), Conger (identify her thesis and discuss 
structure of argument),  and Grundberg (identify his thesis and discuss 
structure of argument); use paraphrasing and quoting, with in-text page 
citation, at least one time per author.

• Read WHP Chap. 10 (462-515) and 516-531.

Day 4
In class:

• LIBRARY SESSION (introduction to basic research and especially 
periodicals).

• One-page summary due on Moholy-Nagy, Weston, Conger, and 
Grundberg.

Homework:
• Read Morris, Wright. “Photography in My Life.” Time Pieces: 

Photographs, Writing, and Memory. New York: Aperture, 1999.
• Decide which periodical is your prospective audience for Essay 1 

(peruse in library).
• Shoot/develop your photos so that they are part of your drafting 

process.
• Read WHP 259-274 and 392-441.

Day 5
In class:

• Discussion of Morris.
• Discussion of Moholy-Nagy, Weston, Conger, and Grundberg.
• Confirm choice of periodical for audience of Essay 1.
• Discussion of planning strategies and writing habits.
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• Discussion of strategies for thesis statements and opening 
paragraphs.

• Discussion of drafting (WR 42-58).
Homework:

• Read about paragraph development in WR (47-58).
• Work on good faith draft of Essay 1.

Day 6
In class:

• DRAFT OF ESSAY 1 DUE.
• Discussion of paragraph-level writing issues.

Homework:
• Prepare for conference by reading “Revising” (WR 59-69).
• Read WHP 172-178.

Day 7
Instead of meeting as a class, individual conferences will be scheduled to do 
the following:

• Discuss strengths, weaknesses, and revision possibilities of draft of 
Essay 1.

• Map and information for AIC.
Homework:

• Revise Essay 1.

Day 8
• ESSAY 1 DUE.
• Assignment for Essay 2.
• Discussion of opening strategies for essays.

Homework:
• Read Harlan, “Adjusting the Focus or an Indigenous Presence.” Over 

Exposed: Essays on Contemporary Photography. Ed. Carol Squiers. 
New York: New Press, 1999. 134-152. Write a one-page summary and 
response.

• Read “Interpretive Analysis” (WR 88-93).

Day 9
In class:
MEET AT THE ART INSTITUTE OF CHICAGO, Photography Galleries, 
11:05 AM

• Summary-response of Harlan due at the museum.
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Homework:
• Read Barrett, Terry. “About Art Criticism” and “Interpreting 

Photographs.” Criticizing Photographs: An Introduction to 
Understanding Images. 3rd ed. Mountain View: Mayfield, 2000. 1-
14, 36-52.

• Read about thesis statements and outlines (WR 43-46).
• Work on thesis statement and working outline or plan for Essay #2.
• Read about working bibliographies (WR 180-183).

Day 10
In class:

• LIBRARY SESSION (research strategies focused on Essay #3 
assignment).

• Thesis statement is due for Essay #2; instructors will respond in writing 
in class.

Homework:
• Work on a good faith draft of Essay #2.

Day 11
In class:

• DRAFT OF ESSAY #2 DUE for peer response.
• Discussion of transition strategies and other organizational issues for 

long essays.
• Work from WR editing sections (339-496).
• Discussion of Barrett.

Homework:
• Revise Essay #2.

Day 12
In class:

• ESSAY 2 DUE.
• Assignment for Essay 3.

Homework:
• Narrow a topic for Essay 3.
• Read “Arguments” (WR 97-111).
• Read chapters 4, 7, and 8 in Sontag, Susan. Regarding the Pain of 

Others. New York: Farrar, Strauss, Giroux, 2003.
• Read “Photographs of Agony” and “Uses of Photography” in Berger, 

John. About Looking. 1980. New York: Vintage, 1991.
• Read WHP 179-189.
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Day 13
In class:

• Discussion of Sontag and Berger.
• Brainstorming of Essay 3 topics.
• Discussion of pre-drafting techniques.

Homework:
• Read Rukeyser, Muriel. “Gauley Bridge.” Waterlily Fire:  Poems, 

1935-62. New York, Macmillan, 1962. 23-4.
• Read poems from Trethewey, Natasha. Bellocq s̓ Ophelia. Saint Paul: 

Graywolf, 2002.
• Read WHP 365-383.
• Review drafting in WR 42-58.
• Read about planning, doing, and keeping track of research: WR 149-

175 and 180-184.
• Compile a working, annotated bibliography for Essay 3; refer to 

WR.

Day 14
In class:

• Discussion of Rukeyser and Trethewey.
• Discussion of annotated bibliographies.

Homework:
• Read Cortazar, Julio. “Blow Up.” The Short Story and Photography. 

Ed. Rabb.198-211.
• Work from WR editing sections (339-496).

Day 15
In class:

• Discussion of Cortazar.
• Activities in preparation for Family of Man.
• Work from WR editing sections (339-496).

Homework:
• Read Steichen, Edward. Family of Man. New York: Museum of Modern 

Art, 1955.
• Read WHP 483-5.
• Work from WR editing sections (339-496).

Day 16
In class:

• Discussion of Steichen reading.
• Work from WR editing sections (339-496).



130  Composition Studies
Composition Studies, Volume 32, Number 2, Fall 2004

Homework:
• Bring 3 copies of your opening two paragraphs for Essay 3.

Day 17
In class:

• Discussion of and peer-response exercises for opening and closing 
paragraphs.

• Discussion of formatting of in-text citations and works cited lists.
Homework:

• Work on good faith draft of Essay 3.

Day 18
In class: 

• DRAFT OF ESSAY 3 DUE IN CLASS (lack of enough copies 
constitutes lateness).

Homework:
• Read peer essays to prepare for in-class workshop discussion as 

instructed.

Day 19
In class:

• Workshopping of Essay 3.
Homework:

• Read peer essays to prepare for in-class workshop discussion as 
instructed.

Day 20
In class: 

• Workshopping of Essay 3.
• Course evaluations.

Homework:
• Revise Essay 3.

Finals Week:
• FINAL COPY OF ESSAY 3 due at the beginning of the regularly 

scheduled final exam.
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BOOK REVIEWS

(First Person)2 : A Study of Co-Authoring in the Academy, by Kami Day and 
Michele Eodice. Logan: Utah State University Press, 2001. 216 pages.

Reviewed by Lynée Lewis Gaillet, Georgia State University

With the publication of (First Person)2, Kami Day and Michele Eodice tread 
protean ground. For years scholarship in composition studies has examined writ-
ing instruction based on the assumption that knowledge is socially constructed. 
Classroom practices such as peer-response groups, peer editing, small group inven-
tion strategies, and collective text production/publication have been introduced, 
critiqued, assessed, applied, and tweaked in the pages of our journals, texts, and 
books. Identifying a gap in collaborative writing research, Day and Eodice add 
to the existing body of knowledge by examining co-authoring in the academy, 
specifically co-authoring in the humanities. 
 One wonders why so many departments and administrations view co-
authoring with suspicion when that practice is supported in theory, backed by 
grant money, and acclaimed by university presses? Eodice and Day suggest that 
“[l]ong-standing cultural conceptions of individual achievement and competition, 
and the myriad influences that counter cooperation and encourage self-serving 
motivations, inform mainstream impressions of collaborative work” (34). This 
study is based on the premise that “a feminine sensibility, or a collaborative value 
system is the ʻway of being in the world  ̓that can transform academia into a place 
that nurtures intellectually, spiritually, and emotionally” (184). Ultimately, Eodice 
and Day add their voices (and the voices of their interviewees) to the recent calls 
and demands for a paradigm shift within higher education. Their findings have 
implications for both the ways we co-author within the academy and our attitudes 
toward collaboration in the classroom.

In this collaborative study of collaboration, the authors adopt a phenom-
enological approach to examining the attitudes and practices of ten successful 
co-authoring teams from a variety of disciplines within higher education humani-
ties. The teams include Blitz and Hurlbert (English); Bonnaci and Johnson (So-
ciology); Grant and Hui (Mathematics); Kent and Oldman (Psychology); Knight 
and Adams (Educational Psychology); OʼQuin and Besemer (Psychology); Pike, 
Davis, and Ellison (History); Roen and Brown (English); Strickland and Strick-
land (Education/English); and Ede and Lunsford (English). Some team members 
elected to adopt pseudonyms for the interviews. Throughout every chapter of the 
book, Day and Eodice themselves become an additional team in the study as they 
weave their own experiences collaborating with each other. This personal reflex-
ivity and meta-study is engaging and accounts for the rich, layered quality of the 
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writing. Some readers interested only in collaborative processes may find tedious 
the authorʼs extensive defense of the scope and limits of this study, the numerous 
references to tenure/promotion challenges of collaboratively written publications, 
and the narrative of their own blocked attempts to write a collaborative dissertation 
(see Suzanne Cherryʼs review of this work). However, for those of us writing or 
directing dissertations, taking or teaching academic publishing courses, seeking 
promotion and/or tenure, or finding ourselves in positions to challenge traditional 
definitions of “scholarship,” this work breaks new ground. 
  (First Person)2 opens with a lengthy rationale for the study. Stemming 
from the authors  ̓ thwarted desires to write a collaborative dissertation, this re-
search examines why co-authoring teams succeed. Although acknowledged, the 
negatives of collaborative authoring are neither explored nor fully addressed by 
the interviewees. Instead the authors focus on what they term the feminine char-
acteristics of productive collaborative teams, explaining that they “see feminist 
research methodology as the most ethical, most inclusive, most context driven, 
and most compatible with [their] belief that the research methodology itself has 
generative power” (7). In this work, readers will find a good overview of scholar-
ship addressing academic collaboration (chapter 2), an interesting discussion of the 
various terms used most often to denote collaborative authoring, and a rationale 
for describing collaborative writing as feminine (chapter 3); a discussion of the 
framework used to analyze information from the personal interviews (chapter 4); 
the intervieweeʼs reflections on their own collaborative processes (chapter 5); an 
exploration of the ramifications of co-authoring in a climate that is often hostile to 
collaboration (chapter 6); and finally an illuminating and engaging exploration of 
how team members developed a “feminine stance” and the implications this study 
might have for pedagogical practices. 

In addition to including excerpts from the interviews with the co-authors, 
Day and Eodice also cite the publications of influential published teams on collab-
orative writing practices and procedures. For example, we learn about collaborative 
writing processes from Yancey and Spooner; Lincoln and Guba; Roen and Mitten; 
Austin and Baldwin; Ballif, Davis, and Mountford; Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, 
and Tarule; Gale and Gale; and many other collaborative writing researchers from 
a variety of academic disciplines. Eodice and Day explain, “we juxtapose issues 
emerging from our interviews—such as first authorship, ownership, ethics, shared 
expertise, mentoring, respect, and care—with findings from the research on aca-
demic co-authoring” (18).

The authors categorize different forms of collaboration typical within the 
academy—the edited collection, cooperation necessary to run a department, the 
“collective” tasks an editor of a university press assumes, collaborative learning 
about writing—but they are primarily interested in co-authoring defined as sitting 
down with a partner “to set a goal, plan . . . and write face-to-face . . . creating text 
on a sentence-by-sentence, or even word-by-word, level” (30). Certainly, many 
collaborators vary a bit from this description. Often collaborators divide tasks, 
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write sections of the work and then weave the piece together, editing each otherʼs 
work, making revisions and editing until the final work is written in one voice. Day 
and Eodice recognize this type of collaboration as a function of co-authoring, but 
that common method of co-authoring was not initially a critical component of this 
studyʼs scope. However, after conducting the interviews and realizing the range of 
co-authoring methods, Day and Eodice expanded their notion of co-authoring and 
adopted the following description of authorship from the International Committee 
of Medical Journal Educators as an effective assessment of the teams participating 
in their study: “Authorship credit should be based only on substantial contribu-
tions to (1) conception and design, or analysis and interpretation of data; and to 
(2) drafting the article or revising it critically for important intellectual content; 
and on (3) final approval of the version to be published. Conditions 1, 2, and 3 
must all be met” (32). 

Ultimately, the authors call for a suspension of rigid definitions of col-
laboration based on quantifying each authorʼs contributions, embracing instead 
definitions and descriptions of collaboration that allow for co-authors “to nonde-
fensively articulate their contributions” (33). Day and Eodiceʼs expanded concep-
tion and exploration of co-authoring in higher education adds significantly to the 
body of scholarship addressing tenure and promotion issues, reconfigurations of 
the traditional triumvirate of service/teaching/research that emerged in light of the 
Boyer Commission Reports, intellectual property concerns, and ethics of care. 

 (First Person)2: A Study of Co-Authoring in the Academy speaks to the 
common scenarios that define the work many of us do in the academy—co-au-
thoring, teaching collaboration, directing dissertations and student work, serving 
on promotion/tenure review boards, and refereeing our colleagues  ̓work. In the 
pages of this study, Day and Eodice challenge academicians and administrators 
to reconceive the terms of faculty work in the humanities, and offer a feminine 
paradigm for doing so. 

Kennesaw, GA

WORK CITED

Cherry, Suzanne. Rev. of (First Person)2 : A Study of Co-Authoring in the Acad-
emy by Kami Day and Michele Eodice. National Writing Project: The 
Quarterly. Spring 2003 ed. National Writing Project. 1 Sept. 2004 < http:
//www.writingproject.org/pub/nwpr/quarterly/2003no2/cherry.html >.



134  Composition Studies BOOK REVIEWS  135 

Talking, Sketching, Moving: Multiple Literacies in the Teaching of Writing, by 
Patricia A. Dunn. Portsmouth: Boynton/Cook, 2001. 192 pages.

Reviewed by David Martins, California State University, Chico

In Talking, Sketching, Moving, Patricia Dunn challenges Compositionists to take 
seriously the multiplicity of channels for doing intellectual work in the writing 
classroom. She implores us to utilize physical, spatial, visual, representational, 
oral, and collaborative methods—in addition to writing activities—to teach students 
writing. Failure to do so, Dunn argues, perpetuates social injustice: “Using mul-
tiple ways of knowing also addresses a pedagogical injustice that is both systemic 
and local. Throughout most of the educational system, and especially in writing 
classes, students are forced to use linguistocentric tools to perform virtually all 
intellectual tasks” (8). 
 In her introduction, Dunn describes her book as an argument. She sets the 
scene with a critique of ideological commonplaces she identifies in Composition, but 
is careful to be overtly self-reflective about her own pedagogical commitments and 
beliefs. In describing her sense of responsibility as a writing teacher, for example, 
she explains her aim “to help [students] approach present and future writing tasks, 
in or out of college, with confidence, skill, rhetorical savvy, and yes, some healthy 
skepticism and critique about what our culture seems to value” (7). Dunn asserts 
that using a “multi-modal pedagogy” is her “main contribution against hegemony 
[because it] challenges the unaddressed privileging of those who use written words 
well, and the conventional discrimination against those whose talents involve other 
representational systems” (7). Pedagogically speaking, then, Dunn argues that using 
such an approach helps writing teachers grant to more students access to the power 
of words, and not using such an approach harms students who donʼt already have 
access to that kind of power. 
 Dunnʼs argument is three-fold. First, as a field, Composition has failed 
to address adequately our bias toward textual ways of knowing. Second, when 
compositionists cite theorists from other fields who address multiple channels to 
knowing, we selectively emphasize the aspects of their work which best fit with 
our own textual biases. Third, following Paulo Freire, to offer students a pedagogy 
which might deliver on Compositionʼs goal to help students gain linguistic power, 
we must expand the fieldʼs efforts to accommodate different ways of knowing 
through an enriched praxis. Ultimately, she makes these arguments in order “to 
advance a course of action in Composition and English Studies” (4). And, although 
it is not clear from this book what this new course of action might entail for our 
theoretical and research agenda, Dunn provides a rich pedagogical practicum (three 
full chapters) for the types of practices such an approach would enjoy.
 Chapter 1, “Challenging Theories of Knowing,” is Dunnʼs rhetorical 
salvo in the debate about Compositionʼs theoretical privileging of “word-based 
epistemologies.” Based upon an analysis of Victor Villanuevaʼs Cross-Talk in 



134  Composition Studies BOOK REVIEWS  135 

Comp-Theory, a popular anthology of foundational articles in Composition Stud-
ies, Dunn begins the chapter with the following claim:

Generally speaking, Composition believes that writing is not simply 
one way of knowing; it is the way. In Composition theory courses, 
readings attest mostly to writingʼs benefits. That commonplace may 
be what makes it so difficult for us in Composition to see word-based 
epistemologies in any way other than liberatory and promoting social 
justice. (15)

Dunn proceeds to critique such commonplaces—“the primacy of language” and 
the “social construction of knowledge”—on the basis of their linguistic biases 
regarding the construction and expression of language. It is not, however, that 
Compositionists have failed to acknowledge other ways of knowing, but that as a 
field, we have not “fully pursued or taken seriously” the implications of alternative 
ways of knowing for our research and pedagogy. 
 By way of example, Dunn presents brief discussions of a number of other 
authors  ̓work: Howard Gardner s̓ on “multiple intelligences”; Antonio R. Damasio s̓ 
on the role of emotion in thinking; Thomas G. Westʼs on visual thinking; and 
Oliver Sacksʼs on Temple Grandonʼs work with beef cattle. With this collection in 
mind, Dunn then returns her attention to Composition to explore our own analysis 
of thinking and/or meaning making. In a section titled “Finding Lost Threads in 
Composition Theory,” Dunn selects a number of areas of inquiry and a variety of 
researchers in Composition that have produced insights about alternative ways of 
knowing—Writing Across the Curriculum, Peter Elbow, Janet Emig, Automated 
Speech Recognition technologies (Charles Lowe), and Lev Vygotsky—but, she 
claims, those very insights have faded into the background in lieu of what they have 
to tell “us” about the “importance of writing and its constructedness.” Although 
these short re-tracing of threads (both old and new) were interesting, they seemed 
more a transition to the next chapter. Because Dunn identified areas in our field 
where people have addressed the issues she advocates, I wanted her to present a 
more engaged picture of the substance of that work. 

Instead, chapter 2, “Paulo Freireʼs ʻMultiple Channels of Communica-
tionʼ” continues the argumentation strategy: rehabilitate the work of thinkers 
instrumental to our collective epistemology and our politics which specifically 
addresses alternatives to text/writing-based approaches to meaning making. Using, 
as a foil, Freireʼs discussions concerning his work with students unable to read or 
write, Dunn poses the question concerning why Composition promotes writing as 
an exclusive way of knowing. Through a critique of Freireʼs reception in Composi-
tion, Dunn re-emphasizes his commitments to dialogue, the “need for confidence 
in writing,” “co-intentional” learning, and to “ongoing inquiry.” Dunn ends the 
chapter writing, “In Composition today we need both skepticism and hope. Weʼre 
too steeped in critique, too sure that it is others who are naïve, too certain that other 
peopleʼs research is epistemologically flawed and therefore has nothing to do with 
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our own. Weʼre being too easy on ourselves” (55). It is a more complicated image 
of Freireʼs work that she offers as a beacon for us to strive toward. In this book, 
Dunn exemplifies such striving.

In the next three chapters, Dunn presents—in a conversational mix of 
anecdote, explication, reproductions of student work, personal reflection, and 
disciplinary argumentation—lively descriptions of the techniques she has used 
or been introduced to that employ alternative ways of making meaning. While 
each chapter addresses different aspects of the writing process (“Generating and 
Organizing Text”; “Revising and Editing”; “Analyzing Readings”) each offers 
multi-modal strategies for how to use the skills and practices students bring with 
them to class, as well as strategies to challenge students  ̓thinking about their writing 
and the subjects about which we are asking them to make meaning. The activities 
Dunn presents are provoking in their variety, in their potential to engage students 
in ways of thinking about their own written work, and in their productivity. For 
these chapters alone readers will want to look at this book. Many of her strategies, 
though, seem familiar. For this reason I wonder if the problem Dunn identifies in 
Composition has more to do with a disconnect between the work we do in our 
classrooms and the work we read about in our journals. Either way, Dunn raises a 
question about the kind of attention our field has given to multi-modal approaches 
to the intellectual work of the writing class.

The final chapter, “Handling Professional Issues,” offers Dunn an oppor-
tunity to provide defensive strategies for those readers persuaded by her argument. 
Using as a point of departure the public reactions to a special issue of English 
Journal on multiple-intelligence (described in this and the previous chapter), Dunn 
spends time strategizing ways of turning the tables on those who would be critical. 
Three of the proposed strategies are for us to “look beyond Composition” to fields 
offering relevant research, for us to heed the calls by those in our field who argue 
for renewed attention to empirical research, and for us to continue to make our 
voices heard in debates about education and learning. 

Dunn makes a strong argument for more considered attention in Com-
position to multiple pathways for intellectual activity. Her process has been one 
that engages in a kind of disciplinary self-reflection, but for me, she doesnʼt quite 
produce the kind of theoretical reengagement that she calls for. Maybe I am already 
one of the converted. Maybe she, too, rests too easily on critique. While the three 
chapters on exemplary alternatives amount to a collection of compelling class-
room practices, I finished the book wanting a clearer articulation about ways our 
research and scholarship might be changed, our new “course of action.” There were 
glimpses throughout this book of areas of study, of theoretical work not yet given 
much attention in the field, of provocative problem posing. But, only glimpses. In 
the end, I think this book offers a vivid portrait of an engaged teacher who makes 
an important argument and who has great strategies for how to both talk the talk 
and walk the walk.

Chico, CA
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Insurrections: Approaches to Resistance in Composition Studies, edited by 
Andrea Greenbaum, with a foreword by Gary A. Olson. Albany: State University 
of New York Press, 2001. 198 pages.
 
Reviewed by Donald N. S. Unger, University at Albany, SUNY

When we were both teaching writing courses at a university in Philadelphia, in 
the early 1990ʼs, my friend Betsy had a tag for a particularly recalcitrant group of 
students. She called them The Dugout, a tight row of baseball-cap-wearing young 
men who lined the back wall of one of her classrooms, joking amongst themselves 
and paying only minimal attention to her or to the class. Most people who taught 
in the Freshman Humanities sequence had similar experiences, myself included, 
but that particular class—though not even mine—sticks in my memory as the 
quintessential example of at least one variety of student resistance.
 I twin this with a memory, from the same period, of stalking out of one 
of my writing classes because the students hadnʼt done the reading. I remember 
the way my feeling of righteous anger began to ebb as I got feedback from other 
teachers, many of whom seemed to think that this had been a heroic statement of 
some sort, when, to me, it felt more like an admission of impotence and failure. 
Call this act counter-resistance. 
 Our relationships with our students—individually and collectively—with 
our institutions, and even with our “teaching selves,” are often complicated and 
vexed. For the past twenty years or so, compositionists have been developing a 
vocabulary and a theoretical framework around issues of resistance in the class-
room which help flesh out and thus help us begin to respond to some of these 
problems.
 Insurrections: Approaches to Resistance in Composition Studies, edited by 
Andrea Greenbaum, is a collection of essays on this topic that helps further elucidate 
this set of issues. The collection is broken down into four sections: “Theorizing 
Resistance,” “Race and the Politics of Literacy,” “Technology and Rhetoric,” and 
“Toward a Pedagogy of Resistance.” Each contains two or three essays. These are 
bracketed up front by a foreword by Gary A. Olson and an introduction by the 
editor, and by an afterword by Dale Bauer.
 Particularly cogent are the theory pieces in the first section, John Trimbur s̓ 
“Resistance as a Tragic Trope” and Elizabeth Flynn s̓ “Strategic, Counter-Strategic, 
and Reactive Resistance.” Trimbur carefully contextualizes and problematizes the 
history and the multiple uses of the word “resistance,” which is a good place to 
start in a collection like this, summing up:

 
The task for radical teachers is to help students understand the 

sources of resistance and opposition in the tragic disorder and suffering 
of class society, as well as the consequences of refusal, withdrawal, and 
counter-identities. Most of all, it is not a matter of calling on alienated 



138  Composition Studies BOOK REVIEWS  139 

students to believe in the system—even the radical teacherʼs version of 
it—but of helping them manage a tragic sense of the social order that 
refuses to accept either its claims or their own alienation. (14)

Flynn lays out a compelling taxonomy of her own distinctions between varieties 
of student resistance, which, by virtue of its position near the front of the book, 
becomes a useful lens for reading a number of the other pieces. The core of her 
argument is found in one of her early paragraphs: 

I will argue here that it is useful to make distinctions among 
three different types of resistance: the first involves planned and posi-
tive action in opposition to oppression, which I will call “strategic 
resistance”; the second involves resistance that deliberately disrupts 
liberatory practices, which I will call “counter-strategic resistance”; and 
the third involves resistance that is a spontaneous and emotional reaction 
that may have multiple and conflicting motivations and effects, which 
I will call “reactive resistance.” I will then describe how strategic and 
reactive resistance can play themselves out in the feminist classroom. 
It might initially seem as if strategic resistance is desirable and reactive 
resistance undesirable. I will make clear, however, that reactive resis-
tance can sometimes be productive rather than destructive. I do not mean 
to suggest that the three types of resistance I identify here can always 
be clearly delineated. Often, their boundaries blur; their identities also 
shift from context to context. It is nevertheless useful to name them, 
if only provisionally, because doing so can help clarify how resistance 
can be destructive or useful in classroom contexts. (18) 

 In his foreword, which is a bit more problematic, Olson situates resistance 
theory as a sub-discipline of critical literacy, and the volume under consideration 
as a shot in what he suggests “undoubtedly will come to be known as ʻthe new 
theory wars.ʼ” He points to a number of alleged villains and ills:

 
 Given the vigor with which a powerful handful in composition 
(Jim Sledd calls them “boss compositionists”) are struggling desper-
ately to set back our disciplinary clock, we simply must continue and 
intensify the valuable and empowering work we have been doing for 
twenty years. Insurrections: Approaches to Resistance in Composition 
Studies serves as a major statement that theoretical scholarship and 
work in critical literacy will continue to enrich our pedagogies and our 
understandings of the workings of discourse. Not merely a thorough 
examination of resistance, this book is itself an enactment of resis-
tance—resistance against unthinking expressivism, against the growing 
anti-intellectualism in the field, and against those boss compositionists 
who have a vested interest in the status quo and who dread theoretical 



138  Composition Studies BOOK REVIEWS  139 

challenges to it. Iʼm certain that Insurrections will inspire many of us 
to carry on this important work. (xii)

Theory is important work, and Insurrections takes its readers in a number of in-
teresting and useful directions. But Olsonʼs penultimate sentence yokes together 
a series of assertions that beg further attention and interrogation. To take the last 
first, Sleddʼs use of the phrase “boss compositionists” seems misapplied here. In 
his original meaning, one of the strongest criticisms of this group was not their 
opposition to theory but their putative desire to monopolize it; not a struggle to set 
back the disciplinary clock, but to move forward without taking everyone in the 
field with them. Hereʼs Sledd, writing in JAC, on this very topic:

 
 A further irritant is the arrogance of the newly risen composition-
ists, who are full of praise for themselves and their freshly bedoctored 
students but contemptuous of mere “practitioners,” the teachers who do 
the work that the compositionists theorize about. The current attempt to 
solve John Fisherʼs old problem is to keep composition in departments 
devoted primarily to literature, to placate the boss compositionists by 
admitting them to the worshipful company of privileged researchers, but 
still to assign the actual teaching of writing to the contingent workers 
and teaching assistants. With that solution the compositionists are ap-
parently content, since it marks the literary establishmentʼs acceptance 
of their claims to share the glory. (274-75)

Regarding Olsonʼs middle assertion, I suspect that many or most compositionists 
would more likely locate the “growing anti-intellectualism” outside, rather than 
within, the field. The discipline is under increasing pressure (as, indeed, it has been 
since its genesis) in regard to such issues as standards, testing, and conformity to 
norms—whether of race, gender, or class (the very issues which often engender 
discussions of resistance)—but this is most often either political or administrative 
pressure that comes from beyond the classroom, the writing center, or the comp 
folk, whether we are situated inside or outside of English Departments. 
 Finally, the reference to “unthinking expressivism” strikes a discordant 
note; in a related vein, in the paragraph just before the one cited, Olson refers to the 
“attempt to drag composition back to its expressivist roots” as “a direct assault . . . 
on a two-decade-long tradition of substantive theoretical scholarship.” To object to 
expressivism is fair game—we need not all agree. To make it the binary opposite 
of substantive theoretical scholarship is off base. 
 One of the values of this collection is that it points up, from multiple per-
spectives, that resistance can be both a good and a bad thing—a phenomenon we 
should neither reflexively valorize nor vilify—and that it can as often be resident 
in teachers as in students.
 We might see this as tied to Lad Tobin s̓ observation—in an essay published 
in the collection To Compose: Teaching Writing in High School and College—that, 
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in the context of conferencing with students over their writing, what we are often 
striving for is a kind of productive tension, a balance between agreement and dis-
agreement. “To be effective,” Tobin counsels, “conference teachers must monitor 
the tension created within and between these relationships and strive to keep the 
tension at a productive level—for the students and for themselves” (99).
 In her afterword, “Resisting the Politics of Insurrection,” Dale Bauer 
focuses on resistance on the teaching side of the equation:

[A]s these essays in Insurrections already suggest, we are always “re-
sisting academics,” ever in the process of accommodating and refusing 
the systems we create. The question is not whether there is a good or 
bad resistance, an authentic or allowed counterhegemony, but whether 
the institutions in which we work allow differing values instead of a 
singular value, whether it allows resistance in the first place. In arguing 
our resistance, we should [sic] use the language of vocation—of our 
calling—or even the language of accounting that many of us despise 
most? Or is it time to launch an aggressive defense of the liberal arts as 
a critical force in the culture? Would the language of passion, commit-
ment, ethics, or morals communicate what we need to say? (187)

Bauer does not answer this quandary for us. Nor should she, I would argue. As is 
true of the best pieces in this collection, she instead poses and frames for us some 
of the important questions. 

Albany, NY

WORKS CITED

Sledd, James. “Why the Wyoming Resolution Had to Be Emasculated: A History and 
a Quixotism” Journal of Advanced Composition 11.2 (1991): 269-81.

Tobin, Lad. “Productive Tension in the Writing Conference: Studying Our Students 
and Ourselves.” To Compose: Teaching Writing in High School and Col-
lege. 2nd ed. Ed. Thomas Newkirk. Portsmouth: Heinemann, 1989. 

Opening Spaces: Critical Pedagogy and Resistance Theory in Composition, 
by Joe Marshall Hardin. Albany: State University of New York Press, 2001. 
126 pages.

Reviewed by Fiona Glade, California State University, Sacramento

In the penultimate moment of his argument, as he leads into his concluding chapter, 
Joe Marshall Hardin writes,
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Composition is precisely situated at a significant point of contestation 
within the changes that now confront the academy. Issues of content, 
purpose, value and authority confront the department with new and 
imposing challenges, but they also present the department with a way 
to make the academy, and especially the study of rhetorical production 
and reception, more relevant and more likely to have an impact on 
mainstream culture. (96)

These words ring particularly true for many of us who are witnessing enormous 
changes in our departments and programs recently, underlining not only the pain that 
can accompany such change, but also the potential for growth that can arise from 
various local forms of contestation that we experience as writing specialists. In the 
current higher education climate, many of us are becoming a lot more intimate than 
we might have hoped with the effects of the corporatization of higher education: 
budget cuts that lead to the so-called streamlining of our programs, larger class sizes, 
exploitation of many of our colleagues. Donʼt be disheartened! Offering neither a 
dogmatic indictment of change nor a superficial quick-fix for the problems many 
compositionists are facing at their institutions, Hardin engages some of the major 
debates of Composition Studies—of, perhaps, English Studies in general—by 
showing how scholar-teachers, administrators, and students themselves might 
approach a vision of composition that foregrounds the production and consumption 
of textual matter as real work. 
 Following one of the crucial tenets of critical pedagogy by consistently 
examining his own representative location as a scholar-teacher, Hardin jumps into the 
fray with this book to examine not only the usefulness but also the appropriateness 
of teaching critical pedagogy and resistance in the field of Composition Studies. He 
provides a caveat early on that this is most decidedly not a book that aims to deliver 
“programmatic advice on how to implement” (9) critical and resistance pedagogies 
in the classroom; rather, his focus is to examine ways in which “we theorize the 
writing classroom” (9). Indeed, Hardin pulls selectively, yet pertinently from both 
postcolonial and poststructuralist theory in formulating ways to empower students 
through the teaching of writing. However, he also contextualizes such theorizing 
firmly within the field of composition, with the result that this book provides a 
much-needed and timely commentary on the current state of the field: Hardinʼs 
book is a like a breath of fresh air to a contemporary and ongoing debate that has 
become stale and, perhaps, somewhat dogmatically enacted in administrative, 
instructional, and even public forums.
 Hardinʼs five chapters move from his justification for the necessity of 
critical pedagogy and resistance theory in the teaching of composition, through a 
fairly detailed and comprehensive bibliographic history of resistance theories in 
the U.S., to an important discussion of the ethical concerns involved in writing 
instruction generally, and to an explanation of the important ways in which 
resistance theories might move the “goals for writing instruction beyond its 
traditional service and acculturative roles” (79). In his final chapter, “Resistance, 
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Emancipation, and Hybridity,” Hardin takes to task the ways in which Composition 
Studies has historically perceived and enacted the notions of students  ̓emancipation 
and liberation. He outlines a critical pedagogy that remains consistent with the 
aims and methods of Freire yet has been recontextualized for the U.S. to address 
the specific concerns of the college composition course. 
 Situating himself firmly and explicitly among the baby-boomer generation, 
Hardin begins by historicizing the debate—one that continues to flourish—
surrounding whether or not critical pedagogy and resistance theory belong in the 
composition classroom. Defining the teaching of resistance as critical activity that 
promotes resistance to the unconscious reification of ideological values as they are 
encountered in text, and as rhetorical production that is informed by a conscious 
understanding of the links between language and ideology, between rhetorical 
production and the inscription of values, and between linguistic and textual 
representation and power, he argues that the articulation of student voices should 
be a primary goal in our theorizing of composition, but that this can only happen 
when students are permitted to inscribe their own values within the “rhetoric and 
conventions of academic and cultural discourses” (5). In chapter 2, “Reproduction 
and Resistance,” in addition to tracing the historiographies of reproduction theories 
and resistance theories, along with their institutional relationships to cultural studies 
and composition studies, Hardin shows how students have been confined within 
an acculturative educational paradigm that has required compliance to dominant 
discourses and therefore denied students any critical examination of or opportunity 
to “accept or reject” (44) the values inherent in those discourses. He points out, 
too, that the academy has built-in mechanisms for incorporating and co-opting 
resistance: it “has too often expanded to contain the activity of resistance” (54) 
by presenting the appearance of valuing student narrative writing and other, more 
personal writings when, in fact, these writings are often used simply as a tokenistic 
prelude to the formal academic writing that is actually valued and rewarded in 
material ways in the classroom. Hardin might, perhaps, have carried his critique 
further here, to mention a larger body of work that addresses the specificities of 
particular challenges to the status quo. The work of Geneva Smitherman, Victor 
Villanueva, Keith Gilyard, Sonia Nieto, and others has offered explicit analyses 
of ways in which dominant discourse tokenizes and appropriates the discourses 
of specific historically marginalized groups in the academy. Similarly, the 1984 
CCCʼs “Statement on Students  ̓Right to Their Own Language” would have been 
worth more than a passing mention: like Hardinʼs project in this book, the CCCʼs 
Statement—which has too long waited for broad and sincere application in the 
quotidian practices of our field—is a counterhegemonic project that addresses 
directly and explicitly the need for increased self-reflection in our teaching and in 
our theorizing. Such a move from theory to practice—praxis—is the guiding force 
of Hardinʼs book.
 With the goal of “challenging the power structure of traditional 
classroom activities” (79), Hardin moves beyond current discussion of critical 
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literacy to politicize the material practices and products of classroom power: as 
he indicates, “every discursive utterance and convention is always persuasive of 
some ideological value and that meaning is forever contingent on the materiality of 
rhetorical production and reception” (63). As such, he incorporates an examination 
of the ethics of writing instruction, building upon James Porterʼs definition of 
ethics as always contextually grounded, as, in fact, generative. Hardin propounds 
the usefulness of postmodern theories not only in informing our ethical choices, 
but also in broadening the fieldʼs conceptions of how ethical choices necessarily 
inform routine practices surrounding “the inequalities and imbalances of power 
relations” (68)—racism, sexism, heterosexism, linguicism, classism, and so on. 
He argues further that a postmodern theory of ethics, enacted in composition, has 
the potential to inscribe a critical metanarrative that eschews the absolute while 
disrupting the “ideological fixity” (73) that fosters an acculturative pedagogy. In 
other words, he explains that critical pedagogy and the teaching of resistance is not 
simply the leftist project that opponents would claim; rather, it is the only method 
of teaching by which students actually have any choice about what to think. In this 
way, Hardin provides a way to discuss writing instruction that could be useful to 
students not only in preparing for the job market, but also in personal growth and 
self-exploration. 
 Hardinʼs argument addresses the central questions about goals and 
visions that the field must face if it is to thrive in the current pro-corporate, anti-
intellectual climate: rather than arguing from the physis approach, becoming 
mired in the hackneyed binaried positions of politicized writing instruction versus 
acculturative writing instruction, he assumes a nomos position, pointing out that 
many perspectives on critical pedagogy in the U.S. academy have been asking the 
wrong questions about how effective writing happens—indeed, about what even 
constitutes effective writing. He succeeds in demonstrating how an ethics-based, 
self-reflective writing classroom paradigm would help all of our students prepare 
for their chosen goals by teaching students to see their own potential not only 
as consumers of texts, but also as worthy producers of texts that matter, of texts 
that have material effects on the world. While Hardin does stop short of engaging 
in an explicit interrogation of whiteness, of the Eurocentric—and Eurocratic!—
assumptions that currently drive our field, his monograph is tantamount to a call 
for such an interrogation. For these kinds of changes to begin, as Hardin indicates, 
our sociological imagination as a field will need to expand. Composition studies 
has already gained something more than a foothold as the purveyor of more than 
simply service to other disciplines. And if we are ever, really, to move beyond this 
suspect position, at most institutions, to establish ourselves as a discipline whose 
work encompasses the nature of writing as learning, then Hardinʼs words must 
certainly be read as an important—and heartening—mandate in that movement.

Sacramento, CA
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Misunderstanding the Assignment: Teenage Students, College Writing, and 
the Pains of Growth, by Doug Hunt. Portsmouth: Boynton/Cook, 2002. 192 
pages.

Reviewed by Jill Swiencicki, California State University, Chico

In Misunderstanding the Assignment, Doug Hunt, composition director 
at the University of Missouri-Columbia, aims to “represent the experience of a 
composition class, not from the theoristʼs point of view, but from the points of 
view of several students and their teacher” (xii). Assisted by ten graduate students, 
in the spring of 1999 Hunt studied the experiences of six students in a first-year 
composition class led by teaching assistant Rachel Palencia. Huntʼs representation 
of this class relies on a record built from videotaped class sessions; interviews with 
the students and Palencia before, during, and after the course; student writing; 
and Palenciaʼs written reflections. The result is an interesting account of making 
meaning through the artifact of the writing assignment. As Wendy Bishop writes 
in the bookʼs foreword, this study reveals “what is so difficult to see in our own 
classrooms: the ways in which simple events and understandings misfire; the com-
plicated repercussions of a single pedagogical moment; the necessity for finding 
methods that allow the ʻabove ground  ̓and ʻbelow ground  ̓of our curriculum to 
make sense together” (ix). While Hunt allows these two perspectives to emerge, 
his “theoristʼs point of view” inevitably emerges as well; specifically, Huntʼs use of 
developmental psychology to analyze student “misunderstanding,” and his halting 
engagement with issues of social difference, limit the complex representations of 
students and teachers he hopes to reveal.
 Chapter 1, “Transplants,” features interviews with six students in Palencia s̓ 
class, revealing familiar assumptions about writing, grading, and teachers that 
students bring to the university. Further, while readers may assume the overwhelm-
ingly white, middle-class, teenage population of the University of Missouri to be 
homogenous, Huntʼs interviews highlight class, ethnic, and regional differences 
among students, and reveal the pressure-filled realities students write within—from 
working full time, to adjusting to new intellectual responsibilities, to confronting 
moral, social, and political differences that comprise campus life. 
 These students  ̓private realities take public shape in chapter 2, which 
describes the first week of Palenciaʼs composition class. Her course, a cultural 
studies approach to composition, uses writing to “[look] at people in relation 
to the society or culture in which they live” (19). This week Palencia gives the 
students their first essay assignment, to “explore how [the] myth of the family is 
both perpetuated and challenged in two thematically connected television shows” 
(21). Using the assignment itself, a model student essay, and an in-class viewing 
of a 1950s family-centered sit-com, Palencia slowly scaffolds student learning on 
this topic. While my grasp of her practice would have benefited from a copy of 
the syllabus, assignment sequence, and programmatic guidelines, watching how 
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one teacher constructs entry points into an assignment is always fascinating. I can 
imagine this chapter included in a graduate course in teaching composition, paired 
with theoretical pieces on creating active learning environments. 

That first week, Palenciaʼs students responded vigorously to the question 
that initiated the inquiry—what are the myths of the ideal family that we live with? 
(25)—but confusion emerged as they tried to match contemporary sit-coms with 
the 1950s model offered by Palencia. Because of their generational distance, her 
students  ̓knowledge of the “1950s family” was as caricature and stereotype; in 
problem-solving the inquiry from their own points of reference, students debated 
about separating out a “mythic” family from a “stereotypical,” “ideal,” and “typical” 
one (35). It is in these pages of transcript that the struggle for meaning over the core 
question of the assignment emerges, providing a valuable study in how a teacher 
negotiates the terms and boundaries of an assignment. At this point, Huntʼs term 
“misunderstanding” seems a limited way to make sense of the student discussion. 
From my view, the pedagogic challenge of the first week became less about getting 
students to “understand” an assignment than negotiating its meaning and adjusting 
it to accommodate their differing experiences and points of view. 

At the close of chapter 2, Hunt explains student confusion over the “ideal 
family” as a problem with students  ̓psychological development. Relying on the 
work of psychologist Robert Kegan, Hunt argues that when students generate mul-
tiple, confused meanings from an assignment, it indicates a transitional stage in their 
development as thinkers. Keganʼs stages of psychological and social development 
place college students in the space of the “interpersonal,” where they are still learn-
ing to “evaluate [them]selves from the eyes of others” (37). Huntʼs determination 
that students are confused by the assignment because they lack intellectual maturity 
seems to limit the complexity of diverse student voices in chapter 1, encouraging a 
homogenized template for understanding students, far from the “bottom up” view 
of classrooms that Hunt aims to represent. This lens assumes that an assignment is 
something that could have meaning apart from its interaction with readers, as if it 
was reified, knowable in and of itself; as a result it prevents us from seeing that it is 
precisely this verbal and written negotiation of the key terms of the assignment that 
allow its meaning to emerge—that, in classrooms based on process like Palenciaʼs, 
meaning must to some extent be collaboratively constructed. 

Chapter 3 features week two of Palenciaʼs class, when students present 
their tentative analyses of their family-centered sit-coms. The chapter makes an 
argument about tolerance: how students evidence toleration of ambiguity in their 
cultural analyses and how that might reflect their tolerance of social difference 
in their lived experience. Hunt opens this argument with a stinging reference to 
a “gay black graduate student” in his program who declared a “zero tolerance of 
intolerance in his class” (40). He contrasts this stance with Palenciaʼs, whom he 
praises for learning to “tolerate even intolerance” (41). This anecdote is followed 
by an excerpt from Palenciaʼs conference with Ray, a student who reveals his 
homophobic distaste for the composition instructor he had prior to Palencia, and 
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an excerpt from an article in the student newspaper written by Palenciaʼs student 
Michael, who cruelly lambastes a Native American student who argued against the 
mascot tradition in college sports. These two excerpts are placed in no pedagogic 
context, the chapter abruptly shifting to the weekʼs class presentations. Excerpts 
from transcripts reveal one failed oral analysis of a sit-com after another. Hunt 
makes sense of this class session by providing quotes from famous writers on the 
difficulties presented by the research portion of the writing process. As in chapter 
2, I felt that Huntʼs response erases the very complexity that his representation of 
Palenciaʼs class session suggests. For example, students conducted their research 
on sit-coms in isolation and individually; instead of seeing students as not ready 
for the task, could a collaborative approach to this activity have yielded more 
analytical depth? Could the dialogue that collaborative work engenders helped 
students to engage issues of social difference in ways that gave them needed 
perspective on their sometimes intolerant (homophobic, racist) perspectives? In 
this chapter Hunt acknowledges, and then limits, the reality that cultural studies 
approaches to composition—like Palenciaʼs—rely on working with students to 
negotiate the social differences that emerge in analysis and experience. Indeed, 
Hunt is generally unclear about how to address the politics of social difference. 
For example, throughout the book he prefaces each description of a class session 
with an italicized, thumbnail sketch of the political, social, and campus news of the 
day. Although it was interesting to see the timeline of the war in Kosovo and the 
Clinton impeachment hearings, Huntʼs use of this frame is confusing, suggesting a 
cultural dialogue that isnʼt present in the theory he uses to make sense of students  ̓
engagement with the assignment.

With presentations and workshops completed, chapters 4 and 5 feature 
Palenica assessing the essays she collected and holding conferences with students 
on revisions. Hunt uses William Perryʼs developmental schema of dualism, multi-
plicity, and relativism to make sense of transcripts of student conferences (92-95). 
In this chapter I was more compelled by the portions of Palenciaʼs teaching journal 
that Hunt provided, in which she describes what she learns about her assignment 
from reading students  ̓essays. Frank and reflective, Palencia makes cogent obser-
vations about her own assumptions about the assignment. Palencia is a competent 
instructor; as both a graduate student and a woman, she is also part of a class of 
university workers that have been continually underpaid and undervalued. Compo-
sitionists have written eloquently about the persistent tendency to exploit women, 
graduate, and part-time workers in the academy, feminizing composition as a field 
in the process. While Palenciaʼs class could hold up to the scrutiny a book-length 
study invites, I wonder about the ethics of asking Palencia to open her class to 
such scrutiny. Her writing throughout the book is copious, her analysis interesting: 
why not make her a co-author? Or, why not invite a tenured composition faculty 
member to open his/her class to this level of scrutiny, someone less institutionally 
and professionally vulnerable?
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Chapter 6, “Seeing Green,” has a different pace and format from the rest 
of the book. Representing class experiences from February to May, the chapter 
combines final interviews with the six featured students, conference and class 
discussions on the second assignment, and excerpts from student papers. Unlike 
the other chapters, in which we watch the class wrestle with the essay assignment, 
in this chapter we consider one student writer at a time. I was most interested in 
reading how students  ̓different discourse communities and literacy experiences 
affected their writing processes: Robʼs deep involvement in his church habituates 
him to write in “testimonial” form; Carlʼs childhood debates with adults during 
family get-togethers show up in his deft analyses; and Toniʼs experience in psy-
chotherapy shapes her reactions to feedback on her writing. This chapter is a good 
example of the importance of making a space in our pedagogy for understanding 
the literacy experiences our students bring to class, the tacit rules and assumptions 
they operate within. 

In the appendix and afterword Hunt and Palencia present final comments 
on their teaching and research experiences. In explaining how students worked 
within and against her assignments, each blames the occasional breakdown in un-
derstanding on one of the graduate student investigators (a “critical pedagogue”) 
on Huntʼs research team (149). Twice in the book Hunt criticizes graduate students 
who bring their politics into their teaching, but Hunt too has a politics, one that 
rests on a constellation of privileges that allow him to construct Palenciaʼs class, 
position its participants, and assess its outcomes. That his ability to do all this rests 
on the site of compositionʼs underclass—the adjunct/student instructor, the female 
compositionist—is a reality that needed to have been addressed within the bookʼs 
appendix, “Some Comments on Methods and Ethics.” The artifact of the assign-
ment—and the community of practice that is built around it—is a key space for 
reflecting on how teachers create conditions for meaning making in writing. Despite 
its shortcomings, Misunderstanding the Assignment gives teachers of writing stories 
and descriptions to further problematize their own practices and assumptions. 

Chico, CA

Tutoring Writing: A Practical Guide for Conferences, by Donald A. McAndrew 
and Thomas J. Reigstad. Portsmouth: Boynton/Cook, 2001. 160 pages.

Reviewed by Rebecca G. Taylor, Gustavus Adolphus College

Tutoring Writing: A Practical Guide for Conferences is a comprehensive, useful 
book. The book is intended primarily for those who administer writing centers or 
teach courses that prepare tutors, and itʼs most appropriate for those whose insti-
tutions offer a required first-year writing course. Tutoring Writing explains what 
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tutoring is (and what it isnʼt) in theoretical and practical terms, reviews the most 
relevant research that supports such work, introduces elements of composition 
theory and stages of the writing process, offers practical conferencing strategies 
to facilitate tutorials at all stages of the writing process, outlines a tutor training 
course, and includes a bibliography of traditional and electronic resources. With 
perhaps less success and complexity, the book also considers the ways that race, 
gender, disability, and learning styles affect the tutoring process, and it reviews 
current technological innovations. Finally, McAndrew and Reigstad provide brief 
snapshots of “master” tutors at work in the field, including Donald Murray, Nancie 
Atwell, and Muriel Harris. In short, while some chapters are better developed than 
others, Tutoring Writing is a must-have for any writing center administrator, no 
matter the institutional context.
 And I donʼt make that statement lightly.
 I direct a writing center and a Writing Across the Curriculum program 
at a small private liberal arts college; I also teach, mentor student teachers, and 
advise 30-40 undergraduate English and Education majors. We small college folks 
have too much to do and too little time to do it. (Wait a minute—thatʼs true for 
most of us in our field!) I stock my shelves with only those resources that provide 
maximum intellectual and practical payoff. Moreover, my writing center is staffed 
exclusively by undergraduate students who do not take a tutor training course; they 
receive six hours of pre-semester training each September, and then meet weekly 
with me for a one-hour staff meeting/ training seminar. Our college offers no first-
year composition courses. Instead, we have a writing-intensive First Term Seminar 
program, as well as a three-course WAC requirement. 

I recognize that no book can be all things to all writing center adminis-
trators. Iʼm a bit outside the target audience for Tutoring Writing, which speaks 
most directly to tutoring large populations of first-year composition students. Still, 
I consider it the most useful book of its kind on the market. In the past, Iʼve as-
signed or pulled liberally from comparison texts, including Paula Gillespie and 
Neal Lernerʼs The Allyn and Bacon Guide to Peer Tutoring (2000) and Leigh 
Ryanʼs The Bedford Guide for Writing Tutors (1998)—with proper documentation, 
of course. But since making the shift to McAndrew and Reigstad, Iʼve not missed 
those other texts. In fact, working with Tutoring Writing has reminded me that the 
very best books are those that donʼt actually “do it all.” Rather, they demand my 
participation and invite me to rethink, reimagine, and revise my own work as a 
writing center administrator. 

This year, I assigned the first four chapters of the book to my staff; we used 
them to frame our pre-semester training sessions. “Theories Underpinning Tutoring 
Writing,” “Research on Tutoring,” “What Tutoring Isnʼt,” and “The Writing and 
Tutoring Processes” helped us to establish a common understanding of what we 
do and why we do it, as well as a common vocabulary for discussing our work. 
The book describes—in accessible language—the hierarchy of rhetorical issues 
(“higher order” and “lower order” concerns). Chapter 1, “Theories Underpinning 
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Tutoring Writing,” introduces social constructionist theory, reader response liter-
ary theories, theories of talk and writing, collaborative learning, and feminism (1). 
For each theoretical “strand,” the authors invoke the key theorists (Vygotsky and 
Bakhtin for social construction, Bleich and Rosenblatt for reader response, and so 
on), summarize their viewpoints, and connect those viewpoints—albeit briefly—to 
various tutoring practices. Chapter 2, “Research Supporting Tutoring Writing,” of-
fers plenty of examples of research projects that might help us convince skeptical 
audiences that tutoring and conferencing affect students  ̓writing in positive ways. 
McAndrew and Reigstad categorize empirical research projects (qualitative and 
quantitative) that consider actual effects of tutoring, conferencing, and peer group 
work on writers. This chapter is essentially a bibliography, organized loosely by 
bulleted points to help focus our attention. 

Chapter 3, “What Tutoring Writing Isnʼt,” is my staffʼs favorite. Here, 
beginning tutors learn to counter many of the models they may have in their heads 
when they begin tutoring: the editor-journalist model, the cheerleader, the therapist, 
the corrector, and the expert. This chapter explains why such models impede our 
ability to help writers develop their own ideas and extend their own rhetorical skills. 
In my context, this chapter is crucial, as many of the talented undergraduate writ-
ers on my campus—particularly those in the humanities—choose to work at the 
writing center because they believe it will prepare them for a career in journalism 
or professional editing. Perhaps my students share a belief in what McAndrew and 
Reigstad refer to as “the myth of the nurturing, caring editor working side-by-side 
with an author”(15). McAndrew and Reigstad debunk this myth quickly. Likewise, 
the chapter urges tutors to avoid giving false or generalized praise, which really 
helped my tutors, who tend to suffer a bit from the infamous “Minnesota Nice” 
complex. 

Once theyʼve helped us think about what tutoring writing isn t̓, McAndrew 
and Reigstad move into more specific discussion of the nature of tutoring and 
conferencing. Chapter 4, “The Writing and Tutoring Processes,” delineates higher 
order concerns (HOCs) and lower order concerns (LOCs). HOCs are defined as 
“the features of a piece of writing that exist beyond the sentence level; they include 
clarity of thesis or focus, adequate development and information, effective structure 
or organization, and appropriate voice or tone” (25). LOCs are “the features within 
a sentence, at the level of individual words and punctuation; they include sentence 
structure and variety, punctuation, grammar and usage, and spelling” (25). Indeed, 
in her foreword to the book, Wendy Bishop notes that this terminology in particular 
“made so much sense to my students and to me, facilitating our talk, demystifying 
writing” (vii). I thought of Bishop often as I wrote this review. 

Chapters 5, 6, and 7 are the most concrete, rooted in descriptions of actual 
tutoring practices. The chapters provide practical suggestions for a wide range of 
invention activities (including brainstorming, clustering, looping, and freewriting), 
as well as possible activities to help writers with incomplete drafts, those who need 
to develop a new thesis or provide more support for an existing thesis, and those 
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who need to work on inappropriate use of voice. Still, when I first read these three 
chapters of Tutoring Writing in November, I agreed with my experienced tutors: 
these seemed less useful and complete than the chapters from Emily Meyer and 
Louise Z. Smithʼs The Practical Tutor (1987), which were included in last yearʼs 
training packet. 

But, when my tutors and I first read McAndrew and Reigstad, I was buried 
in the usual autumnal work: grading, chairing committee meetings, working on 
curriculum reform, tabulating writing center usage statistics, advising for a new 
registration period. I confess that I cursed Tutoring Writing at the time, wishing 
it could be “enough” to assign the chapters and hope my tutors could learn the 
conferencing techniques simply by reading about them. I recognize how unreal-
istic (and perhaps wrong-headed) my expectations were. Of course such reading 
must be accompanied by careful modeling of the strategies that McAndrew and 
Reigstad describe. Our writing center is the heart of the writing program; itʼs the 
home base for all Writing Across the Curriculum activities. It s̓ the primary resource 
for all entering first-year students who are simply unprepared for the demands of 
college-level literacy tasks. Itʼs the support network for the international students 
who find themselves enrolled in writing intensive courses at an institution where 
ESL instruction is not an option. As I reread this book, then, I recommitted myself 
to making each staff meeting fresh, modeling the techniques discussed in Tutoring 
Writing, and taking the time to discuss, demonstrate, and critique the strategies that 
McAndrew and Reigstad introduce. 

My tutors and I did not read chapters 7 and 8 together. Chapter 7, “Tutoring 
in Different Places,” offers a cursory nod to those who tutor in workplace settings, 
at home, or in WAC programs. I found it a little too short to be useful. Chapter 8, 
“Tutoring Different People,” was also disappointing in its treatment of gender and 
disability issues in particular. Still, I appreciated the chapterʼs provocative discus-
sion of the ways that ability levels can affect the tutoring dynamic, particularly 
in peer tutoring situations. Likewise, the section on ESL writers provides a good 
introduction to contrastive rhetorics and argues for the importance of recruiting 
and maintaining a culturally diverse staff at the writing center. Supplemental texts 
may be necessary for those of us who wish to ensure the topic of diversity receives 
thorough and sophisticated treatment at the writing center. I used Ilona Lekiʼs Un-
derstanding ESL Writers: A Guide for Teachers (1992); we also spent a good deal 
of time at the collegeʼs Diversity Center, speaking with students and staff members 
of color about their experiences on campus.

Tutoring Writing is a strong text. Those of us who are well versed in 
writing center theory and practice and/or composition theory may be frustrated 
by the bookʼs brevity, but will certainly appreciate its extensive bibliography and 
helpful frameworks. Those who come to writing center work without first com-
pleting the Ph.D. in rhetoric and composition will gain a strong introduction to 
existing scholarship on writing centers and composition theory in general, as well 
as an invaluable array of conferencing strategies to explore. And for all of us, it 
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is a book that invites further engagement with the dynamic and exciting work of 
one-on-one conferencing.

St. Peter, MN

WAC for the New Millennium: Strategies for Continuing Writing-Across-
the-Curriculum Programs, edited by Susan H. McLeod, Eric Miraglia, Margot 
Soven, and Christopher Thaiss. Urbana: NCTE Press, 2001. 345 pages.

Reviewed by Linda S. Bergmann, Purdue University

When I first encountered WAC for the New Millennium in the fall of 2001, it seemed, 
as it still does, a comprehensive survey of the state of the movement. The editors 
have assembled contributions from distinguished compositionists associated with 
Writing Across the Curriculum and produced a substantial review of the field. In 
the first chapter, summarizing the contributions, Susan McLeod and Eric Miraglia 
reiterate the concepts that tie together the disparate ideas and initiatives that con-
stitute WAC and describe how enduring WAC programs collaborate with other 
pedagogical initiatives and adapt to needs and resources of specific institutions. They 
identify WAC as a movement—a loosely-bound collection of programs, practices, 
and ideas—offering positive experiences for students and better understanding for 
scholars of how writing functions in various disciplinary situations.
 This collection demonstrates how deeply-rooted WAC has become since 
the 1970s and 1980s. In those days, Writing Across the Curriculum, described in Art 
Young and Toby Fulwilerʼs Writing Across the Disciplines: Research into Practice 
(1986) and embodied in workshops by teachers like Elaine Maimon (who wrote 
the introduction to this book), embraced a body of ideas and practices that brought 
active, participatory, collaborative learning into courses traditionally organized 
simply to transmit information. Writing Across the Disciplines shows WAC being 
invented through trials and errors in crossing disciplinary boundaries. By 1990, 
there were enough programs to warrant Fulwiler and Youngʼs Programs that Work: 
Models and Methods for Writing Across the Curriculum (1990), which served as 
inspiration and roadmap for new WAC programs throughout the 1990s. With the 
publication of David Russellʼs Writing in the Academic Disciplines, 1870—1990: 
A Curricular History in 1991, WAC acquired a history and a more defined and 
identifiable presence in the profession, a presence nurtured by WAC conferences, 
the journal Language and Learning Across the Disciplines, and the emergence of 
benchmark programs for imitation.
 A decade later, WAC for the New Millennium demonstrates how WAC has 
matured as a discipline, developed a body of practices, lore, research, and theory, 
and connected with other academic movements. The essays consider how WAC 
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sustains and recreates itself by collaboration with other educational movements 
and initiatives, works through and with other university programs, and impacts 
research into and theorization of the nature and function of writing. However, these 
essays also suggest that although WAC was once an offshoot of composition theory 
trying to gain acceptance in disciplines outside English, it is now contested and 
problematized by compositionists. This collection also reflects on WACʼs future, 
anticipating and addressing problems deriving from its emergence into the academic 
mainstream. Although these essays invoke the strength and potential of WAC, 
because they reflect experiences of program administrators, they are infused with 
the realism earned through years of working in a movement that cuts across and 
sometimes threatens to undermine the university structure. The writers have clearly 
read drafts of each other s̓ contributions and frequently cross-reference them; while 
occasionally these efforts seem strained, the overall effect is a coherence unusual 
in collections like this, making it particularly thought-provoking for teachers and 
students new to the field 
 In the first chapter, McLeod and Miraglia reiterate a commonplace of WAC 
attributed to Barbara Walvoord: that WAC is a movement recreated and sustained by 
working with other ideas and initiatives at particular institutions. WAC appeals to 
people in all fields who are willing to bypass disciplinary boundaries and adopt new 
ways of thinking and working, and this collaboration keeps it going despite financial 
exigencies. The next chapters include considerations of WAC and assessment by 
William Condon, WAC and computer technology by Donna Reiss and Art Young, 
WAC and service learning by David Joliffe, WAC and learning communities by 
Terry Zawacki and Ashley Williams, and WAC and ESL by Ann Johns. In chapter 
7, “The Politics of Literacy Across the Curriculum,” Victor Villanueva expresses 
doubts about WAC, grappling with its “assimilationist” nature, and arguing that 
WAC may teach students to adjust to conventional academic expectations and re-
produce the existing (racist) social consensus. Villanueva reiterates the most serious 
criticisms WAC has drawn over the years: that WAC lets control of definitions of 
writing and effective pedagogy slip away from compositionists, exacerbates the 
vocationalism and corporatization of the university, and valorizes the reproduction 
of existing knowledge rather than questioning, resisting, or changing it. Against 
these criticisms, Villanueva proposes jaiberia, or “subversive complicity,” as a 
desirable outcome of WAC.
 Other contributors acknowledge similar dangers. Condon considers 
program assessment a hedge against outside control as well as a vehicle for col-
laboration, and Reiss and Young warn that while Electronic Communication Across 
the Curriculum (ECAC) enhances collaboration, peer interaction, diversity, and 
portfolio development, it arouses new concerns: “issues of access, of the faculty 
reward system, of copyright and intellectual property, and of academic freedom” 
(75). The contributors who relate WAC to other institutional structures—Joan Mullin 
on WAC and writing centers, Margot Soven on WAC and curriculum-based peer 
tutors, and Martha Townsend on WAC and writing intensive courses—also take a 
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critical and nuanced stance toward projects and possibilities for interdisciplinary 
collaboration in teaching and learning writing. Although they have clearly created 
“programs that work,” their representations are complicated by personal knowledge 
of what happens to ideas—for better and worse—when put into practice. 
 This collection shows that WAC has clearly moved beyond the first “oh 
wow!” stages and reflects critically on its successes and failures. For example, Joliffe 
proposes using WAC to reconsider genres of writing assigned in service learning 
courses, arguing that journals and reflective essays are insufficient to articulate 
the systemic aspects of social problems. Drawing on Russellʼs research in activ-
ity theory, Joliffe proposes teaching and practicing genres that will help students 
understand and “appropriate” professional genres and initiate professional activity 
in a field. Also taking a critical stance, Mullin, Soven, and Townsend express the 
wariness of experienced program directors, and Soven and Townsend explicitly 
address the “pitfalls” of their respective programs, while describing policies and 
practices that promote their success.
 In the last two chapters Russell and Thaiss reconsider the research underly-
ing WAC. Russell reviews a considerable body of qualitative research into writing 
practices at various stages of professional and personal development. Starting with 
studies of workplace writing, and moving “backward” into school writing—from the 
professional writing learned in graduate school and internships, through writing in 
undergraduate majors, back to writing in general education—he provides a structure 
for understanding the research supporting WAC. He argues against a simplified 
approach to teaching or understanding writing, asserting that “[t]he qualitative 
studies point faculty and program directors beyond the search for universal or 
autonomous approaches toward much more messy—and human—factors” (261). 
Russell rejects the opposition between personal and professional, self and work, 
that drives most criticisms of WAC, concluding that when writing is taught as part 
of the larger social activity of a discipline, it fosters not only professional growth, 
but also personal development.
 In the final chapter, Thaiss reviews WAC theory, considering both con-
sistent and modified principles and practices, as he ties together the other essays 
in the collection. Closely analyzing “writing,” “across,” and “curriculum,” he 
complicates each term and shows their evolution over time. Thaiss laments the 
loss of connection between transactional and expressive writing and theories of 
writing, and considers how the growth of electronic genres of communication has 
changed our understanding of writing. He reminds us that the course—a teacher 
and a group of students—is the location that generates most college writing and 
offers the most meaningful location for studying it.
 WAC for the New Millennium is clearly an important book, both as sum-
mary of where WAC has been and statement of its maturity as a movement. The 
essays show a movement that has connected with other important movements in 
higher education, established various kinds of institutional presence, and built a 
body of research and theory that supports and modifies its practices. Most of the 
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contributors, speculating about the future of WAC, anticipate continued improve-
ment initiated by reflective practice and the interplay of theory, research, and ap-
plication. I would like to be optimistic about that future because of the intellectual 
vigor WAC embodies and this collection reflects. The new millennium, however, 
has reduced universities  ̓budgets and increased pressure for simple-minded ac-
countability. In newspapers, on discussion lists, and in conversations with friends 
and colleagues, I hear about too many programs cut back, eliminated, or reduced to 
formulas that cannot provide the rich intellectual experience of making and com-
municating meaning through writing. I would like to see this book as a milestone 
for Writing Across the Curriculum, but admit to the lurking fear that it could be its 
tombstone.

West Lafayette, IN

Preparing College Teachers of Writing: Histories, Theories, Programs, Prac-
tices, edited by Betty P. Pytlik and Sarah Liggett. New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2001. 352 pages.

Reviewed by Kathleen J. Ryan, West Virginia University

Laura Micciche has argued recently that “edited collections have and continue to 
contribute to the development of composition studies in important ways” (102). 
Certainly, this is true for the advancement of Writing Program Administration 
(WPA). Collections like Kitchen Cooks, Plate Twirlers and Troubadours (1999); 
The Writing Program Administrator s̓ Resource (2002); The Allyn and Bacon 
Sourcebook for Writing Program Administrators (2001); The Writing Program 
Administrator as Researcher (1999); and The Writing Program Administrator as 
Theorist (2002) legitimize WPA as scholarly work and articulate central issues. 
Like these texts, Preparing College Teachers of Writing: Histories, Theories, Pro-
grams, Practices reinforces Writing Program Administration as scholarly inquiry; 
specifically, the collection takes up an important WPA concern, the professional 
development of teaching assistants. According to Stephen Wilhoit, TA development 
has only received significant attention in the last thirty years (17), and Betty Pytlik 
and Sarah Liggettʼs collection is an important contribution to this dialogue. New 
and experienced WPAs, as well as graduate students holding administrative roles 
or taking WPA courses, will find this text an invaluable resource as they purpose-
fully shape local TA development and reflect on those activities in national and 
disciplinary contexts. This edited collection serves as an important site of dialogic 
reflection and invention for current and future WPAs.
 Preparing College Teachers of Writing, which assumes teaching is more 
than recipe-following and learning to teach is an ongoing process, seeks to con-
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tribute to conversations about what “facilitates that learning” (xv). To frame this 
inquiry, the twenty-six essays are organized around the bookʼs subtitle, Histories, 
Theories, Programs, Practices. Part 1, “History,” addresses the history of TA 
preparation since the mid-nineteenth century, in relationship to the changing job 
market, and the contexts of the WPA and Purdue Universityʼs program. Contribu-
tions to Part 2, “Theories,” range from the collaborative essay (written by Katrina 
M. Powell, Peggy OʼNeill, Cassandra Mach Phillips, and Brian Huot) “Negotiating 
Resistance and Change: One Composition Programʼs Struggle Not to Convert,” 
a discussion of the “theoretically ʻopenʼ” composition program at the University 
of Louisville (124), to Christine Farrisʼs essay on a TA development program that 
teaches composition as cultural studies. According to Pytlik and Liggett, Part 3, 
“Programs,” “provides six models for TA preparation programs in different sites 
and configurations” (xviii); program models include stand-alone writing programs, 
MA and PhD programs in English departments, and those that prepare TAs to teach 
web-based and professional communication courses. Part 4, “Practices,” concludes 
the collection with a focus on specific aspects of TA preparation, like orientation 
workshops, mentoring programs, and teaching portfolios and notebooks. These 
sections offer a useful schema for engaging the text, and their titles become key 
words for effective TA development. The collection emphasizes that design of an 
effective TA education program depends on an understanding of institutional and 
disciplinary histories and contexts as well as the necessary connections between 
theories and practices. 
 While the four sections help direct readers, particularly those new to TA 
development, the editors also list reflection, mentoring, and Purdueʼs program as 
alternative topics to guide oneʼs reading; this move encourages readers to also read 
across sections to pursue different lines of inquiry (xxi). As Richard Fulkerson 
points out in the foreword, reflection emerges as a key concept across the collection 
(xiii). Reflection, as Donald Schön and Kathleen Yancey have taught us, is integral 
to approaching learning (to teach or to write) as an explicit, conscious activity; 
as such, many of the TA development activities discussed here, including journal 
entries composed in pre-service workshops and portfolios created for practica, 
have reflective dimensions. Selections like “From Discomfort, Isolation, and Fear 
to Comfort, Community, and Confidence: Using Reflection, Role-Playing, and 
Classroom Observation to Prepare New Teachers of College Writing” and “The 
Teaching Portfolio: Practicing What We Teach” reinforce how reflection gives new 
and experienced teachers ways, as Michael C. Flanigan writes, to “make sense of 
events and give[s] them a chance to assess those events” (245) and, as Margaret 
Lindgren has it, to “position themselves, to claim a space within the theoretical 
and practical complexities they had read about and experienced” (290). WPAs 
designing or reviewing their own programs can enter into this conversation about 
TA development and reflect on their own institutional history and (re)theorize their 
practices or invent new ones. 
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 Betty Bambergʼs essay “Creating a Culture of Reflective Practice: A Pro-
gram for Continuing TA Preparation after the Practicum” and Shirley Rose and 
Margaret Findersʼs essay “Thinking Together: Developing a Reciprocal Reflective 
Model for Approaches to Preparing College Teachers of Writing” are two addi-
tional contributions on reflection. Bamberg describes how she sought to “infus[e] 
reflective practice” throughout the University of Southern Californiaʼs program 
by developing advanced workshops, student evaluations, staff development proj-
ects, and teaching portfolios as sites to support reflection (153). I particularly like 
Bambergʼs use of student evaluations as opportunities for TA reflection rather than 
a “means of surveillance” by a WPA: “To help new TAs interpret their evaluations 
and to model ways to reflect on student responses, first evaluations are returned 
in the small instructional groups established during orientation and continued 
during the practicum, as they provide a safe, supportive context for discussion” 
(153-54). Rose and Findersʼs essay, which focuses on those of us responsible for 
teacher education, effectively argues for and models a reflective practice they call 
“reciprocal reflection.” Reciprocal reflection emphasizes the collaborative potential 
of reflective practice; it is a “dialogic model of reexamining and reconsidering, 
rearticulating, refining” (83). This term emphasizes the collaborative nature of 
their reflective work and serves as a reminder that many aspects of TA education, 
including the activities Bamberg mentions, are (or could be) collaborative, reflec-
tive endeavors. 
 Certainly, reciprocal reflection also describes the way we readers can 
create, revise, and rethink our programs and experiences in dialogue with the 
collection. This stance is a useful one for new, experienced, and future WPAs to 
adopt when reading this collection. This reflective reading stance has helped me, 
first as a new WPA and then a more experienced WPA, learn about current think-
ing in TA development and apply that learning to my own administrative work. 
For example, when I first encountered this collection as a new WPA, Yanceyʼs 
“The Professionalization of TA Development: A Heuristic for Curriculum Design” 
was particularly useful to helping me get to know and review my new program. 
Yancey argues that “to design good programs, we must consider not only the local 
context but also the larger rhetorical contexts of writing programs” (65). To this 
end, Yancey offers and briefly examines twelve heuristics for program design that 
demonstrate the importance of administrative design. Heuristics like “Historically, 
how have TAs been prepared at the institution and why?” and “What is the nature 
of the graduate program within which the TA program is housed?” (65) helped me 
shape my programmatic inquiry, but, more importantly, confirmed the importance 
of planning a program—of mapping the past and future of TA development in my 
department rhetorically and thoughtfully. Yanceyʼs heuristics are an excellent ex-
ample of WPA invention, and the article is a useful lens for reading other essays; it 
choreographs moves other contributors make to put their local contexts in dialogue 
with histories, theories, and practices in order to develop good programs. 
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 As mentioned above, this text is also a useful one for experienced WPAs 
reviewing current programs or developing new initiatives. After two years as a 
WPA, I find my interests are less those of the newcomer getting the lay of the land 
than those of a more experienced, better informed reader seeking specific texts 
to help me consider current departmental undertakings. Recently, for example, I 
have reread articles with an eye toward mentoring programs, one of the alternative 
themes co-editors Pytlik and Liggett mention. Sally Barr Ebestʼs “Mentoring: Past, 
Present, and Future” and Wanda Martin and Charles Paineʼs “Mentors, Models, 
and Agents of Change: Veteran TAs Preparing Teaching of Writing” have become 
reflective touchstones for me and my TA Mentor Coordinator as we strengthen our 
support for mentors. In addition, as my department embarks on an MA in profes-
sional writing, both Barry Thatcherʼs and Paul Anderson, Todd Deluca, and Lisa 
Rosenberger s̓ essays on preparing TAs to teach technical writing gives me a helpful 
window into this specialized area of TA preparation. I expect that this collection is 
equally useful for more experienced WPAs as well as future WPAs. As a site for 
readers  ̓explorations into TA development, it offers readers current pictures of TA 
development from multiple perspectives and supports the legitimization of this 
important area of study and practice. 
 Clearly, this collection is an important contribution to WPA and TA devel-
opment in composition as an area of study. Despite different institutional histories, 
contexts, and theoretical perspectives, the commitment to reflective, informed, 
integrated TA development is clear. The text is definitely useful for future, new, 
and experienced WPAs as they consider—reflect on and invent—TA development 
in different contexts and with different goals. This collection also contributes to 
conversations about TA development across disciplines, like The Professional De-
velopment of Graduate Teaching Assistants (1998), which focuses on TA education 
across the university, and Improving College Teaching (1995), which includes 
chapters on TA training and mentoring. Pytlik and Liggettʼs collection can help 
both those within composition and beyond to, in Kathleen Yanceyʼs words, design 
good programs.

Morgantown, WV
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Introducing English: Essays in the Intellectual Work of Composition, by 
James F. Slevin. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2001. 280 pages.

Reviewed by Christopher Schroeder, Northeastern Illinois University

As far back as I can recall, English classes were always less satisfying than the 
writing and reading I did on my own, which is why as an undergraduate, I changed 
my major from, and back to, English more times than I care to remember. By the 
end of graduate school, I realized that this contradiction could sustain my inter-
est throughout the dissertation, so with something less than godspeed from my 
committee, I embarked upon an exploration of institutionalized literacies. As they 
(and I) would attest, the sailing was not smooth, in part because what I was trying 
to do seemed so heretical at the time, especially since the political winds hadnʼt 
turned institutions enough to believe in land beyond the horizon. Fortunately, I 
found experienced explorers, such as Patricia Bizzell and Victor Villanueva, who 
gave generously of their experiences and whose work served as outposts along 
the way.
 In much the same way, James Slevin is one of those intellectual adven-
turers, and his Introducing English is a map that, upon arriving in the new world, 
assures me that the ordeal was not in vain. Although the ostensive purpose of 
this book is “a desire to explore, in one or another domain, the intellectual work 
of composition as an interpretive activity concerned with the social and cultural 
consequences of language and language education,” the relief of Slevinʼs map is 
as much, if not more, valuable, for in exploring “the central role language educa-
tion plays in the process” of “cultural hegemony,” Slevin provides an explorerʼs 
firsthand account of the new frontier that is English studies (2, 6). In doing so, 
Slevin identifies five regions in which he considers a range of issues drawn to 
scale, including the ways that intellectual work of composition was represented to 
him and by him, the historical representations of literacy and English education, 
the impact of these historical legacies upon contemporary literacy, the intellectual 
work of composition within the larger university, and the ways that this intellectual 
work is represented to others beyond the university. 

Together, these enable readers to step back from the new, uncharted 
territory in order to see it, as it appears to Slevin, in a much larger scale. In his 
remapping, Slevin discards dated guides based upon absence or lack in favor of 
one based upon difference. In doing so, he integrates the linguistics of contact and 
contact zones within materialist critiques of education, schools, and society as the 
most significant points of reference. One of its strengths is its (secret) history of 
the dividing line within English Departments. As such, the ambiguity of the title 
signals this remapping well, and while the subtitle appears to qualify this purpose, 
it also leaves open the possibility that the proper scale for reorganizing English 
Departments is literacy itself. In doing so, Slevin offers a perspective on this ter-
ritory that has much in common with those of other explorers on both sides of the 
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disciplinary divide, as well as the intersections of the two. At the same time, he 
reclaims this space in the name of composition. For example, colonial literature, 
such as the story of Pocahontas or records of Virginia Tidewater, becomes accounts 
of ways that “fundamental assumptions about education and language were planted, 
like the colony itself, in the consciousness of invaders and invaded alike” (4). 

Not only does this book seek to reclaim English Departments, but it also 
remaps the frontier of the university itself, which Slevin acknowledges by admitting 
that composition is a metonym (Iʼd argue the stronger metaphor) for intellectual 
work as a whole (10). Throughout the collection, Slevin explores the implications 
of this new university, whose purpose is creating, sharing, and testing knowledge, 
whether as research, teaching, or service. In doing so, he paradoxically scales back 
composition, in the ways it often minimizes education generally, and advances it, in 
the name of intellectual work. Expectedly, Slevin addresses predictable issues, such 
as the relationship between composition and other disciplines, yet he challenges 
conventional thinking about these relationships. In this example, Slevin distin-
guishes between writing across the curriculum, with its tendency toward academic 
socialization, and writing in the disciplines, with its ability to position intellectual 
workers, including students, within “an historical and dialogic intellectual project” 
(190-91). In addition, he addresses larger issues, such as assessment and tenure, 
advocating in both a more active role for faculty being evaluated. 

In addition to reconfiguring English Departments and remapping the uni-
versity, this collection exemplifies praxis as a form of intellectual work. Whether 
depicting his first classrooms, explicating Don Quixote, or critiquing conventional 
WPA assessment methods, Slevin insists upon a level of theorizing that prevents his 
discussions from descending into a numbing series of disciplinary vacation slides, 
thereby ensuring that these contribute to a new (way of looking at the) world. At 
the same time, he provides more than a travel guide. For instance, he argues, in a 
letter to a former student, that the most important knowledge students can learn is 
the difference between having a point and making a point, or “the intersection and 
interpenetration, perhaps better expressed as the dialectic, of thesis and development 
(elaboration, exemplification, illustration)” (248). As this example illustrates, Slevin 
emphasizes the ways that practice and theory inform each other, which legitimizes 
this collection as an exemplary model for those of us who aspire to similar forms 
of intellectual work.

 Nevertheless, some readers might experience déjà vu, that sense that they 
have been here before, and for good reason. Though revised for this event, seven 
of the thirteen chapters have been published previously, even more if the letters 
that are the last two chapters were written for other occasions. Still, good collec-
tions, like good maps, offer more than the sum of their parts, and this collection 
nonetheless succeeds in this regard by juxtaposing selections to create a composite 
that any of these pieces alone, read in isolation or reconstructed from memory, 
cannot. Seeing, for example, Slevinʼs thinking about genre theory alongside his 
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description of discipline-based writing seminars allows for an intertextuality that 
might otherwise be lost in the time and space between the two.

A more alarming limitation concerns Slevinʼs willingness to import con-
ventional cultural critiques into his version of this new world. At several points, 
Slevin cites the symbolic violence of colonizing discourse, the canon, even educa-
tion itself, and while I am sympathetic to his perspective (who wants to be accused of 
(symbolic) violence, even in the name of reclaiming territory?), I am uncomfortable 
when these assertions are carried to their (il)logical conclusions, as they seem to be 
here. First, doing so seems to conflate symbolic violence, which can be traumatic, 
with physical violence, which almost always is. Second, it denies the difference 
between seeking enculturation and being subject to it. Third, it misrepresents the 
experiences of literacy in which, some have argued, (symbolic) violence is part of 
the very experience of writing and reading. 

Perhaps worse, such a move authorizes versions of students as (relatively) 
passive victims of these violations by language and culture of English education. 
As Keith Gilyard, Victor Villanueva, and others have explained, the discursive and 
socio-cultural experiences of students are far more complicated and contested. To be 
sure, most students have already assumed any number of selves and values before 
they arrive in classrooms, and by their presence, they signal some appreciation of 
and desire for the privileged discourse of the academy, if only as a means to another 
end. In the larger picture, many of them recognize that they cannot expect to sur-
vive, let alone thrive, in the world without acquiescing to new selves and different 
values. (Who of us can?) At the same time, many of these have attested that the 
discursive shifts they make, or learn to make or even donʼt make, are temporary, 
contingent shifts, ones that are undone as soon as they walk out of the classroom 
or leave the campus. In these and other ways, students deserve more credit for 
their tactical performances, or unofficial forms of resistance, that simultaneously 
acknowledge the rules and resist their conclusions. 

Nonetheless, a sense of justice, or as Slevin has argued elsewhere a concern 
about injustice, drives these essays, which makes his intentions more the issue. For 
these and other reasons, Introducing English is a collection that I recommend to 
anyone who is sympathetic to the political turn of praxis that seeks to account for 
difference. Those who read it will find Slevinʼs version of composition, English 
Studies, even the postmodern academy to be a more just alternative. Furthermore, 
they will find that from reading it, they have a powerful way of thinking, as well 
as an exemplary model for theorizing, about these and other issues. In short, this 
map will serve them well as they construct more detailed accounts of this newly 
publicized world of intellectual work. 

Chicago, IL
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Teaching Writing Teachers: of High School English & First-Year Composi-
tion, by Robert Tremmel and William Broz. Portsmouth: Boynton/Cook, 2002. 
192 pages.

Reviewed by Rich Rice, Texas Tech University

Robert Tremmel introduces Teaching Writing Teachers by relating a question that 
English education professors often ask and that writing program administrators 
should consider more regularly:

How is it [. . .] that I can be the coordinator of an English education 
program in an English department, working daily to prepare beginning 
writing teachers, yet I never walk down the hall to consult with our 
department s̓ composition director, who is also working daily to prepare 
beginning writing teachers whose students are often only three months 
older than my students  ̓students? (1)

The question is rooted in the intersection between secondary and post-secondary 
instruction, and as Tremmel and William Broz argue, the question calls for the 
development of a distinct discipline.
 The book begins with a Foreword by Richard Gebhart that suggests reasons 
why both fields sometimes overlook opportunities to share ideas. The Introduction, 
“Striking a Balance—Seeking a Discipline,” then shares a succinct history of the 
research interests of both fields. Tremmel suggests here that bringing secondary and 
post-secondary interests must first begin with a well-developed writing pedagogy. 
The primary premise of the book is that we need ongoing dialogue. 

In the first section Stephen Wilhoit, Jonathan Bush, and Margaret Tom-
linson Rustick offer commentary on Tremmelʼs Introduction and call for a united 
discipline. Wilhoit examines some common grounds, such as the students both 
fields share, the similarity in program goals, and the similarity in pedagogies. 
He points out that we can learn from one another in terms of assessing writing, 
discovering both identity and power in our institutions, and benefiting from the 
intellectual and social rewards of writing. We can mentor one another. His piece is 
called “Identifying Common Concerns.” Bushʼs piece is called “Common Ground: 
Toward Collaboration,” and reminds readers that both English education and writ-
ing program administration serve similar roles, and that they both support students 
as they instill and help develop praxis. Finally, Tomlinson Rustickʼs “Methods for 
Building Bridges” offers a professional narrative account of this history in her 
methods courses.

Tomlinson Rustickʼs approach is similar to Chris Ansonʼs approach. 
Ansonʼs essay points out that writing teachers should be writers, should practice 
reflection, and should always work together. The chapter is entitled “Teaching 
Writing Creatively: A Summer Institute for Teachers.” Among other things, Anson 
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focuses on the reflective value of teaching portfolios, and that “where teaching 
portfolios may be used as a form of assessment, opportunities for collaboration 
and mentoring should become the governing philosophy and goal of the portfolio 
system” (39). If the term “mentoring” could have been worked into the title of the 
book it probably should have, because it is such an important teaching and learning 
strategy in the book. Next, for instance, in “Bridging Levels: Composition Theory 
and Practice,” Gail Stygall shares her account of the similarities and differences in 
her English education and composition teaching methods courses. She finds that 
just like writing is a local and social act, so too is good teaching and mentoring. 
Good teaching is reflective teaching. 

Tom Romano then discusses the value of teaching writing instruction by 
writing in “Teaching Writing Through Multigenre Papers.” Specifically, Romano 
writes about his use of the multigenre research paper and studies how the medium 
(genre) impacts the message (content). David Smit also discusses the importance of 
genre in writing teacher education in his chapter, “Practice, Reflection, and Genre,” 
as well as the importance of sequencing assignments and keeping “reflection jour-
nals.” Linda Miller Cleary focuses on reflection next, pointing out that students can 
be asked to “deconstruct and reconstruct their beliefs about writing instruction” 
(75). She discusses an in-depth phenomenological interviewing research method 
for English education students, practicing secondary teachers, and graduate teach-
ing assistants teaching college composition. Students are challenged to know more 
about themselves as writers and as teachers. Clearyʼs chapter is titled “An Inter-
viewing Project for Writing Teachers: Reflection, Research, Action.” Shirley Rose 
then traces the value of mentoring for college composition teaching assistants in 
“Mentoring for Teaching Assistants in the Introductory Writing Program at Purdue 
University.” The themes of this section of the book can be summarized as writing 
teachers should write, writing teachers should reflect, and writing teachers should 
use mentoring.

The next section contains seven chapters, beginning with Steven Vander-
Staayʼs examination of his Teaching Composition and Literature in the Secondary 
Classroom course. In “Critiquing Process: Teaching Writing Methods as Problem 
Solving” VanderStaay challenges his preservice teachers to “solve the problem 
of how to teach writing and literature in terms that acknowledge the diversity of 
experiences and influence” of students (104). He immerses preservice secondary 
teachers in the academic writing about the process writing movement as well as 
literacy methods research. For Dan Royer and Roger Gilles in the next chapter, 
“Combining History, Theory, and Practice in the Writing Methods Course,” like 
VanderStaay, there is a synergy that can develop by teaching both theory and practice 
and, in their words, counterbalance the educational theory of James Moffett with 
the practical applications of Thomas Newkirk. According to Royer and Gilles, what 
can work on one level may indeed be appropriate for other levels of writing. 
 The role mentoring plays in teaching and learning is the primary focus 
of the next three chapters. In “Teaching Teachers and the Extracurriculum,” Doug 
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Hesse and Kirsti Sandy relate a system of teaching assistantship training where 
teachers serve as both assistants and mentors in a safe environment. The curriculum 
(learning how to teach) and the “extracurriculum” (learning how to mentor and 
support one anotherʼs teaching) provides an authentic experience: “Being a teacher 
while being a student while being a mentor richly parallels the professional worlds 
in which most college writing teachers live” (124). Along the same lines, Melissa 
Whiting writes in “False Prophets and True Mentors: Transforming Instructors 
into Teachers” that the significance of teacher/student professional relationships 
are often overlooked in writing instruction courses. Whiting relates a telling case 
study of a student developing a topic for a paper and how the studentʼs learning 
experience could have been much stronger if the teacher would have developed a 
better working relationship. And Broz explores mentoring in “Personal and Dis-
tant Mentors.” Broz traces many of the assignments he uses, his beliefs in writing 
process pedagogy, and his philosophy of teaching. He finds it important to teach 
his students writing process pedagogy concepts, but he also finds it important to 
teach them about the people and the work that has helped developed the ideas sur-
rounding key concepts.
 Finally, Gregory Hamiltonʼs “Mapping a Writing/Teaching Life” and Mi-
chelle Tremmelʼs “Mailing It In: Taking Writing Teacher Education on the Road” 
make up the final two chapters of the book. Hamiltonʼs piece examines the use of 
two assignments often included in both English education and teaching in higher 
education courses: a literacy narrative and a philosophy of teaching. The process of 
mapping the history of a writer creates opportunities “to trace the different beliefs 
and assumptions about writing that [students] have come to hold” (149). Students 
become critical of what they value, making the transparent and tacit exposed and 
identified. Similarly, in the final chapter of the book, Tremmel shares her experi-
ence in cross-institutional collaboration and mentoring. To teach good writing we 
often find authentic audiences more valuable than simply encouraging students to 
“imagine your audience is” some assumed reader. The same works for teaching 
writing instruction. 
 Sally Barr Ebest then begins the Afterword with “The Ripple-Effect of 
Mentoring: Extending the Layers Outward,” where she traces a layered approach 
to teaching assistant training that could be a useful strategy for other university 
writing programs. In the first layer, faculty mentor teaching assistants. There is a 
second layer of the writing program administrators mentoring their associate direc-
tors and assistants. Similarly, in a third layer, undergraduate writing students or 
English education majors mentor K-12 students. Some call this the ripple-effect, 
and others call it the “infection model” of training, where one group models a good 
working relationship for another group. The end result is that in layered mentoring 
participants are both teaching and learning on multiple levels. We all have levels 
of experience and inexperience, as Tomlinson Rustick concludes in the final piece 
in the Afterward, “Methods for Building Bridges.” 
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 The book makes it clear that, indeed, there is a lot of potential for devel-
oping rich teaching and learning systems if we make bridges between the fields 
of composition and English education. At the institution I received my training in, 
there was a physical bridge that connected the English and the Education build-
ing. But few people traverse it, unaware of what the other side had to offer. At the 
institution I work at now there is a beautifully sculptured fountain of clasped hands 
holding the letters of the alphabet. The fountain lies in between the Department 
of English and the College of Education. Clasped hands are stronger than bridges, 
because with one we are still divided and have to cross-over, whereas with the 
other we are already together. The book raises this point in many ways. Open it 
with both hands. “Writing program administrators and English educators, first-year 
composition and secondary education, and universities and schools not only have 
much to offer each other, but together they might have much more to offer their 
students than they have been able to deliver so far” (16).

Lubbock, TX
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ANNOUNCEMENTS

Call for Essay Proposals
For a proposed collection tentatively titled: Stories of Mentoring 

Edited by:
Michelle F. Eble (East Carolina University) and Lynée Lewis Gaillet (Georgia 
State University)

In the last several decades, mentoring has evolved from a concern for “graduate 
students  ̓ability to research, write, and publish” in order to secure a job after 
graduation to an emphasis on professional development through formal and 
informal mentoring programs that focus on teaching, research, and/or admin-
istration (Ebest, “Mentoring: Past, Present, and Future,” Preparing College 
Teachers of Writing: Histories, Theories, Programs, Practices, 214). Scholar-
ship within English Studies (and particularly in rhetoric and composition) pays 
homage to mentoring relationships and programs that prove to be mutually 
beneficial for graduate students, new faculty, mentors, departments, and profes-
sional organizations alike. Likewise, web sites from colleges and universities 
across the country boast structured plans for mentoring graduate students and 
teaching assistants, and increasingly colleges and universities establish and 
publicize their designs for formally mentoring new faculty. 

We are now seeking first-hand narratives and testimonials addressing mentor-
ing relationships, fuller discussions of mentor/mentoree responsibilities, and 
tales from those involved in mentoring programs. In this collection, we hope to 
capture some of the unique relationships resulting from what Janice Lauer labels 
an “ethics of care,” whereby a mentor “exhibits a willingness to nurture, to act 
in concrete situations with emotional involvement, to make responsible moral 
decisions in particular human relationships rather than on abstract principles, 
to step out of oneʼs personal frame of reference into the otherʼs, to be present 
to the one cared-for rather than to identify with oneʼs possessions (scholarly 
possessions)--an altruism constructive for the moral agent and the one cared-
for” (Publishing in Rhetoric and Composition, 234).   

While we do not limit the scope and direction of proposed essays, we especially 
welcome:
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• co-authored pieces from mentors and their mentorees about their rela-
tionships.

• essays from those teachers/scholars who see mentoring as part of their 
academic appointment. 

• stories from those who have been mentored and what that relationship 
has meant in their own careers as teachers/scholars. 

• narratives describing (and perhaps critiquing) current mentoring pro-
grams within the discipline.

Proposals for essays should include: a 350-500 word abstract, a 100-word 
bio for each author, and all necessary contact information (US and e-mail ad-
dresses). Essays must be previously unpublished and not under consideration 
elsewhere.

Please send proposals and contact information as Microsoft Word attach-
ments to either co-editor:

Lynée Lewis Gaillet: lgaillet@gsu.edu
Michelle F. Eble: eblem@mail.ecu.edu

Deadline for Proposals: February 1, 2005

***

Exposing Myths About Literacy, Language and Culture 
Rhetoric, composition, writing, and literacy scholars have long spoken of the 
need to take our arguments public in order to gain better support for our work, 
both within our own institutions and in our local and national communities. 
Unfortunately, contemporary debates about student writing and language and 
literacy education are not driven by scholarship in our field, but by popular texts 
(i.e., Cultural Literacy, The Closing of the American Mind, and The Language 
Police) and media reports, which are often politically partisan or simply ill-
informed. Johnny Can Write: Exposing Myths About Literacy, Language and 
Culture will inform a general audience of educated parents, students, educators, 
administrators, policy makers, and citizens about our theories and practices 
that complicate and challenge circulating texts and common perceptions about 
literacy and language education. 

We seek authors who can distill complex arguments into lively and engaging 
texts for a non-academic audience. 
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Possible topics may include (but are not limited to): 

the rhetoric of decline 
the teaching and meaning(s) of grammar 
literacy and technology 
literacy and identity 
the relationship between testing and writing 
ideology and curriculum 
(the origins and (in)stability of) the canon 
the history of English studies 
tensions between literature and rhetoric 
multiculturalism 
the role of politics in the English classroom 

Send abstracts (500-word max.) or essays (20-page max.) by February 1, 2005 
to David Gold (dpg@umd.umich.edu) or Liz Rohan (erohan@umd.umich.edu), 
Dept. of  Humanities, University of Michigan-Dearborn, Dearborn MI 48128. 
Please include a cover letter with brief bio. 

***
Kairos: A Journal of Rhetoric, Technology, and Pedagogy is an online, peer-
reviewed journal that has been active since 1996 and publishes two issues a year. 
We accept submissions all year as well as issuing special calls for webtexts, 
and are interested primarily in articles dealing with the intersections (be they 
theoretical or practical) between technology, rhetoric, and pedagogy as they 
pertain to written, visual, or oral discourse.  Texts submitted for consideration 
should be designed as web pages, and we encourage authors to integrate new 
media technologies such as Flash and/or digital video. For a full description of 
submission guidelines, please visit http://english.ttu.edu/kairos/guides/author/
index.htm.  

Visit the “logging on” section of the current issue to see specific calls for web 
texts http://english.ttu.edu/kairos/9.1/index.html.

The co-editors, James Inman and Doug Eyman, welcome your submissions or 
questions via e-mail at kairosed@technorhetoric.net.

***
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Young Scholars in Writing: Undergraduate Research in Writing and Rhetoric 
seeks theory-driven and/or research-based submissions from undergraduates 
on the following topics: writing, rhetoric, composition, professional writing, 
technical writing, business writing, discourse analysis, writing technologies, 
peer tutoring in writing, writing process, writing in the disciplines, and 
related topics. Submissions should make an intellectual contribution to their 
respective fields. Submissions should be 10-20 pages, in MLA format, and 
should be accompanied by a professorʼs note that the essay was written by 
the student. Please send three copies of manuscript without authorʼs name on 
manuscript. Please include authorʼs name, address, affiliation, email address, 
and phone number on separate title page. Send inquiries and submissions 
to Candace Spigelman and Laurie Grobman, Penn State University, Berks-
Lehigh Valley College, P.O. Box 7009, Tulpehocken Road, Reading, PA 
19610-6009. E-mail inquiries to cxs11@psu.edu or leg8@psu.edu. To be 
considered for Volume 3, please submit manuscript by January 31, 2005.
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