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Geoffrey Sirc
University of Minnesota  _________________________________________

COMPOSITION'S EYE/ORPHEUS'S GAZE/
COBAIN'S JOURNALS

___________________

Geoffrey Sirc works in composition at the University of Minnesota, General 
College.

I feel this society somewhere has lost its sense of 
what art is, Art is expression.  In expression you need 
100% full freedom and our freedom to express our 
art is seriously being fucked with.  Fuck, the word 
fuck has as many connotations as does the word Art 
and I’m far beyond the point of sitting down and 
casually complaining about this problem to the right 
wing control freaks who are the main offenders of 
destroying art.  I wont calmly and literally complain 
to you!  Im going to fucking kill.  Im going to fuck-
ing destroy your macho, sadistic, sick, right wing, 
religiously abusive opinions on how we as a whole 
should operate according to your conditions.  Before 
I die many will die with me and they will deserve it.  
See you in Hell.  Love, Kurdt Cobain.  (110-111)

Among other things, Kurt Cobainʼs Journals proves an interesting 
composition textbook, one geared more for teachers, perhaps, than 
students, because it reminds us what to look for in writing and, hence, 

what to have college writers look at in order to help them develop voice and 
content in their prose.  Iʼm thinking, for example, of Jim Corderʼs dark night 
of the soul in 1975, coming face to face with his worst nightmare: namely, the 
writing assignments he gave his students. Corder writes how, “in an excess of 
zeal during the first meeting of my freshman composition class, I vowed that I 
would write an essay every time they did and that I would turn my essays over 
to them as they turned theirs in to me” (163). Realization quickly sickens him; 
his panic-moment comes at his desk one evening, looking at an assignment 
due the next day (like his students, he waited until the night before to start on 
it): “ʻI know how to write this thing,  ̓I remember saying to myself, ʻbut why 
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in the hell would anybody want to?ʼ” (165).  Cobain understands this lament; 
as he put it in a journal entry entitled “The late 1980 s̓”:  

you get the overall feeling that you paid way too 
much for literally nothing stimulating. (5)  

If writing teachers today looked back on their courses, late at night, through un-
blinking eyes, what would they see?  Iʼd like to think a bit about Compositionʼs 
eye—what it sees, what it looks for, and what it has students attend to—in order 
to reflect on the stuff of our writing courses.  Corder and Cobain are important 
here because of the technology of representation: what tool do you need to cap-
ture the vision you want to record?  If, as Walter Benjamin claims, underlying 
every representational technology is a certain way of seeing (Selected Writings 
238), then we need to wonder what sort of vision Cobain s̓ medium (the journal) 
might be able to capture that Corderʼs (the college essay) canʼt.

Compositionʼs sight these days involves a perfect economy: what one 
reads is what one writes, and vice versa.  What a student views isnʼt actual 
so much as it is textual.  Textbooks seem like the intellectual equivalent of 
circuit training, with students passing from station to station, exercising their 
discernment.  Students using Robert Atwan s̓ book, Convergences, for example, 
spend time on the widely-used Judith Ortiz Cofer machine, where the workout 
involves reflection on the following:

Why does Cofer emphasize the silence of the home movie?  What role 
does “silence” play in her essay?  How frequently does she refer to 
the way things sound?  What connections does she establish between 
seeing and hearing?  Between visuals and vocals? (35)

An engagement with life is defined as an engagement with text because, as 
Atwan claims, we are teaching “a new kind of reader, one who must respond 
to a constant stream of images, words, and ideas.  To create thoughtful, effec-
tive texts of their own, students need to become critical consumers of method, 
message, and medium” (vii).  This, of course, is an update of Bartholomae and 
Petroskyʼs influential Ways of Reading approach, where the first-year course 
becomes one “where students are given the opportunity to work on what they 
read, and to work on it by writing. . . . There is no better place to work on 
reading than in a writing course” (v).  The pedagogy in a Convergences-type 
course, one taking a reading-based, cultural studies approach, involves viewing 
writing as a series of conceptual exercises designed to produce critical media 
consumption.  The concern, then, isnʼt really with optics, but rather analytics; 
not ways of seeing, but ways of reading.  Rather than see, students are asked 
to re-see.  Compositionʼs perennial insistence on revision, the twice-baked, is 
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now put to use in re-capturing the history of previous textual engagements, 
as a way for students to create their own thoughtful, effective texts: “map out 
. . . [and] trace the analytical process other writers, thinkers, and artists have 
followed” (Atwan vii-viii).  Students donʼt chart new realms as much as re-
plot once-taken journeys.  Such a pedagogy would define students as canny 
critics, but the mere idea of forcing students through some textbook writerʼs 
pre-selected, pre-sequenced series of Important Texts, scaffolding the ordeal 
with a series of Reading Questions designed to ensure proper textual reception, 
is degrading, infantilizing.  For some compositionists, this would be unthink-
able.  Underlying James Moffettʼs curricular vision, for example, was a deeply 
humanist spirituality, and so he rejected attempts at the textual conscription 
of students:

The first step toward spiritual education is to put students in a stance 
of responsible decision-making and in an unprogrammed interaction 
with other people and the environment.  As part of this change I would 
drop textbooks in favor of trade books, a syllabus in favor of a class-
room library, and go strongly for individual and small-group reading.  
Any specific presenting and sequencing of texts, whether done in the 
editorial offices of amoral corporations or within the somewhat more 
sanctified walls of the faculty conference room, short-circuits the 
learning process and undermines the will of the student. (29)

I’m not well read, but when I do read, I read well. 
. . . I purposely keep myself naïve and away from 
earthly information because it’s the only way to 
avoid a jaded attitude.  Everything I do is inter-
nally subconscious because you can’t rationalize 
spirituality. (114-15)

Ironically, rather than resulting in a new optics, such representational 
technology, insisting the studentʼs eye be trained, discriminating, before it can 
process information in any sensible way, is about as old-hat as you can get in 
our field; think of those earlier reader-based rhetoricians, Brooks and Warren, 
assuring the student that the topic for oneʼs writing was of far less concern than 
the ability to “think straight about it” (7). The culmination of our not-so-new 
optical technology is a formal essay assignment asking students to interpolate 
their own text between texts on which theyʼve performed their reading exercises, 
in order to arrive at some putative critical insight.  But the truth of that insight, 
Iʼd suggest, seems small, tired, beside-the-point.  Really, what interesting, new 
revelations can we expect from the following prompt?



14  Composition Studies COMPOSITION'S EYE/ORPHEUS'S GAZE/COBAIN'S JOURNALS  15 

Read Joyce Carol Oates s̓ essay ̒ They All Just Went Away  ̓(p. 100) in 
the context of Kathleen Coulborn Faller s̓ ̒ Children With a Secret  ̓(p. 
146).  In what ways does Fallerʼs analysis of childrenʼs secrets help 
you better understand the essay?  Does it help shed any light on Ruth 
Weidelʼs personality and behavior?  In an essay, discuss what Fallerʼs 
analysis on child abuse brings to your understanding of Oatesʼs con-
cluding conversation with Ruth Weidel. (Atwan 168)  

I could get students to know how to write that thing, but I could never get them 
to feel why in the hell anybody would want to. . . . But letʼs pause on that line 
from Corder a moment: Why in the hell would anybody want to?  Someone, 
somebody in hell, wanting.  Desire in the underworld.  Iʼm thinking Orpheus 
here. 

“The act of writing begins with Orpheus  ̓gaze,” writes Maurice Blan-
chot (104).  Ah yes, the passionate singerʼs prohibited gaze, forbidden to turn 
from the clear light of day to look tenderly back on poor Eurydice half-hidden 
there in the night, but unable to resist that strong attraction.  

Courtney, when I say I love you I am not 
ashamed, nor will anyone ever ever come close 
to intimidating, persuading, etc me into thinking 
otherwise.  I wear you on my sleeve.  I spread you 
out wide open with the wing span of a peacock, 
yet all too often with the attention span of a 
bullet to the head. (237)

Orpheus—like Jim Corder, like Kurt Cobain—dares to look back, and “un-
der his gaze, the essence of the night reveals itself to be inessential. . . . It is 
inevitable that Orpheus defy the law forbidding him to ʻturn around,  ̓because 
he has already violated it the moment he takes his first step towards the shad-
ows” (Blanchot 100).  Blanchot, then, (and Corder and Cobain) brings us to 
Composition s̓ other scene, its underground, the place where the inessential is so 
tellingly exposed.  Writing in that space involves different issues: How does one 
standing in the shadows give voice to his longing?  What does one even write 
there, in that “extreme moment of freedom, the moment in which he frees . . . 
the work of his concern” (104)?  What transcriptive technology can record the 
truth of inessentiality?  If the work is freed of concern, the gaze transgressive, 
then weʼre clearly not talking about the polished text, especially one oriented 
dutifully around the tiny truths available through an analysis of middle-brow 
media.  No, as Orpheus, weʼre more like Fourier, perhaps, looking for travail 
non salarié mais passionné (Benjamin Charles Baudelaire 15), work that has 
no immediate pay-off other than indulging desire (and all the long-haul benefits 
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that implies).  As Cobain and so many others show us, for the writer, the best 
place for such work is the journal. The journal, writes Blanchot, 

is not essentially a confession, a story about oneself.  It is a Memorial.  
What does the writer have to remember?  Himself, who he is when he 
is not writing, when he is living his daily life, when he is alive and real. 
. . .  [T]his is why the truth of the Journal does not lie in the interesting 
and literary remarks to be found in it, but in the insignificant details 
that tie it to everyday reality.  The Journal represents the series of 
reference points that a writer establishes as a way of recognizing 
himself, . . . a path that is still viable, a sort of parapet walk that runs 
alongside the other path. (71) 

Itʼs hard, as a writing teacher, getting students to catch a glimmer of (or even 
the need for) that place of charged solitude that marks the essential literary 
space of a writer, but I can often get them to see the logic of memorializing 
their everyday, of capturing their unprogrammed interactions with other people 
and their environment.  

One night last month, Chris and I dropped acid 
and we were watching the late show (rip off of 
Johnny Carson) and Paul Revere and the Raiders 
were on there.  They were so fucking stupid!  
Dancing around with moustaches, trying to act 
comical and goofy.  It really pissed us off.  And 
I asked Chris Do you have any Paul Revere and 
the Raiders albums?  He said yeah, so I looked 
through his Big collection and found the Revere 
records and busted them.  And he got mad, then he 
laughed and I searched thru the rest of the Row 
and found Eagles, Carpenters, Yes, Joni Mitchell 
and said with frustration, “What the FUCK do you 
own these for?  And so throughout the rest of the 
night we busted about 250 shitty Chris Novoselic 
records.  Not only did we clear more space in the 
living room, Chris declared that he feels cleansed 
and revitalized. (2-3)

I donʼt think Iʼd have to argue very hard to claim that the Kurt Cobain who 
wrote the above represents Atwan s̓ new kind of reader, responsive to a constant 
stream of images, words, and ideas; and he certainly has outlined a program of 
critical media consumption; but Iʼm more interested in the Kurt Cobain who 
lived that moment and who saw it as a key reference point worth archiving.  
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Cobainʼs is a curricular project thatʼs about as deep as you can get—oneʼs life, 
reflections on that life, using language to craft a compelling expression of it.  
But when seen in the context of contemporary composition, that seems like 
a project from another world: it involves, not a convincing analysis of how 
some essayist uses “silence” or how one essay helps you understand another 
essay, but simply, as Ken Macrorie put it, “a surprising occasional command 
of metaphor, forceful beginnings and endings, telling detail, word play, irony, 
. . .  [and] a sensuous detail that would bring alive [a writerʼs] ideas and feel-
ings” (Uptaught 22).  It doesnʼt ask students to work on what they read but 
rather to “write freely, first recording random thoughts, then focusing on one 
subject, . . . [producing] what the poet Wallace Stevens called ʻthe exquisite 
environment of factʼ” (22).  

I enjoy those earlier voices in our field—Corderʼs, Moffettʼs, Macro-
rieʼs—writers not as concerned with reality as pre-mediated, pre-determined, 
rooted strictly in the critical engagement and appreciation of a narrow band of 
readings.  David Harrington, for example, in his 1968 CCC article “Teaching 
Students the Art of Discovery,” seems to prefigure the final form of Cobainʼs 
Journals (indeed, he even sounds like Cobain-as-zealous-naif) when he urges 
on writing teachers a pedagogy of quotidian reality, one asking students to 
work with a jumble of lived details rather than a series of thematized reading 
selections,  

to insist upon our being alive and sensitive to a multitude of highly 
varied and possibly downright confusing details connected with the 
subject under study.  We should be forcing students to cope with 
masses of hitherto unorganized data, many neglected yet valuable 
areas of their own experience or education, the full resources of the 
language they use, their system of values. (8)  

So itʼs no surprise, given this desire to re-energize the studentʼs optical sensory, 
that the technology of the daybook figured prominently in the pedagogy of 
the time.  Clark McKowen, speaking at a 1971 CCCC workshop on “Using 
Autobiography and Journals,” “opened his presentation by stating that he no 
longer gives ʻwriting  ̓assignments in his composition class; instead, without 
detailed instructions, he asks students to keep a journal” (Workshop 281).  
Another speaker at that workshop, H. R. Wolk, concurred: “The need we all 
have to ʻrediscover our centers  ̓is satisfied in the long run by journal writing” 
(281).  The 1970 textbook McKowen wrote with William Sparke, Montage: 
Investigations in Language, begins with an explanation to students of why they 
might want to keep a journal.  Their rationale is vision-based: the journal as 
retrojective/projective archival technology for an engaged life, a Blanchotian 
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mirror of the everyday.  Their pedagogical principles are such that Cobain 
might have studied under them:

The trouble with fresh experiences is that they tend to fade 
quickly. . . . Many writers regularly collect scraps of interest from 
their day to day experiences.  They use their journals to capture ideas, 
bits of conversation, insights and images. . . . [N]ot only can it be a 
place to record finished ideas or the raw material for ideas; it can also 
be a place in which to explore and create . . . a record of a studentʼs 
mental conversation with himself. (5)

The popular appeal of Cobainʼs journals proves the enduring logic of another 
earlier compositionist, Thomas C. Buell, who, in 1969, abandoned the traditional 
academic in favor of the more intriguing pleasures of the everydayʼs texts: “All 
too often,” he claimed, “the ̒ research  ̓paper becomes a substitute for the more 
valuable short paper, frequently assigned” (43).  Some of the “directed assign-
ments” Buell suggests for short writings in a studentʼs daybook—“Describe 
an incident of minor importance but one which you felt vitally important at 
the time,” “Evaluate your stand on a controversial issue,” “Discuss a situation 
which you find intolerable,” “Destroy an enemy” (45)—ask for just the kind 
of genres Cobain was fond of.  And Cobainʼs Journals suggest several other 
assignments Buell would have appreciated: Make up a fake biography of your 
life; Transcribe the ideal interview with you that youʼd like to see published; List 
all your personal buzzwords; Send a letter to a long-dead rock critic (say, Lester 
Bangs) bemoaning the sorry state of popular music criticism; Demonstrate to 
others that youʼre at least more intelligent and cool than they think; Draw what 
your bandʼs album cover would look like; Figure out who you would thank in 
your liner notes (Cobain: “Thanks to unencouraging parents everywhere for 
giving their children the will to show them up” [Cross 180]); and finally, Forget 
the literacy autobiography—instead, Write your music autobiography:

My parents owned a compact stereo component 
system molded in simulated wood grain casing 
and a 4 record box set featuring AM radio’s 
contemporary hits of the early seventies called 
‘good vibrations’ by Ronco.  It had such hits as Tony 
Orlando & Dawn’s “Tie a Yellow Ribbon” and Jim 
Croche’s Time in a Bottle. . . .  I cried to “Seasons in 
the Sun.” . . .  In 1976 I found out that the beatles 
had been broken up since 71.  My parents got a 
divorce so I moved in with my dad into a trailer 
park. . . .  My dads friends talked him into joining 
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the Columbia record club and so records showed 
up at my trailer almost once a week accumulating 
quite a collection by 77. (150-51)

Donald Murray was another strong advocate of the journal, calling it “a way to 
capture . . . guesses and fragments” (11).  Like Cobain s̓, Murray s̓ daybooks are 
a miscellany full of questions, snippets of writing, notes heʼs made at literary 
and other events, outlines and ideas, diagrams of how various pieces might be 
organized, drafts, observations, quotations, newspaper clippings, reading notes, 
pasted-in pictures, copies of letters he wrote and wants to save, and lots of lists 
(11-12).  More than scholarly appurtenance, such “guesses and fragments” make 
the journal a contemplative space in which to pore over and sift through those 
insignificant details that tie us to, and ultimately become, our everyday lives.  
The importance of such self-reflection cannot be overstated:

What [Cobainʼs] interviewers—and the fans who read these 
[interviews]—never knew was that almost every word he uttered 
had been rehearsed: in his head with the band driving around in the 
van or, in many instances, actually written out in his journals. . . . 
He had imagined these moments since he began retreating from the 
outside world after his parents  ̓divorce, spending all that time in his 
room writing in Pee Chee notebooks. (Cross 114)

It s̓ a toss-up, I guess, whether Cobain s̓ journals were more valuable in allowing 
him a quiet place to prepare for his real life or in offering him a dream-space in 
which he could live his desired life.  Perhaps the ultimate value of a daybook 
is that it enables a fusion of both worlds, a way of ordering oneʼs daily life that 
captures a different sort of vision, self-reflection as self-definition—an inner 
accounting that amounts to an evolving credo:

q I am threatened by ridicule
q I am overly concience of the sincerity in my 

voice.
q I like to have sex with people
q I love my parents yet I disagree with merely ev-

erything they stand for.
q I understand and appreciate the value of religion 

for others.
q My emotions are affected by music.
q punk rock means freedom
q I use bits and pieces of others personalities to 

form my own. (95)
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In terms of e-literacy, Cobainʼs Journals challenge:  could even the 
most well-equipped computer allow the very hand-crafted visuality of his 
notebooks, which, besides a writing space, provided him with a place for 
doing minutely-detailed comic strips, thinking on paper about new lettering 
designs for his bandʼs name, roughing out album covers and T-shirt designs, 
storyboarding videos, drawing guitars, copying the Iron Maiden logo-ghoul, 
or just sketching?  Are such uses important?  If so, the everydayness of the 
daybook necessitates a portability beyond even the laptop, perhaps.  Murray, 
for example, is explicit about the kind of journal he uses:

[A] ten-by-eight spiral notebook filled with greenish paper, narrow-
ruled, with a margin down the left. . . .  I write in my lap, in the uni-
versity, in bed, or sitting down on a rock during a walk.  A hardbound 
book doesnʼt work for me.  I find a spiral book more convenient, and 
since I write in all sorts of light, indoors and out, I find the greenish 
paper comfortable.  I chose the size because it fits in the outside pocket 
of the canvas bag I have with me all the time. (11)

Cobainʼs overwhelming preference, a drug-storeʼs cheap 81⁄2 x 11 spiral-bound 
notebook, suggests a similar desire for a convenient, comfortable tactility.

Does Official Composition want journals?  Of course not.  The abuse 
heaped on Cobainʼs Journals by the mainstream media is at once staggering 
and unsurprising.  In a brief, dismissive piece in the New York Times, King 
Kaufman tosses aside this poignant archive of the everyday as nothing more 
than “the musings of anyone in his 20ʼs: letters to friends, naïve whining about 
politics, lists of favorite records . . . , equivocating about the severity of his 
drug problem, even the occasional recipe” (21).  Pete Townshend, writing in 
the Observer, calls them “the scribblings of some once beautiful, muddled, 
angry, petulant, spoiled, drug-addled middle-class white boy from a divorced 
family”; theyʼre not even real journals for Townshend, theyʼre “so-called.”  The 
disparaging terms reviewers use—“semi-incoherent,” “puerile,” “obviously 
sick,” “mentally deranged,” “ridiculous,” “pathetic,” “torturous”—issue from 
the sober light of day, where no sense can be made of nocturnal fascinations.  
They “provide no insight,” Kaufman harrumphs; “I picked up this book search-
ing for connections,” moans Townshend, who comes off as a bad parody of a 
comp teacher when he uses the Journals as evidence that Cobain must have 
plagiarized in his recorded output: based on these “infantile scribblings,” he 
sniffs, “Cobain had a lot of help [on his albums].”  

Hope I die before I turn into Pete Townshend. 
(255)
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In a review in The Nation, Alex Abramovich fussily “raises the question of why, 
and whether, to read the Journals at all,” painting Cobain the journal writer as 
an Orpheus who never leaves the underworld: “Even at their darkest, Nirvanaʼs 
songs were filled with light.  But Cobainʼs Journals, which consist essentially 
of the same rhetoric we find in his songs, pull off the difficult trick of making 
his words sound mundane again—they never break through the darkness” (31).  
Like the Maenads, tormented by Orpheusʼs beautiful song, the mainstream crit-
ics of Cobain s̓ Journals rip him apart out of their frustration with his unconcern 
for them, his “impulse toward the empty depths” (Blanchot 100).  Blinded by 
the light of pop fetishism, they ignore the brave, sad humanity at work in these 
pages, the record of Cobainʼs parapet-walk alongside his life.  At the very least, 
they lack the sympathetic insight of a Don Murray, who preserved journal space 
as “a private place where you can think and where you can be dumb, stupid, 
sloppy, silly” (12).  Cobainʼs reviewers all mouth the same plaint: why didnʼt 
he care to make this better, conventional, brilliant?  

That s̓ the writing teacher s̓ blues-refrain regarding student motivation, 
those students who dare give their work the careless look; by looking for their 
own preferred taste in perfection, teachers and critics miss how truly inspired 
the work might be.  And by “journal,” I hope by now itʼs clear I mean any kind 
of contemplative writing that represents a poetic attempt at self-expression.  
Such writing might be typically found in a writerʼs journal, but it can appear 
elsewhere as well.  Take Joseph Tsujimotoʼs 1988 NCTE monograph Teaching 
Poetry Writing to Adolescents: his reasons for having middle-school students 
practice the art of poetry speak to these same basic spiritual, intellectual, and 
social uses of (and needs for) self-expression:

I teach poetry because it gives students a way of crystallizing 
and publicly expressing private emotions that otherwise might be 
impossible to communicate. . . .  [P]oetry extends our experience and 
broadens our consciousness, making us aware of other people s̓ points 
of view, other peopleʼs visions of history, the cosmos, and God.  In 
this one sense alone lies its most practical function: to humanize and 
elevate our race as a civilized species, cultivating sensitive, open-
minded human beings—which is the true vocation for which we are 
preparing our students. (xiv)

Or this: a young man, Troy Cox, in one of my writing classes, is asked to write 
up a plan for his research paper on hip hop and begins, not by reviewing lit-
erature or stating a thesis, but rather by taking a page out of Cobain, forcing as 
innocuously straightforward an assignment as that into serving as a repository 
for his everyday.  So Troy begins amassing the insignificance of his everyday, 
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showing that the need for genres to capture student self-expression are bubbling 
that close under the surface of our courses:

I am busy watching the destruction of expressions greatest form: hip-
hop.  Mainstream hip-hop is nearing its end, as its path winds deep into 
American greed.  It is important to justify hip-hops  ̓death because it 
is all part of a procedure.  In this procedure, I the brother of hip-hop 
have just past the stage of denial, I will no longer convince myself that 
I love this hoes and bling non-sense.  First off you might be asking 
why I call myself the brother of hip-hop.  Well how couldnʼt hip-hop 
be my brother?  Hip-hop was there for my first traveling basketball 
game, and echoed loud through out the house with me, it was there 
the first time I came home drunk, even took family vacations with 
me, well if hip-hop isnʼt my brother Iʼd sure like to know who I spent 
all those years growing old with.

Troy turns my stock assignment into that much-preferred “music autobiog-
raphy” genre.  Writing eloquently of the connection between inspiration and 
desire (“It introduces into the concern for the work the gesture of unconcern 
in which the work is sacrificed: the last law of the work has been transgressed” 
[103]), Blanchot provides the best jacket-blurb for Cobainʼs notebooks (as well 
as feedback on Troyʼs paper):

the work . . . is neither finished nor unfinished: it is.  What it says is 
exclusively that: that it is—and nothing more. . . .  [It] belongs to the 
solitude of something that expresses only the word being. (64)

In our own field, post-60s, journaling has become outré, suspect, 
guilty by association with expressivism.  In 1980, DʼAngelo soberly warned 
instructors using his textbook that “students who attend exclusively to personal 
writing . . . or journal writing will not necessarily become better writers of 
expository or persuasive prose” (Teacher s̓ Manual 5).  DʼAngelo, then, was 
prescient in his movement away from the possibly sloppy and silly to efficient 
portentousness, for students these days arenʼt destroying enemies or describ-
ing  incidents of minor importance, theyʼre being asked to “give a ʻGeertzian  ̓
reading to scenes from their own immediate culture (the behavior of teenagers 
at a shopping mall, characteristic styles in decorating a dorm room) and they 
are asked to imagine that they are working alongside Geertz and making his 
project their own” (Bartholomae and Petrosky vii). Troyʼs little nothing of a 
paper might not be popular with certain writing teachers who would wonder 
why heʼs chronicling his lifeʼs passions instead of perfecting university forms.  
Plus, it s̓ full of error-static.  Only the rest of Troy s̓ life will show how important 
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it was for him to work on the voice and content of his own personal gospel in 
this paper, rather than practice an academic ventriloquist act.  

Yeah punctuation, I was stoned alot when I was 
learning that stuff. (3)

Compositionʼs eye seeks the explicitness of clarity, the already-fo-
cused, not the rough poetry of the raw archive.  It wants analysis, not data; 
the considered, not the seen; sense, not sensation.  There can be no experience 
outside of comprehension.  What Iʼm asking for is life, as lightly-mediated as 
possible, a return to the primary sensation of vision.  Art critic Philip Gefter 
praises a show of photographs by Stephen Shore.  The photos, which Gefter 
compares to the work of Walker Evans and Robert Frank, are a visual diary 
of images recorded during Shoreʼs road trips back and forth across the United 
States in the 1970s.  So, cheap roadside motel interiors, the booth at a truck 
stop, the marquee of a desert drive-in—all combine to memorialize a life lived, 
scenes encountered.  For Gefter, “The[se] pictures taken at motels, in diners 
and at shopping centers attest to the traveler on a course of discovery—not of 
spectacles or charged events but, rather, what turn out to be revelations about 
the ordinary” (28).  (“Revelations about the ordinary,” thatʼs a phrase Macrorie 
might have used to define his own curricular theory.)  And Stephen Shore didnʼt 
stop with just photographs; he added a kind of daybook layer to his travelerʼs 
auto-ethnography, making “daily lists of what he ate, how long he drove, what 
he saw on television or at the movies, how many photographs he took and the 
number of photographic postcards from an earlier project that he surreptitiously 
distributed in drug stores and truck stops” (28).  Gefter explains that such dia-
ries, “both written and photographic, held for [Shore] a fascination with the 
way ʻcertain kinds of facts and materials from the external world can describe 
a day or an activityʼ” (28).  But in the face of our imperative that students wax 
perceptive on some “interesting and challenging text, . . . the sort of readings 
we talk about when we talk with our colleagues” (Bartholomae and Petrosky 
v, vi), such a kooky little diary-project, the goal of which is merely to describe 
a day, can seem pretty irrelevant.  Orpheusʼs gaze, though, transgresses perti-
nence: it is impertinent. “His inspired and forbidden gaze dooms Orpheus to 
lose everything,” Blanchot writes.

[The] forbidden act is precisely the one Orpheus must perform in order 
to take the work beyond what guarantees it, and which he can perform 
only by forgetting the work, carried away by a desire coming out of 
the night and bound to the night as its origin, . . . when something 
more important than the work, more stripped of importance than the 
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work, is proclaimed and asserted.  The work is everything to Orpheus, 
everything except that desired gaze in which the work is lost. (102)

In Composition, there is NEVER anything more important than the 
work.  Instead of trivializing the journalʼs potential as eccentric compendium 
into just a space to answer reading questions, limiting its richly auto-archival 
possibilities to the production of media-centric essays, why not forget the work?  
What Composition needs most, perhaps, is a bad attitude.  Cobain wrote like 
a pissed-off Orpheus, feeling (and this is an oft-recurring line in the Journals) 
“as if God had fucked me” (Cross 278).  Compositionists need to feel fucked, 
too; they need to sit around their living rooms, rip up about 250 shitty “classic” 
essays in our complimentary copies of reader-based textbooks, and move on, 
cleansed and revitalized.  Instead of students writing about the sort of essays we 
talk about when we talk with our colleagues, how about letting them write on 
how they donʼt want to read them?  Did Sparke and McKowen call the journal 
a record of mental conversations with oneself?  No doubt:

I wish there was someone I could ask for advice.  
Someone who wouldn’t make me feel like a creep 
for spilling my guts and trying to explain all the 
insecurities that have plagued me for, oh, about 
25 years now.  I wish someone could explain to 
me why, exactly, I have no more desire to learn 
anymore. (qtd. in Cross 254)

 
The tragic irony in all these reading-based courses is that, because of 

their weirdly determined occularity, proscribing the dark night of expressive 
solitude in favor of the broad daylight of expository or persuasive prose, it makes 
our classroom less an éspace littéraire than a debriefing room.  Compositionʼs 
eye needs to remember the compositionʼs I.  The essential solitude needed 
by a writer was compromised as soon as we began to trope audience, that 
hypothetical space so unreal it has to be fictified.  DʼAngelo, for example, 
immediately shifts the writerʼs eye to the collective imaginary, asking a student 
to “determine the characteristics of your audience in a systematic way by asking 
certain basic questions,” including age, education, social and cultural interests, 
political and philosophical beliefs, taste in movies, even whether they jog 
(Process and Thought 22).  Linda Flowerʼs locus classicus for writing, making 
utterly apparent her rejection of the solitary space needed for composing, is 
the job application letter (147).  Flowerʼs reader-based prose, then, equals 
writing purged of all terror and dread, suffused with a kind of business-like 
commonsense; you can just about see Flowerʼs writers, rolling up their sleeves 
to psych out the rhetorical problem, which is simply “how to say what you 
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mean and how to deal with your reader” (1), learning “basic patterns readers 
expect” (192).  We turned students away from their own vision, convincing them 
writer-based prose was in some way a failing; we replaced their sight with the 
eyes of others. This is composition in the authoritative light of clear, logical 
structure.  Fine, as far as it goes; I just wish writing teachers had bothered to 
include some acknowledgement of composition in that other light, the hazy late-
afternoonʼs shifting light, those moments when color and tone are valued over 
line and shape, composition as it appeals to the sensational eye (Schjeldahl).  
Half-baked writing, say, on how hip-hop seems almost like a brother to you.  
Blanchot defines composition a bit differently than Flower: “To write is to 
arrange language under fascination” (77).  Writing teachers should not be so 
quick to give up failure, especially when it results from the honest attempt to 
describe the indescribable.

I like playing my cards wrong. (98)  

To give up failure is a crime Blanchot calls “much more serious than 
giving up success, as though what we call the insignificant, the inessential, 
the mistaken, could[nʼt] reveal itself—to someone who accepted the risk and 
freely gave himself up to it—as the source of all authenticity” (102).  Does 
Orpheusʼs gaze kill Eurydice?  But sheʼs dead already.  As Orpheusʼs work, 
then, re-realizing her would be reanimating a corpse (something Corder saw).  
Better he should be true to his desire, the only real thing left.

I love reading, of course.  And I care that students read interesting 
stuff and ask interesting questions about it, but Iʼm equally concerned with 
what they collect, what they cherish, what (even whether) they obsess about.  
When exactly does the work of writing become a true project, a work?  For 
Blanchot, itʼs when “the word being is pronounced in it, in the violence of a 
beginning which is its own; this event occurs when the work is the innermost 
part of someone writing it and of someone reading it” (65).  I donʼt see that 
necessary passion swelling, building to a crushing wave, in work that has as its 
origin a prompt like “Is the ad effective?  Can you think of methods that would 
be more effective?” (Atwan 311).  Corder brought back a sobering realization 
from his night of soul-searching: “What I am trying to get at here is that the 
occasion is wrong.  The occasion contains no immediacy; it offers no genuine 
need that must be genuinely answered” (165).  Iʼm questioning, then, the limits 
of assignments that simply settle for a studentʼs understanding.  I want writing 
that offers revelations about the ordinary.  I want lists: lists of what you did one 
afternoon; lists of what you saw in the street; lists of people from high school; 
lists of favorite bands, albums, songs; lists of things you bought; lists of traits 
that define you; lists of what you ate; lists of what you saw on television or 
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at the movies; lists of reasons why the drummer in your band should be fired.  
The everyday runs on lists.  At some point in a young manʼs life, and I could 
muse on this fact for days, he felt the Top 50 albums included Raw Power; 
Surfer Rosa; Leadbellyʼs Last Sessions, Vol. 1; Combat Rock; It Takes a Nation 
of Millions; The Man Who Sold the World; Flowers of Romance; and Get the 
Knack.  And so, my contribution to Thomas C. Buellʼs (I hope) ongoing list of 
suggestions for the “short paper, frequently assigned”: Compile a mix-tape of 
your favorite songs.  Here s̓ a few snippets from my student Charlotte Peterson s̓ 
weblog journal in response to that prompt:

If I was to make you a mix-tape I would definitely have to put some 
really old-school stuff on it. Old-school to me entails Beastie Boys, 
Run DMC, Tiffany and old Madonna. Thatʼs just too weird to be 
combined together. If they were toys on a shelf, at the end of the 
night their egos would beat each other up.

2.We donʼt need no education by Pink Floyd. This song reminds 
me of St. Paul Central in every way shape and form. Itʼs the need of 
adolescence to break free of stupid rules. I know it meant more in 
England where school is more like prison. But have you seen the slit 
windows of that high school? The chanting and ethereal theme music. 
The whole song just speeds up my adrenaline and the need to fight. 

8. Fell in love with a girl by the White Stripes. Remember in the old 
Batman episodes they had the go-go cage girls? Thatʼs this song.

I want to know, in other words, the trouvailles that students would 
put in their own personal Cornell Boxes.  Our new masterpieces, then, include 
auto-ethnographies of the exquisite environment of the facts of oneʼs everyday 
world, slips of paper scrawled with the poetically enumerated banalities one 
makes into a life, the “metaphysics of ephemera,” to use the term Joseph Cornell 
borrowed from Nerval (Caws 136).  From Cornellʼs own journal: 

Feeling of felicity about early morning. . . .  Blustery but pleas-
ant—an exceptionally fine atmosphere (magical, theatrical).  Shaved 
and bathed around one—had lunch of donuts, caramel pudding, two 
cups Dutch process cocoa all milk, wholewheat bread, peanut butter, 
peach jam (wolfed milky way bar after breakfast).  Bought Robert 
éclair (chocolate) for lunch and bakerʼs assortment Mrs. Wagnerʼs 
Peach Pie 6 cents, 1/2 dozen icing cakes Bay West.  To Matta Ex-
hibition. . . . Walked North River 5:30 watched sun on water—got 
buns—brought home. . . .  Beautiful smile from Robert leaving house 
to go in.  Stayed with me all afternoon. (Caws 129)



26  Composition Studies COMPOSITION'S EYE/ORPHEUS'S GAZE/COBAIN'S JOURNALS  27 

Cornellʼs diaries are also, not surprisingly, a chronicle of his evolving music 
autobiography—recordings and radio broadcasts being some of the ephemera 
that made life most wonderful for him:

awakening by stove—tuning in about 3—the Pastoral Symphony of 
Beethoven making of the room an enchanted place—cup of chocolate 
& bed—especially gracious overtone (Caws 188)

playing PELLEAS breakthru of orange-rose light with a supernatural 
eeriness or drama worthy of the Debussy world superb (Caws 255)

sky is a Mozart #40 blue—paler than “singing” blue”—or some might 
say one after the “Jupiter” (Caws 448)

Howard Hussey about Gieseking—Debussy—“Preludes” “heal-
ing”—for myself something different—consolation—healing more 
about Debussy his credo
healing once found pre-eminently in the slow movement Opus 163 
Schubertʼs String Quintet
where does one go for “healing” when the player &/or radio breaks 
down? (Caws 415)

How precious to have such journals—Cornellʼs and Cobainʼs (and so many 
others)—the endlessly fascinating road-notes scrawled by these travelers on 
their course of discovery.  It s̓ not just a recording of reality the daybook affords, 
but a fusion of the outer and the inner, the real and the desired, an attempt to 
capture the transmutation of outer life by inner reality (or vice versa).  Cobain 
was incensed when some of his notebooks were stolen because he knew their 
irreplaceably intimate connection with being:

Whithin the months between October 1991 thru 
december 92 I have had 4 four notebooks filled 
with two years worth of poetry and personal 
writings and lyrics stolen from me at seperate 
times. . . .  I’ve never been a very prolific person 
so when creativity flows, it flows.  I find myself 
scribbling on little note pads and pieces of loose 
paper which results in a very small portion of my 
writings to ever show up in true form.  It’s my fault 
but the most violating thing ive felt this year is 
not the media exxagerations or the catty gossip, 
but the rape of my personal thoughts. ripped out 
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of pages from my stay in hospitals and aeroplane 
rides hotel stays etc.  I feel compelled to say fuck 
you Fuck you to those of you who have absolutely 
no regard for me as a person. (249) 

Cobain writes in his journals in the same space Cornell does, that special nexus 
of internal and external time that Cornell termed the eterniday, “a timeless-
ness within passing time, gathered like the work itself, in the presence of the 
everyday” (Caws 31).  What Cornell most loved, according to Mary Ann Caws, 
the editor of his journals, 

was looking. . . .  He noted all this visual experience, vicarious 
action, and hard observation down on scraps of napkins which he 
subsequently folded into a book or in his bulging files, or placed with 
the jottings he kept as a diary.  Cornell was one of those burning-
eyed types whose desire for some striking beauty or passing event is 
enhanced by its notation. (32) 

We train our students  ̓eyes on texts, then, especially GREAT texts, 
at our peril.  Masterpieces have a way of becoming tiresome, of not being 
able to hold their charged luster very long. “As we look at the most certain 
masterpiece,” Blanchot knew, “whose beginning dazzles us with its brilliance 
and decisiveness, we find that we are also faced with something that is fading 
away, a work that has suddenly become invisible again, is no longer there, and 
has never been there” (103).  Cobainʼs repetitive attempts in his Journals to 
enumerate his favorite albums show that a Top 50 list is always in flux, always 
full of quirky choices one adores and then abandons.  Yet the ToC s̓ of our field s̓ 
reader-based textbooks seem to change only minimally, glacially, even across 
authors and publishers.  What changes us far more than masterpieces, Cobain 
knew, was the irrational spirituality of something happening in life—say, in that 
grocery store parking lot where you saw a local bandʼs free concert; then later, 
we sit writing in our journal about pulling into the lot, remembering how 

There stood the Air Supply box boy holding a Les 
Paul with a picture from a magazine of Kool ciga-
rettes laminated on it, a redheaded biker boy and 
that tall lukin guy, the first to ever wear skin tight 
levis. . . . I came to the promise land of a grocery 
store I found my special purpose. (57)

This is straight Macrorie, who urged writing teachers in 1968 to have students 
“record short fabulous realities in a notebook or journal,” suggesting an entry 
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such as, “Sign downtown: ̒ Four Barbers, No Waiting,ʼ” and then below: “ʻTele-
vision While You Waitʼ” (“To Be Read” 688).  Cobain intuitively understood 
Macrorieʼs assignment, writing, for example, his own short fabulous reality 
of the time a Tacoma music store salesman hassled him because he wanted to 
test out a used guitar at full volume:

He went away so I cranked it again, so he walks 
back in with his diahareha smile and turns it down.  
What a dick I should have thrown it threw the 
godamn sliding glass door.  I said Sheeeatt! I left.  
That old Fuckin Fender would a blew anyway. 
(72)  

To become a writer, Cobain seems to be telling us, start with some stimulating 
experiences, a bunch of notebooks, and a kind of impertinence.

Composition, I hereby announce, begins with the gaze of Kurt Cobain 
(his most striking feature, it was said, “was his remarkable azure eyes; even 
nurses in the hospital commented on their beauty” [Cross 7]).  Compositionʼs 
eye, then, becomes the sad, doomed singerʼs prohibited gaze—unconcerned, 
impatient, infantile, pathetic, semi-incoherent, torturous. “All we can sense of 
inspiration is its failure, all we can recognize of it is its misguided violence” 
(Blanchot 102).  Cobain, then, as Compositionʼs Orpheus?  The Journals, work 
that was never meant to see the light of day, as his (our) Eurydice, and not those 
formal masterpieces the critics adore?  Orpheus may, Blanchot notes, betray 
“the work and Eurydice and the night.  But if he did not turn around to look 
at Eurydice, he still would be betraying, being disloyal to, the boundless and 
imprudent force of his impulse . . . to look into the night at what the night is 
concealing” (100).  So yes, the journal as precisely where Cobain-as-Orpheus 
could dare desire “beyond the measured limits of the song” (Blanchot 101).  
Journal-writing, with its guesses and fragments, was Cobainʼs attempt at mak-
ing concealment visible.  Of course Eurydice canʼt be saved.  Jim Corder, his 
vision, too, veiled by night, braved a look back on his beloved writing class, 
and when he did, it died.  And so arose the need to write. 

But faced with trying to write a paper using the prewriting/drafting/
revision process heʼd taught his students, Corder learned “the sorry truth” (165) 
of that systemʼs corny uselessness.  “What I actually did,” Corder writes, “was 
to cash in ideas I already had for writing, threshing around among scraps of 
paper, notebooks, and lists of things to do that were piled on my desk” (165).  
Ultimately, we are all Jim Corder, alone in the dark, with only paper scraps to 
guide us.  Pressure building, as around Cobain, who carted those ratty spiral 
notebooks from house to house on his too-brief world-tour, giving him a con-
templative space where he could, among other things, endlessly fidget with the 
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placement of hits on his Top 50 list.  Down underground, like Cornell in his 
basement, surrounded by all those boxes of thrift-store treasures, passionately 
transcribing journal entries originally jotted down on napkins years ago.  For 
where else but in something like a journal can students see the value of their 
everyday and learn how its passage is enhanced by its notation? Where else, 
as writers, do we explore the obsessions that tie us to our privileged themes? 
Where else do we enter so completely into the history of our diaspora (Nancy 
54)?  And where else can the young Orpheus rehearse and craft his heart-rend-
ing lyrics, making them so poignant that even the Furies shed tears?  “In order 
to write,” Blanchot points out, “one must already be writing” (104).  And just 
where else can one start writing before writing?

This is not to be taken seriously.  This is not to be 
read as opinions.  It is to be read as poetry.  Its 
obvious that I am on the educated level of about 
10th grade in high school.  Its obvious that these 
words were not thought out or even re-read.  
This writing style is what I like to call thru the 
perspective of a 10th grader, her/his attempt at 
showing that no matter what level of intelligence 
one is on, we all question love and lack of love 
and fear of love. . . . True english is so fucking 
boring.  And this little pit-stop we call life, that 
we so seriously worry about is nothing but a small, 
over the week end jail sentence, compared to 
what will come with death.  Life isn’t nearly as 
sacred as the appreciation of passion. (175)

Twin Cities, MN
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Dewey seems to have felt that reforms in early education could be in them-
selves a major lever of social change. They could lead the way to a more 
just and free society, a society in which in his words, “The ultimate aim of 
production is not production of goods, but the production of free human 
beings associated with one another on terms of equality.” 
   Noam Chomsky, “Democracy and Education”

Recent trends in Composition Studies and service learning have urged 
instructors to help students make connections between their course 
material and the world at large.  Rather than functioning as deliverers 

of purely “factual” knowledge, teachers have been called upon to use service 
learning in order to help students actively and critically engage with academic 
material and connect it to lived experiences outside the classroom.  Ground-
ing abstract academic knowledge in experience helps the learner engage the 
material on multiple levels, including both the affective and the intellectual.  In 
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this way, learning is not kept at armʼs length, but is given personal and social 
significance through the studentʼs experience of its relevance to actual social 
contexts, or what students refer to as “real life.”  Recent educational research 
also indicates that service learning is an excellent vehicle for integrating aca-
demic knowledges with experience; service learning brings together multiple 
intellectual and social activities in order to provide students with a more sub-
stantial learning experience.  In “Service-Learning in Todayʼs Higher Educa-
tion,” Barbara Jacoby points out that much educational research indicates that 
“we learn through combinations of thought and action, reflection and practice, 
theory and application” (6-7).  However, many educational theorists note that 
the experiential aspect of service learning programs isnʼt enough to support 
learning on its own; instead, according to Jacoby, such programs should assist 
learners in reflecting on their connectedness to “historical, sociological, cultural, 
economic, and political contexts” (7).   This reflection helps students develop 
broader perspectives that extend beyond their own immediate experiences as 
students and as consumers of American culture.  Or, as Bruce Herzberg indicates 
in his landmark article “Community Service and Critical Teaching,” successful 
service learning enables “students to transcend their own deeply-ingrained belief 
in individualism” and meritocracy, helping them perceive the ways their lives 
are connected with and dependent upon the lives of those around them (312).  

When we began a year-long service learning project as part of a pilot 
interdisciplinary program (called “Project Renaissance”) for first-year students 
at The University at Albany, SUNY, our work was informed by these prin-
ciples for service learning.  Our goals included assisting students in grounding 
disciplinary knowledges in lived experience and encouraging students to see 
themselves as effective actors in a social context that extends beyond their 
individual lives.  Thus, in keeping with Chomskyʼs comments above, our goals 
were both educational and social.  We also learned a number of things about 
service learning that extended beyond our initial assumptions about its value 
in higher education.  Our experiences confirm that reciprocity is an essential 
component of “learning” in service projects, both for the students doing the 
“serving” and the community being “served.”  The value of experience for 
grounding complex and often abstract disciplinary concepts was also reaf-
firmed through this project.  We had, naively, expected that service learning 
might bring about a faster and greater transformation in students  ̓perceptions of 
themselves and their relationships to broader social, intellectual, and biological 
communities, and found that such radical transformations come more slowly 
and unevenly than we had hoped.  To our surprise, however, we discovered that 
service learning created a grounding point for the educational goals of Project 
Renaissance, bringing greater intellectual coherence to this multidisciplinary 
program than might have been achieved otherwise.  What we present, then, 
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is not an “ideal case,” but, instead, a reflection on the lived experiences of an 
actual service learning project—messy and inconsistent but valuable, nonethe-
less, for the ways in which it enabled us to refine and rearticulate the principles 
of service learning in higher education.  As Composition specialists, we were 
most pleased by the changes we witnessed in our students  ̓attitudes about the 
nature of literacy.  Over the course of the year-long service learning project, our 
students shifted from viewing literacy through the framework of “functional 
literacy” to seeing literacy as a more complex, socially derived ability that 
individuals develop unevenly, depending upon a variety of social and personal 
factors.  Although changes in writing abilities emerge slowly, making it difficult 
to measure large changes over short periods of time, we did see some evidence 
that the college students grew as writers as they demonstrated greater rhetorical 
sensitivity and facility with certain conventions of academic writing.  Although, 
in hindsight, there are numerous details of this service learning project we could 
have handled more effectively, we take the time here to chronicle this project 
because we believe it reveals much about the steps that are necessary to move 
college students from seeing writing as an empty educational exercise to seeing 
it as a dynamic and engaging social ability.  

Two main themes guided our work in Project Renaissance and, thus, 
feature prominently in this article.  One important concept is embedded in 
the view of service learning we enacted in the program.  While the students 
first understood service learning as being the equivalent of volunteerism, we 
worked with students toward developing a more complex view of service learn-
ing based not on “charity” (as with volunteerism), but on “reciprocity” as its 
central tenet.  Even though we consistently presented the project in this way, 
it took time (or, more precisely, experience) for the college students to see the 
reciprocal nature of service learning as valuable.  Additionally, integrating 
service learning with reflective and academic reading and writing assignments 
and with study of three different disciplinary areas (biology, sociology, and 
philosophy) helped students see how academic knowledge can be put to work 
in actual social contexts, bringing the ivory tower and lived experience a little 
closer together.  However, this connection also took time; in fact, it really wasnʼt 
until the second semester of the project that we actually witnessed the students 
putting specific disciplinary knowledges to work to understand the nature of 
their service learning experiences.  Here, writing assignments played a pivotal 
role in encouraging the students to work through their experiences in finer detail 
and to interpret those details through disciplinary lenses.  Over time, the SUNY 
students began to see that the benefits of service learning can flow in multiple 
directions, both to the community and back to their own classrooms.  

In an effort to create a coherent service learning experience for our 
students, a pen pal project with a group of elementary school students from a 
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local school district was the main ongoing activity throughout the school year 
that cemented academic study, writing, research, and service into an integrated 
whole.  The college students recognized the benefits of this pen pal project in 
the form of modeling writing behaviors and providing the elementary students 
with college-student role models early on.  The importance of these benefits 
was not lost on the SUNY students, who were well aware that their pen pals 
came from an underperforming urban school district, where few students go 
to college.  Later, they came to see benefits for themselves, in that the pen pal 
project added “real life” significance to the concepts they studied in the academic 
modules (such as the connection between nutrition and intellectual development 
in biology; the effects of economic stratification on individual achievement in 
sociology; and the theoretical underpinnings of specific educational policies 
and social values in philosophy) that deepened both their academic and their 
service learning experiences, making both more rewarding.  

As representatives of English teaching in this multidisciplinary pro-
gram, we were especially interested in the potential this service project held 
related to literacy learning and acquisition for both the elementary and col-
lege students.  The college students arrived at Project Renaissance with fairly 
entrenched, yet largely unexamined, assumptions about how people become 
literate.  They assumed, as many people do, that formal instruction in the rules 
of written discourse produces literacy: the better you learn the rules, the more 
literate you are, so to speak.  Contrary to this commonsense notion of literacy 
learning, the service learning project exposed our students to alternative views 
of literacy and demonstrated for them that literacy is in large part acquired 
through an individualʼs participation with literate communities.  They came to 
recognize this fact largely through witnessing the impact that their letters were 
having on their pen pals  ̓writing.  Based on evidence in the SUNY students  ̓
final course reflections and research papers, we also feel that many of the stu-
dents developed an expanded sense of their connectedness with larger social 
contexts and a greater appreciation for the value of academic learning.  Over 
the course of the two semesters, the college students demonstrated a greater 
desire to respond sensitively to their pen pals, an increased willingness to see 
the “picture-writing” of some of the youngest writers as significant text, and 
a new interest in using knowledge acquired through academic study to make 
sense of their experiences with their pen pals.  In terms more familiar to Com-
position Studies, the college students developed greater rhetorical sensitivity, 
expanded their genre awareness, and acquired some of the conventions of 
academic discourse.

*  *  *
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 The arguments in favor of service learning are persuasive, and many 
colleges and universities have responded to this call.  In 1996, the University 
at Albany began an elective program for first-year students called “Project 
Renaissance.”  Project Renaissance is a year-long, interdisciplinary course 
sequence, which aims at increasing retention by offering students a “small-col-
lege” experience at a large university and, as a result, easing the transition into 
university life.  The program also includes significant technology and service 
learning components, and all of the courses are writing intensive.1  During our 
tenure in Project Renaissance, the courses were team taught by three tenured 
faculty and three graduate students (working as “preceptors”) from a variety of 
different disciplines; we held positions as preceptors in the program. There were 
three teams, each accommodating 100 undergraduates.  Faculty from across 
the university volunteered to participate in the program.  During the year ad-
dressed in this article (1997-98), we worked with a biologist, a sociologist, and 
a philosopher who were responsible for delivering disciplinary content in the 
program.  All three preceptors were graduate students.  We were from English; 
the third preceptor was from Philosophy.  Although each team configured itself 
differently (allotting more or less time to lectures, including field trips, assigning 
different tasks to preceptors, designing different service learning projects, etc.), 
in general the three faculty designed lectures and corresponding assignments 
and exams in their fields and participated periodically in discussion groups on 
topics relevant to their lectures.  As preceptors, our responsibilities included 
designing syllabi and lessons for the discussion sections (33 students in each 
section); assigning, teaching, and grading all writing; providing study support 
for the lecture sections; and modeling engaged learning by preparing for and 
participating in the lecture sections.  Generally, the preceptors were responsible 
for bringing coherence to the program by making connections among the dif-
ferent disciplines and between the academic work and other components of the 
program.  We also shouldered most of the responsibility for writing instruction 
and acted as liaisons between the students and the faculty.  Most relevant to 
this discussion, however, were our duties overseeing service learning experi-
ences and helping students reflect on them through discussion and writing.  We 
worked directly with both Project Renaissanceʼs Service Learning Coordinator 
and a group of local elementary school teachers to design the service learning 
experience, the centerpiece of which was a pen pal project.    

It is from our experiences as preceptors that we gathered our evidence 
and have drawn our conclusions about the effectiveness of this program at as-
sisting student writers in becoming more aware of audience, understanding the 
literacy acquisition process, and learning the importance of text as a mode of 
social interaction.  We also feel that the service learning project was the com-
ponent of Project Renaissance that enabled the students to combine inquiry and 
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action and engage in critical disciplinary learning.  It was the service learning 
project that encouraged the students to take ownership of the information that 
they acquired through readings, lectures, and discipline-focused assignments 
and use it for their own purposes—to understand the nature of the inequities 
that were having a negative influence on the lives of the young pen pals they 
had grown attached to over the year.  Overall, the service learning experience 
grounded both the abstract disciplinary concepts of the biology, sociology, and 
philosophy modules and the conventions of writing in a lived context that gave 
the college students a compelling reason to engage in a more critical mode 
of learning than they might have otherwise.  In short, service learning, in our 
opinions, is what made the program work.
 Unfortunately, despite the benefits of service learning, students donʼt 
always welcome these opportunities to work with the community.  Initially, 
our students voiced some resistance to the very concept of service learning, 
seeing it as an imposition on their time and, in some cases, on their values.  
Mostly, they saw it as a form of busy work that would be more beneficial for 
the universityʼs image than for their experiences as students.  They enacted 
their discomfort with these new ideas and approaches to learning by resisting 
their coursework.  They complained about their readings and avoided their 
writing assignments.  They whined and moaned.  On occasions, they were 
downright unpleasant to teach as they would refuse to speak during discussion 
classes or, worse, would lash out at us with their complaints.  As preceptors, 
we heard the majority of their complaints because of our close proximity to 
the students.  We were both available and approachable.  We attempted to run 
interference for the faculty and program administrators whenever possible.  But 
as Shakespeareʼs character Pandarus demonstrates, the go-between rarely fares 
well in the interaction.  However, our close proximity with the students also had 
benefits because it put us in a position to witness the college students  ̓learning 
process—their reactions and reflections—as they simultaneously engaged the 
academic material and the service work—work which, at first, seemed to be 
pulling them in opposite directions.

Their initial reaction to the service learning component was in part a 
result of their demographics.  SUNY-Albanyʼs students come largely from the 
wealthy suburbs of New York City.  Many arrived at the University with the firm 
belief that they earned the privilege (really, understood more of as a “right”) 
to attend one of the stateʼs flagship public universities by virtue of their own 
hard work and innate intelligence alone.  For the most part, these students had 
little cause to ponder the nature of education in the U.S.—its purposes, goals, 
and roles in the culture—because they felt secure about their future prospects.  
Nor had they had many opportunities to question the nature of literacy: What 
is it?  Who decides when you have it?  What potential influence does literacy 
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have on oneʼs goals and opportunities?  What kinds of literacies are valued in 
different contexts?  As mentioned earlier, the students came to us holding fast 
to a largely functionalist view of literacy (the ability to read, write, and func-
tion in a print-based society is obtained through acquisition of the basic rules 
for writing and speaking), but we also wanted our students to understand the 
material consequences of this seemingly innocuous concept.  We wanted them 
to understand the distinction between the passive acquisition of literacy and the 
active process of learning, as well as the different ways in which these concepts 
are valued.2  We wanted our students to appreciate the role that literacy plays 
in oppressing and liberating individuals (Stuckey).  Powerful literacy, as our 
students came to see, involves both acquisition and learning (Gee 542).  This 
kind of reflection on epistemological questions was at the core of learning in 
Project Renaissance and was a key component of the service learning in which 
our students engaged.  However, students did not readily take to this kind of 
questioning until the value of the answers we sought became clearer in the 
influences these issues might have on the lives of their pen pals.
 We also discovered a conflict between ourselves and the students in 
regards to the very definition of “service.”  Service to them meant more of what 
Joe Mertz calls “guerilla service”—short-term neighborhood cleanups and visits 
to soup kitchens and homeless shelters (Mertz).  But such approaches to service 
learning can be exploitative rather than reciprocal and allow students to retain 
their liberal idealism: a view of themselves as superior and the belief that help-
ing those “less fortunate” than themselves for a few hours makes a significant 
difference.  We attempted to avoid this by designing a long-term project with 
specific goals, working in particular towards “embedding personal and social 
consciousness in academic work” (Flower 181).  We wanted the students to 
critique and question their own subject positions as well as the inequities that 
they saw.   As many a veteran critical pedagogue knows, this kind of critical 
self-reflectiveness is difficult for students to achieve.
 In keeping with the philosophies of critical teaching and service learn-
ing, the academic modules (as they were called) asked the Project Renaissance 
students to see themselves not as “private” individuals, but as part of a complex 
social, intellectual, and biological network.  In biology, students were asked to 
examine their connectedness to the ecosystem through the world food market.  
For instance, they considered how their own food consumption choices affect 
the availability of food around the world.3  In sociology, students were asked to 
consider their social relationships by examining demographics available through 
the U.S. Census Bureau relating to gender, race, class, educational achievement, 
and income.4  In philosophy, students questioned foundational social concepts 
such as truth and justice and faced difficult questions like what it would take 
to create a just society.5  This questioning of received knowledge caused some 
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discomfort for the students, who were being asked to reflect on hegemonic 
concepts about individuality, opportunity, freedom, and democracy (Herzberg, 
“Community Service” 312).  Nonetheless, this type of critical reflection, ac-
cording to Robert Coles, is consistent with the “very purpose . . . of colleges 
and universities,” which he describes as “help[ing] one generation after another 
grow intellectually and morally through study and the self-scrutiny such study 
can sometimes prompt” (48).  Thus, the academic components of the course, 
although not following the service learning project step for step, prodded the 
students into questioning received knowledge about how U.S. society works, 
which deepened the benefits of the service learning experience by helping the 
SUNY students understand what they were seeing in the differences between 
their lives and opportunities and those of their pen pals.  Thus, we came to see 
the relationship between the academic modules and the service learning project 
as reciprocal, for while the service learning experience grounded the abstract 
concepts of the academic modules, the academic modules added much-needed 
contextualization to the service learning experience.  However, the intercon-
nectedness of learning in the academic modules and the pen pal project was not 
immediately apparent; instead, the connections (and the students  ̓appreciation 
of what they were learning) accrued over time, emerging most noticeably in 
the second semester.  Initially, the students perceived their learning in the aca-
demic modules as esoteric and unnecessarily rigorous; they complained that 
the program had breached its promise to ease their transitions into university 
life.

Despite their initial reactions and their discomfort with some of their 
learning experiences in Project Renaissance, once the service learning project 
was fully underway, it was the one aspect of the program the students did 
not particularly complain about.  In part, this was because of the model we 
had chosen.  Thomas Deans, in Writing Partnerships, describes what he feels 
are the three dominant models of service learning, specifically in relation to 
composition.  The first two include those models committed to writing about a 
community and those designed to write for a community.  We chose his third, 
more-integrated model and worked to design a project where our students 
would write with a community (15).  In keeping with this, our students were 
assigned kindergarten, first, or second grade pen pals from a nearby local 
urban elementary school, which had a very low tax base and a large number 
of students receiving federal assistance in some form.  In addition to the con-
trast in economic resources, the elementary school was also more ethnically 
diverse than many of the suburban schools the SUNY students had attended.  
Not atypically, the wealthy suburbs the college students came from had large 
numbers of college graduates and rather high income levels.  In contrast, the 
urban community where the elementary school children lived had lower income 
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levels and a corresponding dearth of college-educated, adult role models.  As 
a result, both the college and elementary students, alike, had to write across a 
number of social schisms related to age, economics, education, ethnicity, and 
culture, which created a challenging and rewarding discursive environment 
for both groups.  In keeping with Deansʼs model, our students wrote to their 
pen pals twice monthly and received letters just as often.  Educators have 
long recognized that connecting lived experiences to the classroom enhances 
learning (Hilosky and Moore 143).  Operating on the Deweyian notion that 
students will respond better to projects that they are interested in, the very hu-
man audience of small children induced our students to involve themselves in 
the project virtually without complaint.  The letter exchanges remain one of 
the few instances in our teaching careers when a whole classroom of students 
repeatedly engaged cheerfully in a writing assignment.  

At first, the pen pal project seemed extremely non-threatening to the 
college students.  The elementary school children were “cute” and “friendly” 
and asked only for a little friendliness in return.  During our first visit to their 
school in the fall semester, the elementary school students welcomed their 
college pen pals with smiles and hugs and led them around their classrooms 
by the hand, pointing out their projects, cubby holes, and desks.  Their open-
ness and affection were present in the letters the SUNY students received from 
their pen pals, which often closed with “Love” or “Your Friend.”  Thus, while 
the academic modules were asking the college students to consider social and 
biological inequities and to critique cultural assumptions, the pen pals seemed to 
be asking only for friendship.  This was easy for the college students to deliver.  
The SUNY students took quickly to stuffing their envelopes with presents for 
their pen pals, including stickers, crayons, and kazoos.  The pen pals would 
respond in kind with colorful drawings of their bedrooms, families, and holiday 
wish lists.  Both the elementary school children and the college students were 
highly motivated to write in this context, which was apparent for us in the college 
students  ̓willingness to engage unbegrudgingly in this activity; the elementary 
school teachers reported similar enthusiasm on their end.  Thus, the stage for 
literacy had been set through the use of context-dependent motivation.  

While it is clear that the two groups of students were at very different 
stages in their developments as readers and writers, the SUNY students had 
become habituated to seeing writing as an empty, rule-driven activity, especially 
in educational settings.  These attitudes were evidenced in a number of ways.  
First, in class discussions, they would say as much.  Next, in conferences and 
revisions, they typically focused intently on correctness and gave far less atten-
tion to issues of genre and content, regardless of their actual difficulties with 
writing.  These and other behaviors indicated to us that the college students 
were less engaged with writing as a meaning-making activity and more so 
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with it as a set of discrete skills.  However, writing to their pen pals provided 
the more highly literate college students with an opportunity to revisit what 
makes writing exciting—having an audience that responds enthusiastically 
to the content of a text.  What both groups of writers wanted was to forge a 
meaningful relationship through writing, which elevated the importance of 
content, genre, and style over correctness, formerly their overriding concern as 
writers.  In other words, the college students began to see that itʼs not the gram-
matical correctness that necessarily makes the child on the other end respond 
enthusiastically in her next letter; instead, itʼs the overall effectiveness of the 
text at engaging the reader in a topic of mutual interest.  This is a fundamental 
component of rhetorical sensitivity.  By extending themselves “downward” 
as writers, the college students began to experience the degree to which they 
needed to develop greater rhetorical flexibility. Later in the year, we saw the 
college students extend themselves as writers into academic discourse as they 
attempted to use the intellectual tools of biology (particularly nutrition), sociol-
ogy (especially demographics), and philosophy (primarily educational theories) 
to make sense of the inequities that were apparent between their own lives and 
those of their pen pals. 

Together, the college students, disciplinary faculty, and preceptors wit-
nessed that even in the more educationally advanced college students, literacy 
is still an evolving ability at multiple levels.  From the perspective of college 
writing instruction, this renewed enthusiasm for writing helped energize the 
college students  ̓work on more academic writing projects, pushing their writing 
and thinking to more complex levels.  This enthusiasm is apparent in some of 
the college students  ̓papers we quote from a little later in this article, where we 
see that their concern for the pen pals motivates their attempts to work care-
fully through some complicated disciplinary material.  Under these conditions, 
it became clear that our students were engaging in reciprocal learning, where 
“[b]oth the server and those served teach, and both learn” (Jacoby 7).  

Certainly, our students had as much to learn about the nature of lit-
eracy and learning from the elementary students as the elementary students 
did about college and education from the SUNY students.  The lessons learned 
were numerous and included, for the college students, understanding that all 
texts are complex, including those written by children, and that literacy is 
both acquired and learned.  These changes were evident in the willingness of 
the college students to work very hard at interpreting the often very cryptic 
texts produced by their pen pals and a corresponding willingness to use what 
at first seemed to be abstract and useless academic concepts to make sense out 
of social and economic differences between their lives and those of their pen 
pals.  Although we didnʼt work as closely with the elementary school students, 
some of what they learned was apparent in their letters and their interactions 
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with our students.  This included imitating both the form and style of the older 
students  ̓writing and learning what it might mean to attend college. Over the 
course of the year, we witnessed some specific changes in the elementary school 
students  ̓writing, including increased length and adherence to conventions 
of letter writing (such as opening salutations).  Writing letters, for both the 
six-year-olds and the college students, seemed to inspire a new set of writing 
goals and motivations.  

The pen pal project, of course, began long before the school year, 
when we met with the elementary school teachers, who were all members of 
the local chapter of the National Writing Project.  Our goals for the elementary 
students were carefully laid out in a Learning Outcomes Proposal and were 
developed collaboratively with the teachers. The proposal listed the following 
preliminary goals for the children:

1. To develop a real reason to write.
2. To learn about the needs of an audience.
3. To develop motivation for reading and thinking about themes.
4. To develop a positive relationship to young adults.
5. To learn delayed gratification for work.

For the elementary school students, the pen pal project created a context beyond 
the confines of the classroom where literacy mattered. Potentially for the first 
time in their lives, these students saw that they could influence their social 
worlds through written words and images.  They experienced the potential 
power that literacy carries.
 In a sense, all of the same goals applied for the college students as 
well.  Writing letters to their pen pals provided the college students with much 
needed opportunities to think about literacy development, including the rela-
tionship among rhetorical issues such as genre, topic, purpose, and audience.  
Most important to our students was the goal of developing motivation for 
literacy, which was intertwined with the goal of developing a non-academic 
reason to write for an audience outside the classroom.  While it was technically 
an academic assignment, the students  ̓letters to their pen pals did not seem as 
such to them and, therefore, didnʼt feel like a lot of the “pseudo-real-world” 
writing they are often asked to do.  They often turned their letters in early, 
stuffed with presents and sometimes decorated.  This, as any seasoned college 
teacher knows, is truly a sign of motivation, an important factor for engaged 
learning. 

The other goals for the small children were not lost on our students, 
either.  In particular, students worked to address the idea of audience because 
in so many ways, their pen pal audience was different from any other they had 
ever had.  As Dean notes, “While the social turn in composition underscores 
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the need to encourage multicultural awareness and understanding in our class-
rooms, community-based writing takes the next logical step of asking students 
to cross cultural and class boundaries by collaborating with community partners 
who often inhabit subject positions different from those of the students” (9).  
As the elementary students thought about their audience of “college” students, 
our students struggled to respond to children who wrote about experiences 
very different from their own.  One Project Renaissance student, for example, 
demonstrated her increasing awareness of audience as she struggled to respond 
appropriately to her pen pal, who wrote that her father had been taken to jail 
the night before.  The Project Renaissance student recognized the difficulties 
inherent in the rhetorical situation she faced; she worked hard not to be pa-
tronizing in her letter, choosing to empathize rather than sympathize with an 
experience so far from her own.  The student initially brought her pen palʼs 
letter to the attention of the class because she was unsure of how to respond.  
Through discussion, she began to see that her initial reaction (along the lines of 
“thatʼs horrible!”) was uninformed and unkind.  As she discussed her response 
with her classmates, they helped her reflect on the biases embedded in her posi-
tion that led her initially to judge her pen pal rather than empathize with her.  
Finally, she wrote that she, too, would be upset if her father had to go away. 
The compassion in her response is evident partly in the increased rhetorical 
sensitivity she displays and partly in her developing understanding of the overall 
social context the academic modules encouraged.  She stopped and questioned 
her initial reaction, an intellectual act that the academic modules encouraged.  
This in turn enabled her to form a careful response rather than simply write 
back from an unexamined rhetorical and social position.  In many senses, this 
is what is meant by revision—stepping back from a text, reassessing both the 
text and the underlying concepts and reactions that produced it, seeking advice 
from other writers, and making changes to the text to have a more desirable 
impact on the intended audience.  The pen pal project and Project Renaissance 
curriculum fostered this kind of critical reflection on discourse practices, and 
encouraged students to take a more collaborative approach to their writing.  
Their developing intellectual curiosity about literacy and learning was evident 
in the students  ̓willingness to share their letters with each other and with us 
and in their comfort level with turning to the class for advice on writing them.  
They came to see the letters not as private exchanges between two individuals, 
but rather as public exchanges among two classrooms of students and their 
teachers.   Their increasing reliance on their peers and preceptors to form a 
community of writers is also evidence that they were coming to see writing as 
a complex, meaning-making activity rather than a routine skill.  Although this 
isnʼt a strictly textual advance, we see these behaviors as marking a significant 
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shift in the students  ̓ literate subjectivities and as an important part of their 
growth as writers.
 Sometimes it was difficult for our students to understand exactly what 
they were learning from the pen pal project, where the discourse in use was not 
“academic” and their commitment seemed to come so easily.  Write a letter; get 
one in response.  It couldnʼt be simpler.  In order to help them better theorize 
the work they were doing as writers, we assigned them several chapters from 
Sondra Perl and Nancy Wilson s̓ work in Through Teacher s̓ Eyes.   While some 
students still resisted the notion of literacy as constructed, the majority were 
astonished by what they were learning about the ways children learn to read and 
write and began to see that they had been taking their own literacy for granted.  
They began to see that functional literacy was a misleading concept.  Instead, 
they recognized that literacy was not a basic skill, but an ever-developing set 
of complex verbal, textual, and social abilities that are difficult to acquire.  
The pen pal project and the formal contexts for learning that supported it also 
helped the Project Renaissance students explore the difficult Vygotskian notion 
that words and images are symbols that have meaning because we assign such 
meanings.  This new understanding of literacy as complex was evident in a 
more informed approach to reading the writing of the youngest students, the 
pre-literate kindergarteners.  The college students shifted from seeing scribbles 
and doodles on a page as the insignificant work of immature writers and artists 
to seeing them as part of complex literate texts.  Our students began to develop 
techniques of interpretation, which is further evidence that they were coming 
to value them as meaningful text, as signs of literacy.  The college students  ̓
reading strategies included developing a familiarity with a writerʼs lexicon of 
symbols/images across a group of letters and comparing texts produced by dif-
ferent letter writers to identify specific themes in the images.  And because of 
the motivation toward literacy and textuality fostered by the pen pal project, the 
Project Renaissance students were willing to work very hard to make meaning 
from their pen pals  ̓texts.  The college students who wrote to the youngest writ-
ers observed that the drawings they received from their kindergarten pen pals 
were, in fact, narratives about their lives and their dreams, as they painstakingly 
picked out identifiable images and developed a sense of the individual childʼs 
iconography.  This is a significant change because it marks a shift from seeing 
literacy as the equivalent of grammatical rules to understanding it through a 
broader, more complex social framework and from seeing literacy as learned 
through the study of abstract rules to seeing it as acquired from interactions in 
literate social contexts.  One student remarked in a paper for the philosophy 
module that “these children are learning how to write letters by writing to the 
Project Renaissance students.  They are learning sentence structures and other 
principles of English through this letter writing.”  This student demonstrates a 
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growing awareness that the conventions of writing can actually be acquired by 
interacting with texts rather than just through memorization and worksheets.  
Although the college students were not applying these reading strategies to the 
published poetry of “great writers” or to understanding differences in various 
scholars  ̓interpretations of a major historical event, the college students were, 
nonetheless, developing an ability to interpret complex texts.  In addition, they 
were increasing their repertoire of genres by coming to recognize that effective 
“writing” can take on numerous forms that look nothing like the five-paragraph 
theme.  Although these abilities did not materialize primarily in academic 
reading and writing, but in reading and writing related to the pen pal project, 
we feel that these new interpretive and rhetorical strategies transferred to the 
college students  ̓academic writing as well.  
 The elementary school students benefited from this project as well.  
Their teachers responded enthusiastically and noted that their students were 
both enjoying it and learning from it.  Their principal noted that the “students 
sharpened their language arts skills and enjoyed the individual attention pro-
vided by their pen pals” (“Troy Students” 1).  Nor was ours a singular experi-
ence; similar results have been documented through other pen pal projects.  
One study, in particular, involved in-service teachers in a graduate education 
course and a class of first graders.  Maria Ceprano and Elaine Garan, in their 
article entitled “Emerging Voices in a University Pen-Pal Project: Layers of 
Discovery in Action Research,” comment on the improvement in the first grad-
ers  ̓writing abilities throughout the project, something that we noticed as well.  
The teacher-researchers in Ceprano and Garanʼs study plotted the first graders  ̓
development in twelve categories, including use of pictures, spelling, syntax, 
initiation of topics, punctuation, and voice (38-39).  The teacher-researchers 
noted improvement in all categories.  They were even more impressed by the 
development of students  ̓“sentential responses.”  “During the first weeks of the 
project, the children did not elaborate on their own limited sentences.  However, 
the data clearly indicate an increase in the childrenʼs inclination to expand and 
elaborate on their thoughts over the course of the project” (42).  Our students 
noticed as well that the envelopes from their pen pals seemed to be less thick 
as the year went on.  Initially, the children had sent many pictures with little 
accompanying text.  Throughout the course of the year, however, we received 
fewer pictures and longer letters, demonstrating an increased vocabulary and 
greater facility in writing overall.  Like the children in Ceprano and Garanʼs 
study, our pen pals also displayed an increased willingness to initiate topics 
and a decreasing dependence upon pictures to convey meaning.  Overall, the 
teacher-researchers involved in Ceprano and Garanʼs pen pal project witnessed 
and documented development in the elementary school childrenʼs writing that 
corresponds with our own anecdotal findings.  



44  Composition Studies INTEGRATING WRITING, ACADEMIC DISCOURSES, AND SERVICE LEARNING  45 

 The college students we worked with also eventually began to see the 
importance of role modeling as part of the literacy acquisition process.  As the 
semester began, we asked our students to follow formal letter format, including 
fully addressing the envelopes that they sent to their pen pals, even though they 
were to be delivered by hand and were covered with stickers instead of proper 
stamps.  The students were reluctant at first, not seeing the value of making 
a seemingly informal exercise into a formal one.  However, as the semester 
progressed, they began to see their pen pals using the same letter format.  They 
also saw that their pen pals began using their letters as a vehicle for imagining 
themselves as college students and recognized immediately the importance of 
literacy in that process.  Without the pen pal project, the elementary school 
students might not have become acquainted with college students and a college 
campus, even though it was only a short distance from their homes.  Through 
discussion and written assignments, the SUNY students articulated their new 
understanding that, as writers, they had provided models for imitation and 
thereby a model for extended learning.  Also, like the teacher-researchers in 
the Ceprano and Garan study, our students  ̓experience with these young writ-
ers dispelled many commonsense notions about how literate abilities are best 
taught and learned.  They began to see the value of student-centered pedagogies 
(which involve the production of many flawed texts) over teacher-centered 
pedagogies (which result in the production of fewer but more mechanically 
correct texts).  They began to see the role that reading experience plays in the 
acquisition of new genres for writing.  They began to recognize that literacy 
is the process of working with words and social contexts rather than perfect 
reproduction of grammatical forms.  
 As mentioned earlier, the pen pal project provided students with both an 
opportunity to engage a live, interested audience and to ground the knowledge 
from the academic modules in lived experience.  Perceived through this lens, the 
pen pal project and other writing assignments from Project Renaissance served 
the goals of WAC and, therefore, also served the goals of the university-wide 
writing requirement.  As described by David Russell in Writing in the Academic 
Disciplines, these goals include treating “writing and its teaching as serious 
intellectual activities intimately related to disciplinary inquiry, activities that 
go beyond mere skill building or correction of surface features” (284).  The 
truly interdisciplinary nature of the program afforded students the opportunity 
to transcend the “writing-intensive,” single course that the university also offers 
while still receiving writing-intensive credit for their work.  Students studied 
and wrote about the National School Lunch Program (as part of the biology 
module), the demographics of school funding (as part of the sociology module), 
and educational philosophy (as part of the philosophy module).  Their work as 
critical writers and researchers, their efforts at analyzing sociological, biological, 
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and philosophical matters, were given greater meaning for the students when 
related to the pen pal project, which provided the college students real reasons 
for analytic investigation and critical writing.  One student, for example, ap-
plied the abstract concept of “functionalism” learned in the sociology module 
to what he had learned about his elementary school pen pals.  He notes that 
“functionalism sees the limited positions of prestige as ever present in society so 
the . . . students should expect the same degree of stratification that their parents 
had to deal with.  Chances for higher education and training are restricted by 
the limited income of their parents.”  Here we can see a student-writer in the 
midst of acquiring the conventions of academic literacy, which he recognizes 
involves applying disciplinary concepts along with disciplinary terminology to 
a specific subject.  The attempt is a bit awkward, as should be expected from 
a novice, but his effort at academic rhetorical sophistication is nonetheless 
obvious.

Another student, writing a paper for the biology module, discussed 
the guidelines for good nutrition as they are presented by the National School 
Lunch Program.  She then uses this and the knowledge that she gained from the 
biology module about nutrition to gauge the nutrition of the school lunch that 
her pen pal receives.   In her paper, titled “Troy School District: A Sociological 
Perspective,” written after a visit to the school, she notes that when her pen pal 
“picked up her lunch,” the SUNY student witnessed

just how small the pizza was and how unhealthy the whole meal 
looked.  She brought it back to the classroom where she was not the 
slightest bit interested in eating it.  In fact, she was quite repulsed 
by the food, pulling it apart and playing with it rather than eating 
it.  If she were either given a nutritious home packed lunch (like my 
mother used to do), or if she were to have a healthy meal at school, 
she would have been much happier to eat the food.  Without even 
being aware, she would also be more apt to learn better and retain 
more, just from eating the right kinds of foods, which is a proven fact 
done in scientific studies.

This passage demonstrates much about the reciprocal learning process estab-
lished among the academic and service learning components of Project Renais-
sance and the benefits for the college students as writers.  First, it exemplifies the 
unevenness of literacy acquisition and intellectual development.  This studentʼs 
analysis of the detrimental effect that this lunch could have on her pen palʼs 
ability to learn reflects her learning about nutrition from the biology module, 
demonstrating an emerging dialogue between academic learning and service 
learning, between abstract knowledge and experience.  The “proven fact” line 
seems to be an attempt to provide academic support for anecdotal evidence, 
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revealing a developing sense of what constitutes an academic argument.  Fi-
nally, this passage demonstrates the inherent difficulty of this studentʼs effort 
to move from the unexamined assumptions of liberal idealism (good moms 
pack good lunches) to a more complex understanding of social and biological 
issues (society has some responsibility to provide nutritious food at school). The 
resulting text is a mix of interpretative frameworks and discursive registers that 
demonstrates the extent to which the Project Renaissance program was pushing 
students out of their comfort zones as writers, intellectuals, and members of 
society.  Their development as writers is uneven but, nonetheless, still evident 
in these texts and those written by other students in the program.
 Thus, even with the motivation the pen pal project provided, this kind 
of learning was often difficult and uncomfortable for the college students.  Like 
the students Herzberg describes in his early study “Community Service and 
Critical Teaching,” our students preferred to place a positive spin on the appar-
ent inequities between their lives and those of their pen pals.  Most students put 
a conservative spin on the situation, concluding, at first, that bad luck and the 
mistakes of the childrenʼs parents had, unfortunately, landed them in a less than 
adequate school system and that it was up to the individual students to make 
changes in their own futures.  In fact, the author of “Troy School District” goes 
on to say that despite the stark inequities between her home town and her pen 
palʼs, “just like any other child [sic], if they apply their time and skill correctly, 
these children will be able to excel in their academic studies.  In turn, they can 
be allotted about the same advantages as middle and upper class students….”  
This comment was fairly typical in our students, who did not want to see poverty 
as a foregone conclusion in their pen pals  ̓lives.  Some students asserted that 
the school “didnʼt look so bad” and that they “didnʼt see anything dangerous.” 
When we assigned passages from Jonathan Kozolʼs Amazing Grace, students 
responded that they hadnʼt seen Kozolʼs descriptions of poverty and inequity 
in this elementary school.  They hadnʼt seen any broken lights, falling ceiling 
tiles, temporary classrooms in the gym, or crumbling staircases upon their 
visit to the elementary school, and, thus, the students strongly asserted that 
this school was the same as any school in the suburbs.  And, indeed, it was in 
many respects since the daily routines of learning were much the same here as 
in other elementary schools across the country.  As a result, unlike many of the 
dramatically poor schools described by Kozol, poverty in this school was not so 
easy to see.  What our students initially failed to notice was what was missing 
from the extant classrooms.  For instance, no classrooms had computers; there 
were no extra boxes of tissues for runny noses, and there were few extra books 
or toys for the students to play with during free time.  Our students couldnʼt see 
whether or not there were extra stores of construction paper, glue, or scissors.  
As the year progressed, the academic modules helped the students see these 
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less-visible forms of poverty—inadequate lunches, underpaid teachers, high 
turnover rates for faculty and staff, low graduation rates from high school, and 
so on.  However, early in the year, unaided by these academic frameworks for 
understanding nutrition, demography, and pedagogy, some students asserted 
a Franklinist reading of the situation, saying that “if the kids work hard, they 
can go as far as they want.  It doesnʼt matter what the school is like.” At the 
beginning of the year, the students had little choice but to perceive the differ-
ences between their own school experiences and opportunities and those of 
their pen pals through the hegemonic lens of commodity capitalism, dismissing 
out of hand any suggestion that they had received unfair social and economic 
advantages in relation to their pen pals.  The experience of interacting with 
students very much unlike themselves was insufficient on its own to promote 
genuine learning among the college students.   

The academic modules made it more difficult for students to maintain 
these initial perspectives.  For instance, the author of “Troy School District” 
provides an alternative reading of her pen palʼs prospects for economic success 
by reading the situation through the concepts provided in the sociology mod-
ule: “Through the perspective of Conflict Theory,” she asserts, “these children 
will have to fight and struggle twice as hard in order to stay on the same level 
as everyone else.”  Although the students  ̓“reflexes” may have been toward 
throwing a positive spin on the situation, the academic material presented in 
the modules made it difficult for students to maintain that stance.
 Throughout their experience, writing was the main vehicle for pro-
moting reflection on and tying together the pen pal project and disciplinary 
components of Project Renaissance.  Through writing and research assigned 
in the academic modules, students discovered that underfunded schools and 
disadvantaged children are not always betrayed by their appearance, but that 
inequity can be more subtle, emerging through major differences in pay scales 
among teachers in different school districts and teacher-student ratios.  As a 
result of the school visits and the corresponding research and writing that they 
did, our students were able to achieve what Brown, Collins, and Duguid de-
scribe as “situated cognition,” which is a primary goal of a fully incorporated 
service learning program such as ours.  Situated cognition allows students to 
ground theoretical and potentially acontextual knowledge in an actual context 
(25).  By tackling a research writing activity (which normally would have 
resulted in a traditional research paper) within the lived context of the pen pal 
project, the research activity, itself, also became more “real.”  In other words, 
had our students simply researched the school lunch program as part of the 
biology module, without the faces of small children (by now, their friends) 
associated with those lunches, the knowledge that poor nutrition undermines 
an individualʼs ability to learn may not have made much of an impression on 
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them.  Rather, being able to understand that their little friends might or might 
not be getting the full daily requirements for good nutrition and to understand, 
further, that this has implications for learning and growing, gave the students 
fuel for writing invested and critical essays.
 Situated cognition encouraged many students to question received 
knowledge rather than simply accept it as fact.  One student, in an assignment 
for the sociology module on school demographics, questioned the significance 
of certain commonly cited test scores, arguing that a more important factor in 
determining the quality of a school is the student-teacher ratio.  After doing 
some research using the U.S. Census Bureau database as part of her course work 
for the sociology module, this student reported that student-teacher ratios are 
lower where she went to school than where her pen pal goes to school and that 
those lower ratios allow “students to receive more attention from the teacher.”  
Another student, also utilizing some of what he learned in the sociology mod-
ule, focused on differences in salaries and educational levels in his hometown 
as compared with that of his pen pal in order to understand the differences in 
opportunity he knew existed.  He used newly acquired sociological language 
and concepts to comprehend the effects of the social structure and begin ques-
tioning the American myth of upward mobility; he writes:

On the macro level the poor have little reason for hope of leaving 
their class. . . . On the micro level there is great hope because indi-
viduals can work their way out of the inner cities and defy the odds.  
The macro level feelings are part of the very problem.  In the poor 
neighborhoods it is expected that there is virtually no way out of the 
ghetto, and because of that lack of hope adolescents give up and turn 
their lives to crime and drugs.

The student supports his assertions about what happens at the macro level of 
society with demographics on the two communities at issue, noting that in his 
hometown “90% of the inhabitants are college graduates” and that the median 
income is $105,000.  He argues that, therefore, it is “not coincidental that 95% 
of the students in my high school go on to higher learning.”  This information 
is compared to his pen palʼs hometown, where the median income is $36,000 
per year and where 48% of the work force is in what he calls “low level white 
collar jobs.”  These residents, the student asserts, “have a low likelihood of 
forming large savings or social advancement . . . [which] makes college much 
less financially viable for the children” of this community.  As with the other 
students, here we see a student who is working across multiple intellectual 
registers, bringing the academic to bear on developing an understanding of 
the experiential. He is developing facility with the conventions of academic 
discourse which include asserting conclusions (large-scale lack of opportunity 
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dampens individual s̓ sense of hope), providing support (statistics), and offering 
analysis (lack of opportunity is not “coincidental,” but systemic).

 Ideally, we might have hoped that all of our students, through 
exposure to the principles of reciprocity and critical teaching, would develop 
what Herzberg calls a “social imagination” as these students appear to have 
done (“Community Service” 317).  This social imagination enables students to 
see that their choices and actions have implications that ripple out from their 
individual lives, affecting the social, economic, and environmental worlds 
around them.  Some students did indeed achieve parts of this.  Many came to 
see their connectedness to larger contexts as inescapable and to understand that it 
plays a role in determining the opportunities an individual may be afforded.  For 
some students, this social imagination included a new-found desire to imagine 
ways of transforming the world around them for the purpose of bringing about 
greater equity (Herzberg, “Community Service” 317).  

While some students began to develop “social imaginations,” others 
achieved a greater understanding of the intricacies and conflicts of life, what 
Linda Flower calls “negotiated meaning.”  Doing so is a complex activity, 
in which a learner fashions “a tentative and probably problematic negotiated 
response to the social and cognitive, historical and material conflicts within 
the human activity (and activity system) of community outreach” (182). To 
do so means that a participant and her instructors do not seek to resolve the 
problems inherent in the community as they see them, but rather to develop a 
critical consciousness of the contradictions between perception and lived reality.   
As preceptors charged with most of the responsibility for writing instruction 
and service learning on our team, this meant bringing significant attention to 
the nature of literacy in U.S. society, how it is acquired, interpreted, and used 
as a means of maintaining social inequities. Overall, our students learned that 
literacy is a multifaceted, dynamic social and intellectual ability.  From readings, 
academic assignments, letter exchanges, and in-class discussions and writing 
workshops, they began to understand that literacy is more complicated than the 
formation of letters on a page.  They gained an understanding of the difficulties 
of teaching literacy, especially in situations where privilege, resources, and role 
models are scarce.  In their letters and academic essays, the college students 
demonstrated a greater appreciation of their own complicated positions both 
in the academy and in larger social contexts.  They were also surprised by how 
much their pen pals knew about writing and how much they learned throughout 
the year. In reflective essays written at the end of the year, some students said 
that their own knowledge about writing had been enhanced and expanded by 
these experiences with children and their developing literacies.  While as a 
group their intellectual development was uneven, all the students seem to have 
begun some of the difficult work of developing critical consciousness.  
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 Our experience in Project Renaissance in some ways is not unusual.  
Many other programs and individual classes have successfully integrated 
writing-based service learning into their curricula, and there are certainly 
plenty of innovative programs for first-year students at colleges and univer-
sities around the country.  However, we feel that the success of our project 
was partly due to the lengths that we went to in integrating academic content, 
service learning, and writing.  Thomas Deans, in his schema for writing with 
the community, offers three questions which teachers may use to assess the 
overall effectiveness of their programs: “Have local and community members 
engaged in collaborative writing or research?  Can students reflect critically 
on issues such as cultural difference?  Has the local problem been effectively 
solved, addressed, or researched?” (17).  We feel that our program made ad-
mirable efforts at addressing all three questions.  While there is certainly no 
quick solution for the problems that we saw in the differences between the 
opportunities and educational benefits afforded the two groups of students, 
these inequities were approached and examined through collaborative writing 
and research in a way that enabled the SUNY students to reflect critically on 
the potential consequences of these differences.  This integration of multiple 
academic subjects and disciplinary approaches, service learning, and an over-
all theme of literacy allowed our students to engage in a uniquely rewarding 
learning experience. The college students  ̓progress toward developing what we 
identified earlier as “social imaginations” and “negotiated meanings” as well 
as their efforts to acquire the conventions of academic discourse were apparent 
throughout the semester and are evident in their essays.  Although these forms 
of development are intangible in some ways, in our opinion, they are the most 
lasting and socially transformative contributions of this integrated curriculum.  
Neither the college nor the elementary school students will be able to look at 
the other without seeing their connectedness.  We feel that it is this recognition 
that each life is bound to each other life through a social and biological fabric 
that is most likely to bring about the lasting change that Deans describes. 

Morristown, NJ
West Chester, PA

NOTES
 1 SUNY Albany does not have a first-year composition program.  
Instead, students are required to take “writing-intensive” courses offered by 
different departments.  The Project Renaissance program fulfilled this part of this 
requirement. 
 2 We found James Paul Geeʼs distinction particularly useful here (and thank 
former Composition Studies editor Peter Vandenberg for drawing it to our attention).  
Gee defines acquisition as “a process of acquiring something subconsciously by 
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exposure to models” (539).  Learning, in contrast, is defined by Gee as “a process 
that involves conscious knowledge gained through teaching, though not necessarily 
from someone officially designated as a teacher” (539).  
 3 Students studied concepts such as the food chain, the laws of 
thermodynamics, and nutrition in the biology module.  Papers and exams asked 
them to apply these concepts to problems related to world hunger.
 4 Students learned demography as a field and studied influential social 
theories.  Papers and exams asked them to apply these concepts to specific social 
situations, such as comparing the demographics of their hometowns with their pen 
palsʼ hometown and drawing conclusions about the allocation of resources and 
privilege.
 5 Students studied the philosophies of important figures such as Aristotle, 
Plato, Spinoza, Jesus, and Buddha, comparing their views on concepts such as 
“justice” and “freedom.”  Exams and papers asked students to work through these 
concepts in careful steps, following various methods for argumentation, and to 
wrestle with the conflicts among different versions of the same concept. 
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THE 1963 COMPOSITION REVOLUTION 
WILL NOT BE TELEVISED, COMPUTED, OR 
DEMONSTRATED BY ANY OTHER MEANS 
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Jeff Rice is an Assistant Professor of English at Wayne State University. His work 
involves the intersection of technology and rhetorical production. He is currently 
finishing a book-length project entitled The Rhetoric of Cool: Computers, Cultural 
Studies, and Composition and an explanation of Detroit, tentatively titled Digital 
Detroit.

Grand narratives, Jean-François Lyotard tells us, signify a modernist 
impulse to compress history into sweeping generalizations. “The grand 
narrative,” Lyotard proclaims, “has lost its credibility, regardless of 

what mode of unification it uses, regardless of whether it is a speculative 
narrative or a narrative of emancipation” (37). Composition Studies, like all 
disciplines, suffers from its own grand narratives. Notably, Stephen Northʼs 
assertion that 1963 marks the beginning of contemporary Composition Studies 
signifies one type of grand narrative often trumpeted in Composition circles. 
“We can therefore date the birth of modern Composition, capital C, to 1963,” 
North writes. “And what marks its emergence as a nascent academic field 
more than anything else is this need to replace practice as the fieldʼs dominant 
mode of inquiry” (North 15). Northʼs remarks, coupled with similar statements 
made by Robert Connors, Lester Faigley, and Edward P.J. Corbett, create a 
mythic historical past, what Lyotard refers to as one “incapable of describing 
that meaning adequately” (31). In what has become an accepted reading of 
Composition Studies history, this particular meaning of Composition is traced 
to the influential 1963 meeting of the Conference on College Composition and 
Communication, as well as the 1963 publications of Richard Braddock, Richard 
Lloyd-Jones, and Lowell Schoerʼs Research in Written Composition and Albert 
Kitzhaberʼs Themes, Theories, and Therapy. In this narrative, because of these 
moments, the practice of reporting classroom activities and results (what North 
calls “lore”) yields to theoretical concerns regarding writing instruction. Prior 
to 1963, North writes:
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Composition is declared to be essentially virgin territory; little is 
known, and even that little is of questionable value, the result of 
blundering or careless work. If old composition is to become new 
Composition; if the “profession,” as its membership seemed ready to 
call it, is to take its rightful place in the academy, the dominance of 
practice and sloppy research would have to end. (North 17)

All emancipation narratives, however, are lacking. Indeed, because 
of Northʼs focus on theory as the crux of Compositionʼs shift in thinking, I 
am perplexed over the particular absence of Eric Havelockʼs breakdown of 
1963 as an equally important moment in writing theory. In The Muse Learns 
to Write, Havelock reflects on the near simultaneous publication of work 
dealing with writing theory in the disparate fields of media study, rhetoric, 
and anthropology. Havelock notes that in addition to his Preface to Plato, the 
time period surrounding 1963 witnessed the publication of Lévi-Straussʼs La 
Pensé Sauvage, Jack Goody and Ian Wattʼs “The Consequences of Literacy,” 
Ernst Mayrʼs Animal Species and Evolution, and Marshall McLuhanʼs The 
Gutenberg Galaxy. For Havelock, 1963 represents a “watershed” moment in the 
history of writing, a time when various writers simultaneously explored, without 
knowledge of each other, the connection between writing and culture.

McLuhanʼs exclusion is what concerns me most. McLuhanʼs The 
Gutenberg Galaxy complicates Composition Studies  ̓grand narrative of 1963. 
This “kaleidoscope” (as McLuhan referred to his text) of references, quotations, 
puns, and theoretical musings over the state of technology in the 20th century 
deals specifically with issues relevant to writing. In a direct challenge to 
print-based thinking regarding writing, McLuhan asks, “What will be the new 
configurations of mechanisms and of literacy as these older forms of perception 
and judgment are interpenetrated by the new electric age?” (Gutenberg 330). 
Iʼm curious as to why Composition Studies did not pick up McLuhan s̓ question, 
for it directly challenges our perceptions of writing in regards to technological 
innovation. In both his 1962 The Gutenberg Galaxy and 1964 Understanding 
Media, McLuhan posed technology as an issue of writing; he asked Writing 
Studies to consider how we must change the ways we produce texts in digital 
culture. McLuhan recognized the difficulties involved when cultures attempt to 
work with the new demands technology creates for writing: “We are today as far 
into the electric age as the Elizabethans had advanced into the typographical and 
mechanical age. And we are experiencing the same confusions and indecisions 
which they had felt when living simultaneously in two contrasted forms of 
society and experience” (Gutenberg 9). 

Following McLuhanʼs logic, I want to explore 1963 not as a clearly 
demarcated historical line, but rather as a moment of confusion in Composition 
Studies, a period in which several thinkers outside the traditional definition 
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of “compositionist” worked to negotiate technology and writingʼs mutual 
relationship, what Walter Ong calls “a better understanding of what literacy 
itself has meant in shaping man s̓ consciousness toward and in high-technology 
cultures” (Orality and Literacy 15). In his 1962 collection of essays The 
Barbarian Within, Ong foregrounds McLuhanʼs interests in technology and 
writing when he notes, “If students are losing their hold on reading and 
on grammar, this is in part because, in their relationship to the other items 
involved in communication, reading and grammar are not what they used to 
be” (“Wired for Sound” 223).  Not just reading and grammar, of course, but 
writing itself is not what it “used to be” when we consider the technological 
changes underway by the early 1960s. These changes modified the line dividing 
writing and media. 

I want to consider how McLuhanʼs focus on media as writing has not 
been fully understood as relevant to Composition Studies, and I want to question 
why it hasnʼt. In other words, this essay will explore the unmentioned media 
side of the fieldʼs grand narrative by revisiting those influential moments in 
1963 that Composition Studies draws upon for influence and those it doesnʼt as 
well. By juxtaposing these missing media moments with an already accepted, 
non-media-oriented account, I can foreground what Geoffrey Sirc has called 
“the ruptures in compositionʼs history” (English Composition 269) in order to 
rethink how Composition and Media Studies intersect and influence one another. 
Contextualizing Composition Studies  ̓“greatest hits” (as Sirc might say) with 
other temporal moments might yield a better understanding of the fieldʼs 
general relationship to technology and, hence, media study. I take a chance, 
then, in promoting an alternate history to Compositionʼs grand narrative; for 
this history, I explore challenges those individuals and moments important to 
a disciplinary identity many of us, including myself, have come to recognize 
as “Composition.” Yet I feel I must rupture such a history in order to create a 
better position from which to evaluate this heralded shift as well as to question 
how 1963 has or hasnʼt influenced contemporary writing instruction; how 
Composition may too narrowly define its practitioners; and how Composition 
may finally need to accept writing as more than print-based instruction, product, 
or ideology. Thus, my desire is not to create yet another grand narrative to 
replace the previous one, but instead to open up the narratives we use to discuss 
writing instruction so that they will be more inclusive in the long term.

1963: YOU SAY YOU WANT A REVOLUTION? 
1963ʼs importance to Composition Studies is summed up in Edward P. 

J. Corbettʼs remark in the 1987 issue of College Composition and Communica-
tion (CCC): “I have always dated the emergence of rhetoric as the rationale 
for the teaching of composition from the spring of 1963, when the Confer-
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ence on College Composition and Communication held its annual convention 
in Los Angeles” (“Teaching Composition” 445).  If there were a revolution 
in 1963 writing pedagogy, it occurred partly as a response to a general, per-
ceived absence of rhetorical instruction that reduced the teaching of writing to 
mechanics and practicality. Richard Weaver complains in 1963 that “our age 
has witnessed the decline of a number of subjects that once enjoyed prestige 
and general esteem, but no subject, I believe, has suffered more amazingly in 
this respect than rhetoric” (201). In an essay from the October 1963 issue of 
CCC, Francis Christensen adds to Weaverʼs dismay with writing instruction by 
declaring,  “We do not have, despite several titles, a modern rhetoric” (155). 
In 1963, rhetoric-styled publications seemed to be on the upswing; texts like 
George Kennedyʼs  The Art of Persuasion in Greece, Eric Havelockʼs Preface 
to Plato, or Edward P.J. Corbett s̓ “The Usefulness of Classical Rhetoric” (from 
the same CCC issue as Christensenʼs article) circulated. These texts sought to 
return classical rhetorical traditions to academic interest, what Gerald Mulderig 
calls the “rhetorical revival” of the early ̒ 60s. They desired a revitalization of the 
works of Aristotle, Cicero, and Quintilian for contemporary writing instruction, 
thus prompting what James Berlin names “The Renaissance of Rhetoric” and 
“the emergence of rhetoric as a discipline in the English department [which] 
has simultaneously [led to] the complementary professionalization of writing 
instruction” (Berlin 137).

In 1963, Corbett openly asked, “What does classical rhetoric have to 
offer composition teachers?” (“The Usefulness of Classical Rhetoric” 162). 
Seeing classical rhetoric as a handbook which students can draw from in order 
to perform properly such rhetorical feats as status, dispositio, and imitation, 
Corbett answered his own question by responding, “a great deal.” “What most 
of our students need, even the bright ones, is careful, systematized guidance 
at every step in the writing process. Classical rhetoric can provide that kind of 
positive guidance” (“The Usefulness of Classical Rhetoric” 164). Alongside 
Corbettʼs essay in the same issue of CCC, Wayne Boothʼs “The Rhetorical 
Stance” probed what rhetoric exactly entails: “Is there such an art? If so, what 
does it consist of? Does it have a content of its own? Can it be taught? Should 
it be taught? If it should how do we go about it, head on or obliquely?” (Booth 
139).  Boothʼs self-response is the rhetorical stance, a plea for classical rhetori-
cal instruction: know all available arguments, know oneʼs audience, construct 
proper voice, and establish speaker ethos. Boothʼs formula is easily recogniz-
able to contemporary writing instructors as the breakdown of invention plus 
a few added elements. 

This return of a once-dominant form of instruction certainly resembles 
a sort of revolution; it marks an effort to reinstall a specific kind of educational 
apparatus through the reinstatement of classical rhetoric. This particular effort, 
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however, more closely resembles Platoʼs canonized critique in the Phaedrus of 
the new technology called writing. As Havelock describes Platoʼs dismissal, 
the Greek educational apparatus knew about the new technology of writing, but 
opted for oral recitation instead: “[In Platoʼs day] the educational apparatus, as 
so often since, lagged behind technological advance, and preferred to adhere to 
traditional methods of oral instruction when other possibilities were becoming 
available” (Preface to Plato 40-41). Similarly, in their zeal for a classical 
rhetorical revival, Weaver, Booth, and Corbett ignore what W.T. Lhamon 
has since called “the deliberate speed” of post-World War II America: the 
introduction of the transistor, the television, and the computer into American 
communicative practices. Despite new technologies, these writers opt for the 
print-based instruction instead.

No doubt, the collagist juxtapositions of McLuhanʼs The Gutenberg 
Galaxy and Understanding Media seemed anything but compositionist or 
classical in form to scholars like Corbett or Booth who promoted syllogistic 
reasoning and Aristotelian argumentation. Echoing what he conceived as the 
nature of electronic media production, McLuhan chose a different path than 
these writers; he abandoned traditional scholarly rhetoric as well as Aristotelian 
logic in favor of a collage of quotations interspliced with commentary, puns, 
and allusions.1 Collage, McLuhan argued, reflects the “sudden implosion” 
of “heightened human awareness” (Understanding Media 20). What 
fixed perspective was to print, collage, McLuhan claimed, is to electronic 
communication. His texts were meant to be both theoretical and exemplarily 
of new mediaʼs rhetorical possibility. 

McLuhan saw his project as pedagogical: to teach a media-based 
writing for scholastic purposes. The challenge for writing instruction, McLuhan 
felt, was the integration of new media into contemporary curricula to better 
reflect technologyʼs role in pedagogy. “The young student today grows up in 
an electronically configured world,” McLuhan wrote, drawing attention to the 
disparity between media culture and print-based instruction (Understanding 
Media viii). Following his famous dichotomy of media forms into hot and cool, 
McLuhan conceptualized our time as the move from hot culture (print) to cool 
culture (media). The basis of this observation stems from cool mediaʼs high 
participatory nature, which forms an interlinking mosaic of associations among 
disciplines and areas of study: “There is a basic principle that distinguishes 
a hot medium like radio from a cool one like the telephone . . . hot media 
are, therefore, low in participation, and cool media are high in participation” 
(Understanding Media 36). Despite technological changes, the school system, 
McLuhan argued, remains hot in its support for separate areas of academic 
study (English, history, science) while the rest of the culture becomes cool 
through global-information systems that forge high levels of interaction, causing 
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disciplinary boundaries to collapse. McLuhan felt that although students are 
raised in a mosaic culture, 

at school . . . [they encounter] a situation organized by means of 
classified information. The subjects are unrelated. They are visually 
conceived in terms of a blueprint. The student can find no possible 
means of involvement for himself, nor can he discover how the 
educational scene relates to the “mythic” world of electronically 
processed data and experience he takes for granted. (Understanding 
Media viii-ix)

The gap reflects a lack of attention within school regarding how rhetoric largely 
functions within an increasingly technologized culture. 

Since McLuhan was not an unknown to either academic or popular 
readers, how could Corbett, Booth, or Weaver not recognize either his position 
or, at the very least, general technologyʼs increasing influence in the early 
1960s? John Trimbur and Diane George note that the 1962-63 period is a 
defining moment for our field; it marks the time when Composition abandoned 
Communication Studies in order to fashion a unique disciplinary identity. 
Calling Communication the missing “Fourth C,” Trimbur and George quote 
1962ʼs outgoing CCCC chair, Francis Bowman, as saying that Communication 
Studies had failed to prove itself to Composition. This lack of interest in 
Communication that Trimbur and George highlight partly explains the fieldʼs 
declining interest in those elements which comprise Communications Studies, 
like Media Studies and, thus, technology. This lack of interest also explains the 
overemphasis on the “written word” over more widespread writing practices 
that may combine the word with other forms of media.

Keeping composition and communication separate reproduces deeply 
engrained logocentric allegiances to the verbal over the visual by 
holding the intellectual authority of written text over the presumably 
derivative and immature character of visual communication, thereby 
making the image subservient to the word. (Trimbur and George 
697)

Even as composition rejected Communication Studies (and, thus, 
McLuhanʼs work), communication practices did affect education. In 1963, 
television, represented by the commercial ETV system, maintained a dominant 
presence in many classrooms and embodied a new kind of teaching methodology. 
According to the November 7, 1963 issue of Education U.S.A., “All except one 
of the 17 largest colleges in the country (enrollment over 20,000) have some 
form of instructional television for credit” (39). One 1963 advertisement for 
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Jerrold J-Jacks closed-circuit ETV system refers to itself as a “new teaching 
tool in over 10,000 classrooms.” Wilbur Schramm, Kack Lyle, and Ithiel de 
Sola Poolʼs 1963 study of ETV examined its implementation in curriculum 
design. The authors noted televisionʼs ability to affect pedagogy:

It has been learned that the medium has a great power to attract and 
hold attention and interest, that it has an unequaled ability to share 
good teaching and excellent demonstrations (for example, permitting 
100,000 students at the same time to look through a microscope, or 
into an atomic reaction), that good teaching on television is about as 
effective as classroom teaching—but that it is more effective in some 
kinds of teaching than in others. In particular, it is more effective when 
it is built into a program of class and individual activities than when 
it is being used to carry the entire burden of a class. (165)

And much of the temporal advertising that appeared in many education 
journals stressed using media in the classroom. Journals published in 1963 
such as American School and University are full of advertisements for media 
equipment that, one assumes, would be used in various classrooms, including 
those where composition was taught. These ads include Kodak Pageant Film 
projectors, Kodak sound recording tapes, the Ampex E-65 tape recorder, 3M 
tapes, Astaticʼs Astatiphone headphones, Sony video recorders, and Magnavox 
TVs. In fact, one advertisement in American School and Universityʼs March 
1964 issue asks: “Will the SONY Videocorder Replace Teachers?” “Of course 
not,” the ad comforts: 

Nothing will ever replace the teacher. But the new SONY Videocorder 
will go a long way toward alleviating the shortage of good teachers, 
of multiplying the efficiency of the school teaching staff and making 
the tax dollar go a lot further in this era of increasing costs. (Sony)

Nothing will replace the teacher, but the heightened awareness of technology 
reflected in these studies and advertising moments signifies that McLuhan was 
not alone in his interests. These moments I find within pedagogy suggest that the 
classical rhetorical approach towards reviving writing instruction is, by itself, 
insufficient. Following McLuhan s̓ thinking, the problem, then, with a classically 
based “rebirth” of Composition Studies is its insistence on remaining hot while 
the culture becomes cool. In other words, while a logic of electronic culture 
was gaining influence in communicative practices, the teaching of writing 
remained dedicated to a print-based logic and oral methods of argumentation 
fashioned in classical rhetoric reinscribed for print assessment. This dedication 
indicates an inability to recognize electronic shifts in communication since the 
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end of World War II. The consequences of this lapse effect how Composition 
imagined the writers it produced in this period and would continue to produce 
for years thereafter.

EMPIRICAL COMPOSITION

If technology, then, was making an impact on education, one might 
wonder how McLuhanʼs ideas regarding education and writing instruction 
go unmentioned in the advice passed down in non-classical rhetoric work 
like Richard Braddock, Richard Lloyd-Jones, and Lowell Schoerʼs Research 
in Written Composition. Research in Written Composition holds a particular 
place in Composition Studies  ̓history; its influence, as Richard Young writes, 
challenged the fieldʼs overemphasis on “problems of application, notably with 
pedagogical practice, rather than with problems of theory” (31). In Research 
in Written Composition s̓ well-known introduction, Braddock et al. argue for 
the scientific study of students and student writing in order to better evaluate 
how students compose, think, and produce information. Otherwise, the authors 
write, the discipline is nothing more than “alchemy”:

Todayʼs research in composition, taken as a whole, may be compared 
to chemical research as it emerged from the period of alchemy: some 
terms are being defined usefully, a number of procedures are being 
refined, but the field as a whole is laced with dreams, prejudices, and 
makeshift operations. (5)

What I find notable is the writers  ̓ choice of empirical evaluation of the 
classroom as a method for eliminating Compositionʼs “alchemic” nature. 
Classifying classroom practices as “variables,” Research in Written Composition 
represents a scientific shift in Composition Studies, one emphasizing data 
analysis, empirical study, and students as numbers to be counted. The writer 
variable, the assignment variable, the rater variable, and the colleague variable, 
Braddock et al. argue, contribute to specific conditions from which researchers 
can study student writing: 

If English teachers are to do more than “speculate about the conditions 
for teaching  composition,” investigators must plan and carry out the 
rating of compositions so that the major elements are controlled. To 
do less is to waste oneʼs research efforts. (15)

Research in Written Composition parallels the yearʼs other influential 
work on Composition, one often cited as central to the 1963 revolution: 
Albert Kitzhaberʼs Themes, Theories, and Therapy. In his empirical study 
of a Dartmouth class of first-year students and their writing habits, Kitzhaber 
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thoroughly analyzes student writing “to shed light on a significant philosophy 
of teaching freshmen English, as well as provide an opportunity to consider 
problems that are common to all varieties of the course” (Kitzhaber 29). 
Kitzhaber studies grading principles (the marking of “wrong words” in student 
writing), the lack of clarity surrounding assignments (the general “theme” 
paper),  and the divorce between writing instruction and other areas of academic 
interest (notably literature). The Dartmouth students, too, act as variables; they 
stand for case studies of how writing should or should not be taught.

I could argue that the scientific emphasis these publications stress is the 
result of the overall national interest in science and technology created after the 
Russian launch of Sputnik in 1957. I could argue that point, but the science these 
texts emphasize is limited in that it does not reflect technological influence on 
writing, stressing assessment over student rhetorical production. What makes 
McLuhanʼs presence in 1963 writing theory relevant is precisely his lack of 
interest in technology as pure science (or for assessment purposes) and his 
promotion of technology as rhetoric. McLuhan identifies Sputnik as a moment 
best understood as a new era of knowledge construction, in which individuals 
must reconcile new ways of producing information with old ways:

When Sputnik had first gone into orbit a schoolteacher asked 
her second-graders to write some verse on the subject. One child 
wrote:

 The stars are so big,
 The earth is so small,
 Stay as you are

With man his knowledge and the process of obtaining knowledge are 
of equal magnitude. Our ability to apprehend galaxies and subatomic 
structures, as well, is a movement of faculties that includes and 
transcends them. The second-grader who wrote the words above 
lives in a world much vaster than any which a scientist today has 
instruments to measure, or concepts to describe. (Understanding 
Media 46)

What we see is a contrast between the rational reasoning of Braddock et al. 
and Kitzhaber and the more abstract question of knowledge acquisition favored 
by McLuhan. McLuhanʼs position is that the linear, hierarchal methods which 
are conducive to print and which support rational, ordered thinking must 
yield to an electronic world where ordered thought no longer plays the same 
role in communication. The implications extend beyond writing itself, for the 
institutions which support writing are, in turn, structured on either print or 
electronic models. Despite technological advancements in communication, 
school, McLuhan contended, still bases itself ideologically and pedagogically 
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on print. McLuhanʼs contribution to rhetorical thought is the recognition that 
writing influences and shapes the apparatus within which we work, study, think, 
and live. When writing changes, the apparatus also needs to change:

It is a matter of the greatest urgency that our educational institutions 
realize that we now have civil war among these environments created 
by media other than the printed word. The classroom is now in a 
vital struggle for survival with the immensely persuasive “outside” 
world created by new informational media. Education must shift from 
instruction, from imposing of stencils, to discovery—to probing and 
exploration and to the recognition of the language of forms. (Massage 
100)

McLuhan pleads for the teaching of invention over analysis because “exploration” 
is more conducive to electronic rhetoric than traditional argumentation ⎯ what 
Gregory Ulmer has since called a hyper-rhetorical practice of “conduction” (as 
opposed to Aristotelian “deduction”).2 McLuhan provides a theory of invention 
for writing instruction which differs from the typical print-based prompts often 
associated with first-year writing or triumphed by Kitzhaber as “based directly 
on the reading done in the course . . . analysis or criticism” (Themes, Theories, 
and Therapy 134).  McLuhan, in essence, introduces electronic rhetoric in 1963 
while others continue to stress the rhetorical conventions of print, whether 
those conventions are based in the reproduction of classical rhetoric or linear 
reasoning.

MEDIA STUDENTS

 I make these comparisons in order to highlight the ideological position 
Compositionʼs grand narrative creates when it speaks of a “revolution” yet fails 
to be more inclusive (as Havelock s̓ observation suggests such moments should 
be). Neither Braddock et al., Kitzhaber, nor the various “types” of composition 
practices North identifies as originating in 1963 include media as writing. They 
thus exclude the student as someone who works with media and instead focus 
solely on the student as a creation of print culture. James McCrimmon, in his 
important 1963 textbook Writing with a Purpose,3 calls this print-oriented 1963 
student writer one who works with “purpose.” Purpose, probably the most 
identifiable method of print-based pedagogies, directs linear progression from 
idea to idea by situating writers and their work within pre-established narrative 
goals:

Once a writer has defined his purpose, he has so concentrated his 
thinking that  the needed facts and illustrations come readily to 
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mind. By clarifying his purpose he creates a channel through which 
his thoughts will flow easily, and he thus makes his thinking more 
efficient. (McCrimmon 12)

McCrimmonʼs logic is a case for linear order. Remembering Louis Althusserʼs 
well-known theory of interpellation, the idea that circulated meanings “hail” us 
into identifying with them, I can imagine student writers using McCrimmonʼs 
advice to see their thinking processes, too, as linear progressions which always 
reflect purpose. The student writer who defines work as a linear move through 
various stages of purpose also sees herself as a purposeful being whose work 
must always be predetermined by purpose-oriented goals, be they academic 
(a grade) or vocational (a job). This kind of purpose reflects printʼs emphasis 
on order and standardization ⎯ what McLuhan calls “centuries of specialist 
stress in pedagogy” (Understanding Media 300). Consider the McCrimmon, 
print-oriented student “hailed” in 1963 with McLuhanʼs temporal thoughts 
about individuals and expression:

In this electric age we see ourselves being translated more and more 
into the form of information, moving toward the technological 
extension of our consciousness. That is what is meant when we say 
that we daily know more and more about man. We mean that we can 
translate more and more of ourselves into other forms of expression 
that exceed ourselves.  (Understanding Media 65)

The McCrimmon student is hailed into having purpose; McLuhanʼs writer is 
hailed as engaged with discovery. McLuhan is describing heuristics, invention 
practices unlimited by media restrictions and not necessarily preempted by 
feelings of purpose or direction. McLuhan s̓ point is a far cry from McCrimmon s̓ 
limited advice that “a good thesis is restricted, unified, precise” (McCrimmon 
40). The McLuhan model is not about establishing a precise identity nor a 
precise piece of writing. In fact, McLuhanʼs pedagogy of heuristics argues 
that students raised in the electronic age must see themselves as more than the 
restricted definition of “student.” Instead, students play “mythic” roles as they 
create knowledge for various work, study, and personal situations. In school, 
the methods of categorization print creates from its principles of standardization 
lead to the specific category of “student writer.” Students are categorized as 
only being students. In the electronic space, categorization gives way to pattern 
formation so that students (and all writers) find themselves occupying shifting 
identities (i.e., mythic, patterned roles) as they compose. “The young today,” 
McLuhan notes, “reject goals. They want roles—R-O-L-E-S” (Massage 100). 
These roles, however, reflect something beyond traditional notions of literacy 
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since literacy and education still define writers as students engaged with school 
work. “It is no longer possible to adopt the aloof and dissociated role of the 
literate Westerner” (Understanding Media 20). Discursive roles are mythic, 
cultural extensions of ourselves that we create through various methods 
of communication, writing among them. “We actually live mythically and 
integrally,  as it were, but we continue to think in the old, fragmented space and 
time patterns of the pre-electric age” (Understanding Media 20).4 The digital 
writer cannot separate her identity(ies) from her writing.
 And neither, no doubt, could 1963 students separate themselves from 
their classroom writing. How can students feel that they are more than student 
writers when they and their work are reduced to “variables” like those used by 
Braddock et al.?

If an investigator wishes to measure individual students  ̓improvement 
in writing, he should provide for at least two writing occasions as a 
pretest, at least two as a posttest, and count the rating only of the better 
composition on each occasion. If three writing occasions are used 
for each test, it may be wisest to average the ratings of the two best 
papers, but more research needs to be done on this possibility. (7)

This kind of ideology produces a culture of testing, not one of thinking ⎯ and 
not one interested in rhetoric. Writing that can be tested not once, but repeatedly 
for variation or difference, is writing that is asked to conform and to adapt to 
a preselected and preapproved method of expression. The Research in Written 
Composition contribution to 1963 writing instruction, then, is as revolutionary 
as Taylorist assumptions about work and efficiency; it produces test subjects 
who move through the system as competently as possible. But what, on the 
other hand, would it have meant to teach “other forms of expression that exceed 
ourselves,” as McLuhan writes, in 1963 writing classrooms, and what does 
it mean today? It means shifting the focus from writing that can be tested or 
measured to writing that explores new media ⎯ among them, hypertext.

The Hypertextual Move
 I find McLuhanʼs theory to be an explicit rejection of 1963 writing 
instruction centered on empirical study such as that which focuses on “precise” 
or “restricted” models like the thesis statement or tested writing, which I draw 
attention to above. But I find McLuhan even more compelling when I discover 
that at the same time Composition is experiencing its supposed rebirth and 
that McLuhan is theorizing an alternative, media-based method for writing, 
Douglas Engelbart and Ted Nelson are imagining the electronic systems of 
writing we have since come to call hypertext. In his 1963 “A Conceptual 
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Framework for Augmenting Manʼs Intellect,” Engelbart proposed a computer-
based writing system that would allow users simultaneously to interlink and 
juxtapose multiple drafts of a text. Outlining a vision not unlike contemporary 
Windows-like operating systems, word processing functions, or web browser 
displays, Engelbart, like McLuhan, theorized writing as collage.  Under 
Engelbartʼs system, writers could work with multiple versions of one text and 
interlink the texts in a variety of ways. And like McLuhan, Engelbart saw in 
new technologies great pedagogical potential. “It would seem unlikely that 
the language we now use provides the best possible service to our minds in 
pursuing comprehension and solving problems,” Engelbart wrote. “It seems 
very likely that a more useful language can be devised” (13). For Engelbart, 
that language should be computer-based because computer languages offer 
an appropriate medium for manipulation. “In the limit of what we might now 
imagine,” he wrote,

this [symbol manipulator] could be a computer, with which individuals 
could communicate rapidly and easily, coupled to a three-dimensional 
color display within which extremely sophisticated images could be 
constructed, the computer being able to execute a wide variety of 
processes on parts or all of these images in automatic response to 
human direction. (14)

The nature of juxtaposed writing that Engelbart associates with personal 
computing rejects the uniformity that preciseness encourages.

 Juxtaposition assumes that difference cannot be repeated easily 
because the bringing together of unlike texts, ideas, or images produces different 
results depending on  the material used. Such is the basis of Ted Nelsonʼs 
notion of hypertext, an idea he, too, devised in 1963. Engelbartʼs Windows-like 
system is, in effect, a “lighter” version of Nelsonʼs interconnecting world of 
information where quotations, images, new writing, cartoons, anecdotes, graphs, 
ads, puns all come together in interlinking ways. Nelsonʼs hypertext was meant 
to move writing outside of the dominant print cultureʼs restrictions, beyond 
both the practical and the ideological structures governing expression—what 
Nelson terms the “paperdigm.” “The notion of paper,” Nelson writes, “a 
two dimensional, sequential relation of facts and ideas—is one of the things 
most holding back software design and human progress” (Dream Machines 
27).  The paperdigm limits technological integration into writing, for writers 
working according to the paperdigm are accustomed to print expectations. 
Educators, too, come to depend on the paperdigm, and thus, as I contend for 
1963 Composition Studies, become too used to print cultureʼs familiar and 
ubiquitous writing practices.
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My point is not that 1963 educators failed to see what should have 
been obvious. Such a critique is too easy to make. What writing instructors 
failed to understand, I contend, was that the overall relationship between 
technology and writing resides in changes within rhetorical production—what 
Walter Ong has called “the technologizing of the word.” In other words, one 
cannot understand writing, as many of the theorists in the 1963 grand narrative 
do, without understanding technology in terms outside of print. Even while 
Kitzhaber acknowledges technology as something writing pedagogy might 
utilize for classroom practice, he still is guilty of adhering to the paperdigm so 
that he, and students, can measure standardized responses. Consider his own 
brief interest in technology in Themes, Theories, Therapy:  

A teaching machine or a programmed text is a device that presents one 
item or frame at a time; that is, it allows students to see one sentence 
with a critical word left out or one statement followed by a question. 
The student writes the required answer on the program itself or on 
an answer tape or booklet. If he has been using a typical teaching 
machine, it then activates a mechanism that moves his answer under 
a clear plastic window (where he cannot change it) at the same time 
that it reveals the correct answer. (85) 

This hypothetical teaching machine merely upholds a practice conducive 
to print: grading papers for uniformity and precision (the correct, fill-in-the 
blank answer). To make the leap in reasoning—to reject the paperdigm—is to 
realize that new models of composition must be built in order to accommodate 
technological changes in rhetorical production (what hypertext offers through 
interlinking, interactivity, and non-linearity) and the educational apparatus 
(what McLuhan theorizes). 

THE 1963 CUT-UP MACHINE WRITER

Did there exist, then, a writer in 1963 actually engaging with any of 
these theories or ideas, implicitly or explicitly? One of the best examples of a 
writer putting into practice the principles laid down elsewhere by McLuhan, 
Engelbart, and Nelson is William S. Burroughs. Burroughs does not represent 
the traditional Compositionist, either as teacher or as student. Yet his prin-
ciples of writing, exemplified in his 1962-64 trilogy of The Soft Machine, The 
Ticket That Exploded, and Nova Express, construct a rhetoric for dealing with 
the basic tenets of technological influence. Burroughs teaches a rhetoric of 
disruption, one meant to challenge media control and influence while work-
ing within the language of media itself. “Listen to my last words anywhere,” 
Nova Express begins, foretelling the end of printʼs domination in favor of an 
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emerging electronic rhetoric (3). “Cut all tape. Shift cut tangle magpie voice 
lines of the earth” (Nova Express 15).  In this new rhetoric, Burroughs argues 
for an electronic writing practice of cut-ups; media construction produces a 
rhetoric of cutting and rearranging advertisements, political speeches, news-
paper stories, literature, and other forms of expression because the language 
of new media is itself a cut-up constructed through editing and juxtaposition. 
Burroughs imagined writing as the overall process of achieving the cut-up in 
complex ways. His writing/teaching machine contrasts significantly with that 
proposed by Kitzhaber:

A writing machine that shifts one half one text and half the other 
through, a page frame on conveyor belts—(The proportion of half 
one text half the other is important corresponding as it does to the 
two halves of the human organism). Shakespeare, Rimbaud, etc. 
permutating through page frames in constantly changing juxtaposition 
the machine spits out books and plays and poems—The spectators are 
invited to feed into the machine any pages of their own text in fifty-
fifty juxtaposition with any author of their choice any pages of their 
choice and provided with the result in a few minutes. (Ticket 65)

In Burroughsʼs writing machine, dominant ideologies become subjected to 
newly created writerly control. The language of new media (to use a phrase 
recently coined by theorist Lev Manovich) becomes a critical tool as power 
shifts back and forth between those who create discourse and those who receive 
it. Even more so, those who use this language become, in McLuhanʼs words, 
mythic beings. Indeed, the practitioners of the cut-up, exemplified in the very 
medium of the cut-up Burroughs fashions, are themselves mythic; they are 
constructions emerging out of the specific kinds of discourse they produce. 
Note Burroughsʼs creation of The Subliminal Kid, one of many Burroughs 
collagist characters who either search out modes of resistance to technology 
or succumb to technology. These characters formulate rhetorical responses by 
using technology in media-intensive ways. The Subliminal Kid “had recorder 
in tracks and moving film mixing arbitrary intervals and agents moving with 
the word and image of tape recorders” (Nova Express 148): 

“The Subliminal Kid” moved in and took over bars cafés and juke 
boxes of the world cities and installed radio transmitters and micro-
phones in each bar so that the music and talk of any bar could be heard 
in all his bars and he had tape recorders in each bar that played and 
recorded at arbitrary intervals and his agents moved back and forth 
with portable tape recorders and brought back street sound and talk 
and music and poured it into his recorder array so he set waves and 
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eddies and tornadoes of sound down all your streets and by the river 
of all language. (Nova Express 147)

Burroughs produces a lesson not just for how to write (gather various influences, 
juxtapose them, play them back), but for how media-based writing transforms 
writers into media beings. The Burroughs writer is not a student writer nor is 
she a placement test taker nor is she a variable to be studied. She is a writer, 
and the connotation of that word suggests one who engages with rhetoric in 
order to enact, counter, uphold, or resist social change and policy. Itʼs not hard 
to imagine this writer today working with an iPod, a browser, a digital mixer, 
a word processing program, a video recorder, an HTML editor, or any other 
new media tool for discursive purposes. 

It is not hard for us as well, contemporary writing instructors, to 
imagine this kind of writer, and yet we mostly do not. Even though the initial 
theoretical questions regarding media-based writing were raised in 1963, 
theoretically and practically, Composition Studies still clings to the models 
produced elsewhere in that year. Those models, in fact, more strongly reflect 
an already established tradition of writing instruction. As revolutionary as they 
were for their inception of empirical study or resurgence of classical rhetoric, 
these studies differ little from a tradition dating back to Harvardʼs creation of 
the freshmen writing exam in the late 1800s, itself a transitory moment which, 
in turn, led to the invention of first-year writing.

Likewise, itʼs not hard for us to imagine today a writer who, like 
Burroughsʼs Subliminal Kid, produces media-based text outside of the 
classroom at work, at home, or at play. Yet because our grand narrative is 
based on a print model, we do not actualize that imaginary figure in current 
curricular decisions within Composition Studies nor in pedagogy itself.5 Instead 
of teaching an electronic rhetoric derived from the theories of McLuhan or 
Engelbart, Nelson or Burroughs, we cling to Research in Written Composition-
esque notions of assessment and accountability. Therein lies our current 
dilemma. To truly explore a technology-rich curriculum, we must break out 
of 1963ʼs grand narrative and the paperdigm it continues to disseminate as 
pedagogical practice.6  In 1963, Albert Kitzhaber wrote in CCC, “The English 
curriculum must be thought through afresh in the light of present conditions in 
our society and the present state of knowledge about the matters that we teach, 
or ought to teach, in the English classroom” (“4C” 131). And while he didnʼt 
include the innovations in technology and media theory occurring as he penned 
this plea, we, today, can better understand the opportunity missed. 1963 is an 
important moment for Composition Studies. Its importance today, however, can 
be amplified if we begin to consider those other 1963 developments in media 
theory and production left outside of our historical narratives. In effect, what 
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I ask for is a closer correlation between writing and media in our pedagogy 
and in our theorizing. 

Detroit, MI

NOTES
1 In his 1967 Medium is the Massage, McLuhan works with images, 

alternative layout, backwards text, and repetition to further his claim that electronic 
writing creates a shift in how we conceive communicative practices.

2 See “The Miranda Warnings” in Hyper/Text/Theory (edited by George 
Landow).

3 See Robert Connorsʼs Thirty Years of Writing with a Purpose and 
Lester Faigleyʼs Fragments of Rationality for discussion of why this textbook is 
influential.

4 Contemporary digital culture best reflects how roles are played out 
through writing: hip hop and DJ cultureʼs insistence on alter egos, represented by 
the monikers 50 Cent, Ghost Face Killah,  Madlib, or DJ Shadow among others, 
are as much a part of discourse as the discourse itself.  

5 My claim is not that we do not teach HTML, weblogs, or other new 
media-based assignments. Instead, I am talking about the much larger issues of 
curriculum and pedagogical practice. 

6 Kathleen Blake Yancey presented her Chairʼs address at the 2004 
Conference on College Composition and Communication as a highly visual, 
non-linear, media text. The lesson her presentation should have for Composition 
Studies is that this kind of writing belongs in the classroom as well and that many 
of the 1963 theorists I draw attention to in this essay can teach us how to teach 
and perform such writing. 
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Fiction has had a checkered history when depicting the roles nurses play. 
M*A*S*H, Richard Hookerʼs black comedy about the antics of doctors 
and nurses during the Korean War, gave us “Hot Lips” Houlihan.  Ken 

Keseyʼs novel, One Flew Over the Cuckoo s̓ Nest, and the film version of the 
book, offered homage to the human spirit and also gave us “Big Nurse” Ratchet.  
“Hot Lips” Houlihan and “Big Nurse” Ratchet have two things in common: 
they represent the stereotypical character of the rigid, rule- and role-bound 
nurse, and they are well-trained professionals. 
 Real nurses play an integral part in an increasingly complex and 
fragmented health care environment.  But like “Hot Lips” and “Big Nurse,” 
they also tend to follow rigid rules and are often role-bound because of these 
rules.  Many rules that “Hot Lips” and “Big Nurse” learned, such as those that 
dictated that nurses were the “handmaids” of physicians, are happily archaic.  
Other rules remain embedded in nursing lore, such as those that sustain the 
notion that since nurses write only for other nurses, their writing skills arenʼt 
overtly important.  Not surprisingly, nurses (and nursing students) learn these 
rules from each other.  Nursing schools have done their part in preparing nurses 
for the clinical roles they will assume by providing instruction in all aspects of 
nursing care except for one area: writing.  This essay describes and analyzes 
the results of a creative writing class offered as a special topics course at a 
university nursing school.  In addition to examples of student creative writ-
ing, this essay discusses the practice of offering creative writing instruction in 
medical schools and summarizes nursing research that recommends the use of 
creativity in nursing.
  Nursing researchers Gavin J. Fairbairn and Alex M. Carson tackle the 
poor and sometimes tortured writing skills of nurses when they state that “count-
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less academics write in the obfuscatory and opaque style . . . and unfortunately 
nursing researchers are not totally blameless.”  Their solution—storytelling.  
Nurses have stories to tell, and those stories shouldnʼt be disguised by giving 
them more scientific names, such as “case studies” or “nurses  ̓notes.”  In telling 
stories, nurses “share information about how they came to their conclusions, 
about their methods and hypotheses, about the genealogy into which their work 
slots, its parentage and forebears and the quarrels it might have with alternative 
views” (Fairbairn and Carson).  Ideally, the nurse should be well trained in the 
sciences and the arts.  In reality, nurses understand the language of nursing and 
medicine but are reluctant to use it.  
 Medical schools, however, recognized that for physicians to become 
better communicators they need students to become better humanists.  To aid 
in this twofold process, medical schools are encouraging their students to study 
the humanities, especially creative writing.  This commitment to engender 
physicians tempered by the influences of the humanities as a means of under-
standing both their patients and themselves is explored by researcher Edmund 
D. Pellegrino in his article “The Humanities in Medical Education.”  As Pel-
legrino says, “To heal another person we must understand how illness wounds 
his or her humanity, what values are at stake, what this illness means, and how 
this illness expresses the whole life of this patient.  The physician who does 
not understand his own humanity can hardly heal anotherʼs” (135).   In short, 
medical schools understand the need for their students to be more effective 
communicators.  So, too, should nursing schools.
 In nursing schools, one way to find connections and to increase the 
use of language would be to introduce a creative writing course (poetry, fic-
tion, drama) into the nursing curriculum.  As a writing teacher, I have taught 
both composition and creative writing courses designed especially for nursing 
students.  In the creative writing courses, my primary pedagogical aim is the 
instruction and practice of creative writing techniques (narration, description, 
and character development, for example) that would strengthen students  ̓use 
of language and encourage them to tell stories about their patients and their 
hospital experiences.  I knew from experience that if students could learn these 
techniques, they could more effectively communicate with their patients and 
co-workers.  Effective communication skills could help nurses understand, 
appreciate, and reflect upon the complexities of a given health care situation. 
 Most nursing schools do not include creative writing instruction in 
their curricula.  Increasingly, though, many medical schools do.  Time is the 
issue.  One can argue that nurses must receive their entire education in the 
years of college, and as a result, writing instruction is limited to what students 
learn in English composition classes.  Nursing writing instruction is based on 
the presumption that writing must be clear, coherent, and concise.  Nursing 
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instructors tell nursing students to read other nurses  ̓writing and then to model 
their writing based on these patterns of on-the-job writing “how-toʼs”—how to 
write a report, a nursing note, a care or teaching plan—the genres of nursing 
writing.  This type of writing instruction is the same today, as evidenced by Lois 
Whiteʼs 2002 Documentation and the Nursing Process, as it was two decades 
ago in such texts as Anita Gandolfoʼs and Judy Romanoʼs 1984 The Nurses  ̓
Writing Handbook.  There are lots of other texts like Whiteʼs and Gandolfo 
and Romanoʼs that encourage a similar pedagogy—teach students to write like 
nurses by linking the process of nursing to the process of writing.  For example, 
nurses learn that when they begin work with a patient, they must follow the 
paradigm of plan, assess, intervene, and evaluate.  Writing students learn to 
follow a prewrite, outline, write, and revise pattern.  These texts also remind 
nursing students, fresh from the composition classroom, that the rhetorical 
triangle of subject, writer, and audience can be recast to resemble the nursing 
triangle of health care, nurse, and patients.  However, once in the hospital, 
students observe that writing is often the last activity a nurse performs during 
a hectic shift.  Students are also warned that nurses  ̓notes can be cited in law-
suits.  Consequently, many students develop a fear and dislike of writing and 
realize that it is seen as a mechanistic activity for reporting information and 
not an integral part of their roles in a developing health care situation.  When 
the art of communication is lost, so is creative thinking.
  Nursing scholar Patricia Benner notes in her book From Novice to 
Expert, “there is much to learn and appreciate as practicing nurses uncover 
common meaning acquired as a result of helping, coaching, and intervening 
in the significantly human events that comprise the art and science of nursing” 
(12). This “common meaning,” or connection shared by nurses, requires effec-
tive communication, a concept too often lost when reading nursing pedagogy.  
Indeed, research by Myra E. Levine (“Ethics of Nursing Rhetoric”) and others 
points to current nursing pedagogy that overemphasizes science courses and 
undercuts the liberal arts, especially writing and the humanities.  In nursing 
programs, students are taught to write like nurses by adhering to the time-hon-
ored rigid rules that even fictional “Hot Lips” and “Big Nurse” followed. 
 To move beyond rigid rules and roles, the twenty-first century nurse 
must not only understand nursing and medical language, but use it confidently.  
Nurses need to develop skills and strategies to increase their comprehensive use 
of language—that is, their ability to exploit the full range of language, including 
metaphor and rhetoric, as tools to convey social, cultural, and ethical meaning 
and to express emotion.   These skills and strategies accomplish two goals: first, 
they demonstrate that language establishes human contact, interaction, and re-
lationships between caregiver and patient in order to aid in the healing process; 
and second, they illustrate that language develops the expository practices to 
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allow effective communication with other medical personnel.  “Hot Lips” and 
“Big Nurse” were good nurses, but they were terrible communicators.  

NOT EXACTLY “HOT LIPS”—OR , WHY SOME RULES ARE MEANT TO BE BROKEN

 Creative writing and nursing students?  On the one hand, writing cre-
atively may not seem consistent with the goals of medical education and the 
practice of the nursing profession.  When nursing scholars refer to creativity, 
they differentiate creative writing from creative thinking.  On the other hand, if 
creative writing encourages creative thinking, there is a rationale for introducing 
creative writing into the curriculum.  Both creative acts involve a willingness 
to be critical, original thinkers. In her article, “Contexts for Scientific Creativ-
ity: Applications to Nursing,” Susan O. Murphy comes close to advocating a 
program in creative writing when she says, “creativity is associated with inde-
pendent, and sometimes nonconformist individuals who demonstrate openness 
to new ideas, and ability and willingness to see things less from conventional 
perspectives, and a tolerance for ambiguity and uncertainness” (105).  To this 
end, nursing faculty often design curricular objectives that appear to place a 
high value on independent thinking (Murphy 105).  Yet, the reality of nursing 
pedagogy illustrates a powerful, though often unspoken, double standard that 
nursing students learn well:  “be creative, questioning and innovative but only 
within certain strictly prescribed guidelines” (Murphy 106).  In short, be rigid 
and rule-bound like “Hot Lips” and “Big Nurse,” but try to be creative, too.  
 This powerful double standard of advocating creativity but only within 
well-defined boundaries illustrates the misunderstanding of the role “creativity” 
has in nursing education.  Creative research is championed, but creative writing 
is best considered an avocation.  The confusion between the terms “creative” 
in research and in writing also illuminates the seemingly differing natures of 
nursing education and creative writing education.  Yet, the connection between 
the disciplines of nursing and creative writing is not as unusual as one might 
think. Nursing faculty promote creativity in research; they encourage a will-
ingness to take calculated risks, to be experimental, to look at situations from 
different angles, and to be flexible.   Nursing faculty also advise students to 
avoid becoming too complacent or uncompromising. Creative writing faculty 
echo this same philosophy. 
 Though nursing school faculty stress the need for good writing skills 
and effective communication, some nurses may not have developed the language 
skills necessary to communicate effectively.  This is indeed troubling because 
nurses are on the front lines of patient care, the ones who must communicate 
with all other health care professionals and the ones patients rely on to deci-
pher “medicalese” by using symbolic and metaphoric language. To counter 
“medicalese,” to produce more caring and communicative physicians, and to 



78  Composition Studies BEYOND "HOT LIPS" AND "BIG NURSE"  79 

foster humanitarian practices, medical schools offer humanities classes in their 
curricula.  
 In fact, medical students are increasingly expected to be able to ferret 
out fact from fiction during case studies and to make meaning from the stories 
their patients tell.  Karl E. Sheibeʼs “Self-Narratives and Adventure,” Don-
ald E. Polkinghorneʼs Narrative Knowing and the Human Sciences, Stephen 
Critesʼs “Storytime: Recollecting the Past and Projecting the Future,” and 
Jerome Brunerʼs Actual Minds, Possible Worlds, all posit the same premise: 
a person has stories to tell and must tell them; knowing what to listen for in 
the stories may help the physician understand the person, his or her life and 
values, and the cause of the illness, and may offer insights in how to remedy 
the situation.   
 When medical schools embraced the importance of storytelling in 
patients  ̓lives, they sought ways to incorporate the instruction of narrative tech-
nique (ways to interpret the meanings of stories) into their curricula and hired 
English and comparative literature faculty to teach special topics courses.  The 
task of the English faculty to persuade objective-principled medical students to 
learn and embrace humanist ideals by studying subjective-principled literature 
proved successful because not only did medical school faculty and students 
“discover” their own voices, they began publishing literary criticism, and even 
their own creative writing.  One such journal is called, simply, Literature and 
Medicine. 
 Nursing schools, however, have been slow to adopt this trend.  Though 
articles in nursing journals are beginning to address the need to understand pa-
tients  ̓lives outside of the hospital, nursing writing remains first and foremost a 
tool for reporting information and, second, a way of learning. There is, however, 
a growing movement to incorporate into nursing pedagogy the awareness of 
how both the patients  ̓and nurses  ̓humanity impacts the nursing situation. Rene 
Geanellosʼs “Storytelling: A Teaching-learning Technique” speaks frankly of 
the importance of listening to patients.  But Margarete Sandelowskiʼs “Telling 
Stories: Narrative Approaches in Qualitative Research,” goes one better when 
she writes that “scholars across the disciplines have (re)discovered the narrative 
nature of human beings,” and she reports that even scientists have developed 
a “literary consciousness” (161).  The rediscovery of narrative, Sandelowski 
explains, promotes listening, appreciating, and understanding the stories people 
tell, and makes clear that the stories are the ways people make meaning in their 
lives (162). 
 To this end, Carola Skottʼs Nursing Ethics article, “Storied Ethics: 
Conversations in Nursing Care,” examines how the use of “narrative com-
munication”—or “dialogue[s] of events, emotions and experiences” or simply 
talking to each other, is necessary in our “striv[ing] for meaning, coherence and 
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narrative unity . . . [because] [w]ithin a narrative context we begin to understand 
our moral personality and its actions” (368-69).  While her position stresses the 
importance of conversations among nursing colleagues about the right care for 
patients and how best to contend with their own emotions, Skott also argues that 
it is an “absolute necessity” for nursing programs to “make legitimate space 
in nursing practice for narrative communication” (376). This “space” would 
involve the creation of  time in the academic calendar for reflective dialogue 
and for courses, like creative writing, designed  for nursing students to write 
about these reflections. In “Exploring Caring Using Narrative Methodology: 
An Analysis of the Approach,” Tanya V. McCance, Hugh P. McKenna, and 
Jennifer R. P. Boore write that “the use of stories as a primary way of making 
sense of an experience . . . and the narrative method is being seen increasingly 
as a valid means of tapping into the patient experience” (350).  Responsible 
nurses will take information learned from talking with patients and incorporate 
it into the decision-making process for developing patient care and teaching 
plans.    
 In keeping with the trends to humanize medical personnel and to lis-
ten to patients, creative writing instruction in schools of nursing would work 
to free nursing students from the often excessive demands of privileging the 
objective over the subjective.  Judith C. Haysʼs Image article “Voices in the 
Record” speaks directly on this point when she says that care is physical and 
psychological but also “social, political and ethical,” and the process of care 
is “fluid, intuitive and subjective” (203).  She contends that nursing students 
must learn how to write about care, and faculty must provide examples of how 
to describe patient care.  Haysʼs most radical suggestion is that the patientʼs 
voice must also be heard in the record (203), though for some nursing instruc-
tors, such non-scientific writing often smacks too much of the excesses of the 
humanities.

BEYOND “HOT LIPS”—OR , HOW NURSING STUDENTS LEARN METAPHORS 
 When I designed a creative writing class especially for nursing students 
the major difference between this class and other creative writing classes was 
that the exercises and assignments were concerned with the students  ̓experi-
ences as student nurses both in and out of the hospital environment.  Otherwise, 
the format of the course followed a pattern of other creative writing courses, 
consisting of an introduction to the conventions of literary language (metaphor, 
symbolism, character analysis, plot development, and others); instruction on 
how to critique and analyze writing through lectures and studying professional 
writers; and lots of exercises practicing writing poetry, fiction, and drama.  The 
primary mode of instruction, the creative writing workshop, a collaborative 
activity where writers read their works, and peers and the instructor offer sugges-
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tions for improvement, is similar to the model used in composition classrooms.  
This creative writing workshop experience reminds students of the connections 
between creative writing and the other critical modes of writing.
 I began introducing nursing students to the techniques of creative 
writing by starting with non-fictional accounts of patients and illnesses docu-
mented by Howard Brody in Stories of Sickness and Arthur Kleinman in The 
Illness Narratives.  This pedagogical strategy allowed students to tell stories 
of their own experiences with patients and the stories that patients told them, 
and to reflect on how those stories had an impact on their lives.  It also helped 
students to see or re-see patients as people and to recognize why storytelling was 
important.  Throughout these discussions, I gradually acquainted my students 
with literary language.
 As students  ̓familiarity with literary language increased, I introduced 
the writing exercises. 1  In an assignment early in the semester, I asked students 
to remember one detail of a patientʼs case history that did not seem to further 
the medical history or an aside a patient might have slipped into conversation 
and then write a poem, short story, or drama from this detail.  This exercise 
is one that Rita Charon acknowledges in her article, “To Render the Lives of 
Patients.”  She says that when students listen to patients and then re-imagine 
their stories as fiction, students begin a needful process and powerful skill of 
“simultaneous identification and distance” (65).
 The following poem was written after a student spoke to his first AIDS 
patient.  Even after two decades of research on AIDS, there is still apprehension 
when caring for AIDS patients.  Students must learn to come to terms with their 
own prejudices, not an easy task for some. 

Terrible Canvas

Now I can rest, have peace,
not worry, not grieve.
I can finally sleep.
My skin, stretched over my bones
like a terrible canvas,
a canvas that now wonʼt hold paint.
All the colors run.
In sleeping suffering is gone,
the virus is winning;
another victim.
Awake, I have no energy to paint or talk.
Now when coping is lost, friends are there.
They will replenish and renew,
and maybe they can paint my life again.
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 In the next example, a student wrote a dramatic monologue of an 
elderly woman who was hospitalized for the first time in her life:

Attachment

They laugh at me sometimes, they think of leukemia as a childʼs 
disease, not something that an 82 year old woman would get, but here 
I am with leukemia.  And this pain.  Just donʼt seem to want to go 
away.  What is that that hurts?  Oh, my spleen, here on my side, yes, 
thatʼs where it hurts alright.  The pain just wonʼt go away.  And when 
I laugh or cough it gets much worse you know.  I miss laughing.  Used 
to laugh with my husband all the time.  Heʼs gone now.  You know 
what he used to laugh at me for?  The way I sewed on buttons.

This student caught both the fear and bewilderment of the patient in just a 
few lines.  And the studentʼs effective use of the patientʼs language conveys 
a growing understanding of how patients frame medical experiences with 
memories.  
 In addition to learning how to express patients  ̓stories of sadness, hor-
ror, and frustration, students learned to write about these patients as people.  In 
doing so, students come close to experiencing Charonʼs concept of “simultane-
ous identification and distance” (65).  In-class discussion of these examples 
highlighted the effective use of metaphor in “Terrible Canvas” and the powerful 
ways that memories can help a patient work through pain in “Attachment.”  
In workshops, students emphasized how the effective use of language in each 
example allowed readers to identify the character traits of the patients, and 
they observed how they could relate to the experiences of their classmates.  
Each of the writers came away from the workshop armed with suggestions for 
improvement.
 While learning to take case histories, students discovered, sometimes 
to their dismay if they were feeling rushed, that patients often digress into 
storytelling.  And just as often the patient will be cut off by the history-taker in 
order to get back to the point of the hospital visit. The phenomenon of digress-
ing is described by Katherine Young in her article “Narrative Embodiments: 
Enclaves of the Self in the Realm of Medicine.”  She explains that when the 
body becomes an object, as during a case history or physical, for example, the 
patient experiences a “loss of self” (153).  To regain a sense of self, the patient 
may try to disrupt the procedure by “disattending, misunderstanding or flout-
ing its conventions” or by telling stories (153).  Storytelling is a way patients 
cover their embarrassment.  As often as possible, I tied assignments to the 
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students  ̓clinical experiences.  During their lessons on learning to take patient 
case histories, I asked students to remember the digressions of patients and to 
write one digression into a monologue.  So instead of cutting off  patients in 
order to complete the questionnaire, the students listened and learned.  One 
student heard the patientʼs story about a lifetime of alcohol abuse and wrote 
the following monologue:
  

A Little Bud Wiser

Yeah, Iʼve been in and out of this hospital for the past six months, but 
they tell me that I may not go home this time without a liver trans-
plant.  Ya see, they tell me that because of the beer and the whisky 
that Iʼve drunk for the past 35 years that Iʼve damaged my liver to 
where it donʼt work right. . . . Now Iʼm just layin  ̓here in this bed 
waitin  ̓for that liver transplant.  Doctor says that if I want it, Iʼve 
got to stop drinkin  ̓and be good to my new liver.  Tell me, why do I 
need a liver anyway?

 As students continued to write, I brought to the classroom fictional 
accounts of illness.  We studied the use of setting in Brian Clarkʼs Whose Life 
is it Anyway?, a drama about a quadriplegic man who sues the hospital to be 
allowed to die.  The play takes place in the manʼs hospital room, and all the 
theatrical images—the “props”– of the hospital room (bed, machines, equip-
ment), serve to increase tension in the plot.  We discussed how to intertwine 
the past and present through flashbacks to express despair and strength while 
reading Adrienne Richʼs poem, “A Woman Mourned by Daughters.”  The use 
of metaphor, analogy, and symbolism cause many students difficulty. Yet when 
they read a passage from Sylvia Plathʼs The Bell Jar, a novel about a young 
womanʼs descent into madness, they pointed out how Plathʼs use of common 
language and images—especially the bell jar—allowed readers to identify with 
what the young woman was feeling.  
 We studied examples of other authors writing about medical issues, 
including poetry by Anne Sexton, Robert Lowell, Gwendolyn Brooks, and Gary 
Snyder; and fiction by Ernest Hemingway, Katherine Anne Porter, and Leslie 
Marmon Silko. Peter Shafferʼs drama, Equus, about a boyʼs mental breakdown 
and his psychiatristʼs personal issues, resonated strongly with students strug-
gling to separate their hearts and minds while conversely offering humanistic 
care, and Margaret Edsonʼs drama W;t, the story of a dying English professor, 
proved a powerful demonstration of the unique connection between literature 
and medicine.  Yet, a small volume of poetry written by nurses in Vietnam, 
Visions of War, Dreams of Peace, reminded students that ordinary people write 
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poetry.  The editors of the text commented that “some of the works contained 
in this anthology may not be what is referred to as great literature, but first 
writings rarely are . . . the poems help people to understand the reality of war 
from a perspective rarely seen” (xxiii). 
 By far, though, the best examples of fictional nurses were “Hot Lips” 
and “Big Nurse.” Students read excerpts from Keseyʼs novel as models of how 
to write a one-dimensional stereotyped character (“Big Nurse”), for example, 
by never allowing your character to change in any way.  “Big Nurse” remained 
inflexible, mean, and rule-bound even in the face of calamity.  In contrast, 
Hooker s̓ novel taught students ways to write a fully-realized, complex character 
(“Hot Lips”) by demonstrating not only the characterʼs capacity to change, but 
the result of her development.   Slowly, as “Hot Lips” learned to communicate 
and compromise, showed her emotional side, and broke the rules when neces-
sary, the other characters responded to this change and began calling her by 
her first name, “Margaret,” and not her derogatory nickname “Hot Lips.”  

As students studied these characters, they learned lessons both in writ-
ing fiction and in the practice of nursing.  “Big Nurse” became an anti-role 
model and offered a tacit warning—donʼt become “Big Nurse”!  And as students 
studied character development in the creative writing class and practiced their 
nursing skills in the clinical areas, they realized how “Hot Lips” had changed 
from a rule-bound, rigid stereotypic “Big Nurse” to a more human and caring 
nurse.  As such, “Hot Lips” became the role model of the good nurse—flexible, 
creative, and humanistic.
 As the semester progressed, it became clear that many of my students  ̓
clinical experiences were being transformed into creative works.  Their case 
histories became question/answer poems and dramatic monologues.  A slice-
of-life fiction exercise (an exercise used in composition and creative writing 
classes because it calls for close observation, critical analysis, and specific 
recollections) asked students to observe and record an episode in the emergency 
room, resulting in the following poem.  When the student read the poem in 
class, the hamster metaphor was instantly understood.

Perpetual Hamster Trails

You walk into this center
and what you see is perpetual, sequential,
chaotic and methodical.
7 hamsters turning 22 wheels.
Itʼs an assortment of squeaks, shuffles,
buzzers, bells, beeps, blips, barks,
sighs, moans, cries, and screams.
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The inhabitants speak in a fragmented language
yelping for CBCs, EKGs, Pts, PTTs, 
KUBs, Cts,
and asking “Whereʼs the MD?”
The patronage arrives frustrated, agitated,
nauseated, constipated, intoxicated, traumatized,
palpating, herniating, hemorrhaging, wheezing
or just bitching.
They walk, wheel, shuffle, hobble or ride into the
gigantic Habitrail
to be evaluated, medicated, treated,
committed or admitted down
their appropriate tube.
The hamsters change wheels,
the patronage heals,
lives pass on,
the motion continues.

 In the following poem, the result of a character sketch exercise imag-
ining a patientʼs fears, loves, and hates, the student anthropomorphizes the 
patientʼs illness:

Silent Invasion

He was once
    so independent
    strong-willed
  and
    stubborn.
You silenced his body
You took from him his strength and security
You gave him no warning signs, symptoms, or pain.
You inhabit his body leaving him
    so helpless
    dependent
  and
    so unsure of his future

 Students wrote about  the sights, sounds, and smells of the hospital; 
the lives of their patients; and their treatments.  Students also wrote about their 
own fears, anxieties, successes, mishaps, and confusion.  They found humor and 
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horror lurking in unexpected places in the classroom, laboratory, or hospital, 
and they chronicled, fictionally, the everyday dramas of patients and nurses.  
 In the following poem, a student who witnessed a dissection experiment 
on an animal comes to terms with both her conflicted emotions and steadfast 
desire to remain objective when she addresses the poem to the rabbit: 

Vital Signs

Fluffy white rabbit
what do you feel today?
Lying on a shiny metal
slab, anesthetized
to the pokes and prodding,
electrodes and hook ups.

Pure emptiness is your rest
while she
surgically opens your chest
monitoring your vital signs.

Medically kept alive
for the duration
of this intrusive procedure,
your soft, clean 
fur is forever
blood stained.

A new drug must be tested
to discover
any adverse side effects
or possible human benefits.
The lungs are exposed
the spinal chord severed
the liver is punctured.
Is she practicing a new surgical
technique or observing a new
artificial heart valve?

Now the life signs
are fleeting.
Vital signs are gone.
For today, the experiment
is finished.
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She doesnʼt flinch.
She doesnʼt cry.
Euthanasia
she explains, “Weʼre not really killing them.”
A smear of bright red fluid
brings life to her drab
white
lab coat.

 As the semester progressed, I invited my students to write about non-
nursing topics as well.  To some, the expansion into other areas was a welcome 
change.  Most students began to branch into diverse areas of their lives.  One 
young student used this opportunity to write a bildungsroman in an effort to 
understand his career choice. Written toward the end of the semester, this short 
story describes how his life changed when he chose to become a nurse.  Like the 
“clean notebooks” he carries, his new life waits “to be filled with notes.”  Yet, in 
the library, he inhales the scents of tradition and history.  Though his previous 
ambitions ended when he chose nursing, he welcomes the challenge. 
 

Ambitions Shattered

October is a fine and dangerous season.  It is dry and cold and the land 
is wild with red and gold and crimson, and all the heat of August has 
seeped out of my blood, and Iʼm filled with ambition.  It is a great 
time to start anything at all.  I just started college, and every course 
in the catalogue looks exciting.  The names of the subjects all seem 
to lay open the way to new worlds.  My arms and backpack are filled 
with new, clean notebooks, waiting to be filled with the notes I can 
sometimes read after a fast paced hours of lecture.  I pass through the 
doors of the library, and the smell of thousands of well-kept books 
makes my head swim with a clean and subtle pleasure.  I have new 
jeans, new sweaters, new loafers, and pressed white shirts to match 
the crisp and clean effect of fall air.

 In this class, students who had no experience with creative writing 
welcomed the opportunity to become more effective communicators by learn-
ing the language of poetry, fiction, and drama.  As the examples presented 
here demonstrate, these students also grew to recognize and appreciate the 
connections and meanings afforded to them with the blending of the arts and 
sciences of nursing.
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CONNECTIONS—OR , WHEN ART MET SCIENCE 
 A common phenomenon of medical and nursing students (in addition 
to coming down with the diseases theyʼre studying!) is to develop a veneer 
of objectivity.  In “Faculty and Student Dialogue Through Journal Writing,” 
Mary Ann Ritchie recounts one of her studentʼs journal entries: “ʻAs the car 
pulled closer to the parking lot, my anxiety level sky rocketed and I could feel 
myself going into a quiet place where all my fears and worries were sheltered. 
. . . Thank God for the full-face mask, because my tears and expressions were 
hiddenʼ” (5).  Students imagine that allowing their experiences in the clinical 
areas to affect them, to feel for their patients, to allow this feeling to be observed 
by others, may have the consequence of clouding their objective positions and 
compromising their judgments. Writing imaginatively about their patients and 
about their feelings as nursing students provided an outlet for these feelings and 
allowed nursing students the opportunity to discover the importance of both 
objective and subjective components of nursing—how to use both their heads 
and their hearts.  In fact, nurse educator Sandelowski, in her article “Aesthetics 
of Qualitative Research,” advocates the importance of qualitative research that 
places an “emphasis on story, holism, the particular case, the incomparability of 
the individual, the vicarious experience” (205).  Likening the science of nursing 
to the arts, Sandelowski maintains that scholars sensitive to the aesthetic draw 
attention to “such features as modes of expression, sense making and stimula-
tion of experience, in addition to style, originality, and beauty” and “make work 
that stimulates the senses and emotions and enlarges our understanding and 
experiences of the human condition” (206).  In short, Sandelowski advocates 
that nursing writing employ both rhetorical and poetic skills. A true blending 
of the arts and sciences.
 What did nursing students gain from learning to write creatively?  As 
I said earlier, many students reported that the pattern they followed in learning 
how to write like a nurse was to study patient charts and consciously model the 
style, language, and content of nurses  ̓notes, care, and teaching plans.  This 
rote learning champions a conditioned and formulated way of thinking.  While 
taking the creative writing class, however, students said that they experienced 
a growing confidence in their use of language; they expressed a willingness to 
share with other health care professionals strategies for improving patient care 
derived from conversations with patients; and they described how they realized 
that they were less focused on the instructor-as-audience dynamic and more 
aware of their patients as both audience and, well, as people—an indication  
that students were becoming less like the stereotyped, rigid, rule-bound “Big 
Nurse” and more like the evolving “Hot Lips.” 
 Many students delighted in discovering that their voices were im-
portant, and they gradually became more aware of their roles in the nursing 
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process as they negotiated their ways through the conventions of nursing dis-
course.  This discovery of personal voice is examined in the Voices on Voice 
essay, “Technical Texts/Personal Voice: Intersections and Crossed Purposes,” 
by Nancy Allen and Deborah S. Bosley.  They write that “[f]or writers new to 
a discourse community, personal voice becomes difficult to achieve.  Personal 
voice may involve taking a stance on a subject . . . .  Novices are unsure of 
what sort of stance is expected; consequently, they may feel that they can exert 
no personal voice in this context” (91).  Happily, most of my students found 
that uncovering their creativity enabled them to construct and reconstruct their 
ways of understanding and making meaning.  They also learned (or re-learned) 
to question choices and then question the questioning process.
 Creative writing instruction and practice taught students to generate 
materials, to discover directions, and to shape and structure their own fiction, 
poetry, and drama.  Writing creative narrative accounts of themselves, their 
patients, and their experiences in illness and hospital-related environments, 
encouraged nursing students to realize and then to value the connections that 
nurses and health care professionals share with those in non-medical fields. 
Also, fictionally sharing patients  ̓stories helped students, by their own testi-
mony, foster a sense of empathy for their patients and worked to lessen the 
often numbing effects of technology, which can impede patient-nurse interac-
tion. Creative writing instruction, therefore, functioned to encourage nursing 
students to be creative in thought and expression. Furthermore, creative writ-
ing instruction blended the arts and sciences in ways that required students to 
evaluate their new experiences through the scrims of their pasts, to articulate 
their values and morals, to practice their ethics.

FAIRFIELD, CT

NOTES
 1 All of the following examples are from nursing students who took the 
creative writing class.  All of the students  ̓writing presented here is done so with 
their expressed permission.  All of the student writing is also the product of many 
revisions. 
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COURSE DESCRIPTION_____________________________________

English 401: Composition IV: Theory and Research is desig-
nated in the Elmhurst College catalogue as “a writing course 
that introduces students to the scholarly field of composition 

studies.”  It is part of a series of courses for English majors pursuing a 
degree with “Writing Emphasis,” for students seeking teacher certifica-
tion, or for any interested upper-level students who have completed an 
advanced writing course beyond the traditional first-year composition 
sequence.  Elmhurst College, located in the western suburbs of Chica-
go, is a four-year, comprehensive, liberal arts college (granting bachelor 
and masters degrees) with approximately 2,550 students, including 
traditional, non-traditional, resident, and commuter students.
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INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT

This course is an upper–level course that is offered as part of the writing 
sequence option within the English major.  The audience is primarily English 
majors—most of whom are secondary education minors.  A significant secondary 
audience is communication majors—some are interested in academia, some are 
pursuing corporate careers.  

This course structure reflects the strength of the English department as 
a whole.  The department allows students to select a traditional literature or a 
writing concentration.  Within that elected “emphasis,” there are options not only 
for the more common “journalism” and/or “creative writing” offerings, but also 
for a substantial emphasis on Composition Studies and formal rhetorical study 
including this advanced composition theory and research course—not a common 
offering in most undergraduate English programs—especially at a small college.  
This course provides a valuable introduction to the theoretical groundings and to 
the practical realities of Composition Studies.

The inclusion of the “mentoring” component of this course 
complements three institutional characteristics: 1) the significant number of 
students who are seeking secondary education certification, 2) a campus-wide 
emphasis on service learning (though this course linking does not specifically 
meet that definition, the spirit of meeting human needs through reciprocity and 
the focus on learning through reflection upon that service were a significant part 
of this course design), and 3) a minimally developed Writing Center. 

This course thus addresses the interests and needs of advanced-level 
students and simultaneously provides peer support for freshman composition 
students on a campus with minimal institutional support for the Writing Center, 
which is staffed by a handful of well-intentioned peer tutors but supervised by a 
faculty member who receives neither compensation nor release time for running 
it and, thus, is unable to provide substantial, ongoing tutor support.  

THEORETICAL RATIONALE 
This course aims to accomplish five things: 1) expose students to the 

rich complexity of the theoretical dimensions of Composition Studies; 2) raise 
awareness that Composition Studies is informed by a nearly 2,500-year history 
of writing instruction; 3) provide avenues for integrating theory and praxis; 4) 
hone upper-level research skills and nourish personal inquiries in Composition 
Studies, and 5) introduce students to various aspects of Composition Studies 
as a vibrant profession.  Each of these five goals is motivated by significant 
theoretical, often overlapping, positions. 
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1. Complex theory 
 

 The first goal necessarily engages students in the exploration 
of composition theory by requiring extensive reading and discussion of 
composition theory and current research.   Since I believe that theory is best 
presented at this level as a “work in progress” with a myriad of dissenting 
factions, I selected the Villanueva anthology that, while organized around 
salient topics, also notably offers conflicting views regarding those topics.  
In my second teaching of the course, I was able to broaden the currency of 
the assignments by using Villanuevaʼs second edition.  Most significantly, I 
introduced the notion of “post-process theory,” utilizing Lee-Ann Kastman-
Breuchʼs excellent article summarizing and integrating the strands of post-
process theory.  By definition, post-process theory defies a neatly packaged 
explanation.  Her ultimate argument that two factors—dialogue and the rejection 
of mastery—are the essence of the relevance of post-process theory to pedagogy 
were especially relevant to this course.
 I had previously taught this course as a kind of “dialogue of theories,” 
which reflects my commitment to the Bakhtinian notion of dialogism as the 
most credible way to view knowledge-making in any field.  But the Kastman-
Breuch article made that necessity even more apparent.  Admittedly, students 
found the entire notion of post-process theory unsettling as it rejects simplistic 
definitions, singular perspectives, or highly “teachable” solutions.  The need to 
continue dialogue, not accepting one approach to composition as doctrine, is the 
major underlying principle I hoped to communicate.  Of course, students  ̓con-
fusion and mental “stretching” was direct evidence of the Vygotskian principle 
of the “zone of proximal development” at work—another major contributor 
to my overall theoretical framework.  Students gradually came to understand 
that there are no easy answers in this field and that scholars are continually 
wrestling with indecision, new ideas, challenges to complacency. I continually 
encouraged them to view knowledge-making as a disturbing and sometimes 
painful process, pushing them to resist the comfort of single-faceted answers 
and to embrace the Bakhtinian notions of heteroglossia and intertextuality which 
inhere in language itself and, therefore, in all theories and practices employing 
language.

2. Historical roots  

Believing in the value of an historical perspective, I also selected 
Murphyʼs Short History of Writing Instruction as a central text of the course.  
Students continually commented on their ignorance of the fact that writing 
instruction had such a complex, centuries-old tradition, based largely upon 
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rhetorical theory, and that, indeed, many of the same issues continue to surface 
and resurface across time.  Several students commented during class discussion 
that they were fascinated with the fact that many writing practices had existed 
for centuries and that teachers and theorists have struggled with the “best” 
ways to teach writing since the age of the sophists.  One student commented 
on the exit evaluation that the most valuable aspect of the course was “the his-
tory of writing instruction from the Greeks until now.”  Several other students 
discussed their newfound knowledge of the history of writing instruction for 
women to be particularly enlightening by noting “the belletristic movement 
essentially provided a platform for women to move into the classroom.  Women 
were believed to be able to write beautiful language, mostly because they were 
emotional and eloquent” (Christy). 

3. Research skills    

Convinced that students need to explore their own areas of interest to 
begin to own this field for themselves, I required the students to extend their 
surface survey knowledge of some aspect of history or theory in their individual 
research projects.  Of course, this belief is founded in the Bakhtinian notion of 
the necessity to bridge “academic discourse” and “personal discourse” in order 
for genuine learning to occur.  The research project topics covered a wide range, 
including an exploration of Isocrates s̓ contribution to contemporary writing in-
struction, feminist theories of composition, exploration of theoretically informed 
strategies for collaborative learning in the junior high classroom, gender issues 
involved in the integration of technology in the composition classroom, and 
so forth.  The expansion of student knowledge and insights also reflected the 
Vygotskian notion of the “zone of proximal development.”  The very activity 
of research and discussion in the classroom and small groups helped expand 
my students  ̓zones repeatedly.

Interestingly, numerous students chose to write a structured dialogue 
(of at least three participants) on their topic as opposed to a traditional term 
paper.  These dialogues deliberately resist closure while fairly representing the 
conflicting positions of theorists on numerous topics within the field.  As such, 
they further emphasized the post- process rejection of a singular perspective 
or solution that prevailed throughout the course.  

4. Theory and praxis 

While the course title privileges a focus on theory and research, I be-
lieve that theory must be prodded and challenged by practice and, conversely, 
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that practice must be informed by theory—practitioner-articulated theory. 
(Admittedly, this is not always a common practice among practitioners of 
any discipline.) I believe the strength of Composition Studies is that theory 
is readily tied to a viable, universal practice—namely, producing discourse to 
effect societal change.  Ironically, the simultaneous challenge and nemesis of 
our field is that we do, in fact, produce an immediate, tangible product (unlike 
Philosophy, perhaps) that makes us both vulnerable to being “reduced” to “tool 
sharpeners” or skill providers but at the same time gives us the opportunity 
to demonstrate that theory can truly effect practice both within and outside of 
academia. 

 Students most often experience the “theory” of Composition Studies 
only as participants or subjects in practice settings, with little knowledge of the 
theoretical underpinnings and/or politics of those settings.  Integrating theory 
and practice, especially in English studies, where so much political marginal-
ization of practitioners has occurred, allows students to reflect and analyze the 
ethical, practical, and theoretical dimensions of their own experiences.  Thus, in 
order to conflate theory, research, and practice, I included a mentoring require-
ment by linking the students of this 400-level course with the students of my 
first-year composition course [English 105]. Students met weekly to discuss 
various aspects of the first-year students  ̓writing assignments.

This mentoring component to the course draws heavily upon the 
theories of John Dewey and his increasingly popular (once again) notion 
of experiential learning.  Dewey continually emphasizes that “all genuine 
education comes about through experience” (Experience and Education 25).  
Believing this, I challenged my upper-level students to bring their existing 
knowledge of writing from previous educational experiences, their relatively 
newfound knowledge of composition theory in this course, and their skills as 
four-year college practitioners to bear upon their experience as mentors of 
first-year college writers.

Dewey emphasizes, as Fishman discusses at some length, that 
experiences interact with other experiences over time and that, throughout 
every experience, an individual interacts with the environment.  Students bring 
prior experiences to current ones and will continue to respond after the present 
experience.  Thus, “every experience has interaction: it involves exchanges 
between an organism and its world or environment.  Whether a particular 
experience is educative, however, depends on the quality of its continuities 
and interactions” (Fishman 31-2). The significant point is that “continuity and 
interaction work together when experience is fulfilling and meaningful” (32). 
I provided the upper-level students opportunities for quality “continuities and 
interactions,” to borrow Deweyʼs phrase.  They brought to the sessions their 
own previous experiences as first-year students, as fledging college writers, 
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and now as students of advanced composition theory, enabling an interactive 
link between levels of experiences.  Genuine education occurs when students 
engage in experiences that encourage connections between known and 
unknown.    Merely presenting information or facts assuming absorption of 
knowledge will not constitute the construction of interest (Dewey, Democracy 
and Education 149).  

Of course, Deweyʼs notions of continuity and interest can be clearly 
linked to Freireʼs focus on the value of reflective practice or “praxis.”  Both 
ideas complement each other as ways of thinking about learning: a perpetual 
process that functions by means of creating connections between the known 
and previously experienced and the newly encountered.  Committed to Freireʼs 
notion of the value of praxis, which insists on the interaction of reflection and 
action as the most valuable kind of pedagogy, I required my students to gain 
experience in the application of theory through practice and through reflection. 
This reflection component (described in detail below) clearly heightened their 
consciousness of interaction and forged continuities.  

5. Professionalism  

Finally, I made a very deliberate attempt to expose students to the 
professional aspects of Composition Studies.  I frequently referred to profes-
sional societies and encouraged students to join either the NCTE or the ABC 
(Association of Business Communication) depending upon their academic ma-
jor and interests.  I encouraged attendance at different relevant professional 
conferences held in our area.  Several students attended, encouraged by offers 
of extra credit.  Students reported back to the class in awe of their first exposure 
to these professional venues for “cutting edge” discussions.  I also included 
classroom activities such as a journal workshop, bringing in samples of numer-
ous professional journals in the field and dividing the students into small groups 
to investigate them and professional association websites as well.
 The process of bridging the gap from students to professionals 
demands the kind of “loan of consciousness” that Bruner describes as the 
scaffolding essence of learning.  I also believe it harkens to the notions of 
post-process theory that writing is “public, interpretive, and situated” since 
participation within the professional arena of Composition Studies makes those 
characteristics continually evident.
  
CRITICAL REFLECTION 
 Having taught this course twice now, two years apart, I can sincerely 
say it is one of the most satisfying in nearly twenty years of teaching.  Think-
ing back upon the source of the satisfaction, I find the notion of “education as 
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translation,” espoused by Alison Cook-Sather in a recent CCC article, especially 
helpful.  Cook-Sather interrogates the multiple definitions of “translation,” 
indicating that translation can be a process of removing or changing a place or 
condition; it can be the creation of a new version by rendering something in 
oneʼs own language; or it can mean changing completely thereby transforming 
(94). Cook-Sather s̓ fascinating discussion of this complex concept in relation to 
her sophomore seminar rings true for my course as well—and further, I would 
posit, it represents the best of education in nearly any context.  
 Cook-Sather argues that translation is both a “process of communication 
and of decision-making” (94).  Significantly, students are both translators and 
translated in the process of their education (94).    I found this to be the case 
in teaching my course as well, perhaps because it focused upon supporting the 
senior-level student beginning the translation into professionalism; perhaps 
because it challenged students not to accept simple answers nor to embrace 
theoretical perspectives uncritically, but rather to constantly question and 
interpret, and then re-vision the texts, their perspectives on them, and their 
potential applications to their future work.  

Indeed, my students evidenced a kind of self-translation in a variety 
of ways.  Some did so by getting increasingly comfortable with the discomfort 
of conflicting theories—seeing the teaching of writing not as a set process, but 
rather, as post-process theory demands, as a consciousness of a complex system.  
In other words, they came to recognize writing as a public, interpretative, situ-
ated activity which defies simple transcription or duplication.

Some reached a level of self-translation largely through the mentoring 
component, finding links between theory and praxis to be windows to their 
own sense of ownership of their education.  Encouragement for maintaining 
the mentoring component was provided by one of my male, secondary education 
majors, Gino:

Truthfully, my initial thoughts [when I heard we had to tutor begin-
ning composition students] were that this was going to take a lot of 
time out of my already busy schedule.  However, my experiences and 
meetings with John and Jim have been (probably) the most enlight-
ening experiences that I have had at Elmhurst College. . . . The ten 
hours I spent with both students do not even compare to the amount 
of knowledge and experience I gained from our sessions.    

 Some students evidenced translation through their brushes with pro-
fessionalism, attending their first professional conferences, commenting on 
their usefulness, and realizing, seemingly for the first time, that true “profes-
sionals” are never “finished” with learning and never satisfied that they have 
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“the answers,” but rather are only beginning to interrogate the tenets of their 
profession from a relatively informed base.

 During this course, both academic and affective translations occurred. 
Academically, many mentioned that they found themselves improving as writ-
ers as they struggled to teach others to write.  These students were forced to 
unravel some of their own uncertainties. They continually commented upon 
their increased knowledge of the theories of writing pedagogy we were dis-
cussing in class as they attempted to put them into practice.  They struggled, 
for instance, with how to appreciate individual interpretation, even if it was 
obviously  underinformed or how to phrase suggestions that would encourage 
greater reflection and not automatic, unquestioned adoption or how to value 
voice, while reminding students about certain conventions of Standard Written 
English.  Within the affective domain, the tutors reported forming friendships 
and extremely satisfying relationships; I know at least one pair of students 
continued to meet for tutoring sessions the following semester when the first 
year student took Comp II.  Many reported feelings of increased confidence 
in their own writing abilities and more confidence in their ability to become 
good teachers or mentors.

 Looking back, I realize that another significant aspect of this course is 
the reflection piece.  Embracing Dewey s̓ insistence upon reflection as key for 
effective pedagogy, I structured reflection as pivotal in this course in several 
ways.  Students wrote nearly 20 response papers, reflecting upon their readings 
of the courseʼs theoretical and historical texts; kept journals of their mentoring 
experiences; and wrote serious reflective exit essays, focusing either upon the 
mentoring experience or upon their own growth as a writer and a pre-profes-
sional. Students commented on the value of the multiple facets of this course, 
saying things like Nikki who shared the following:

Before this class, I doubted that I had learned that much in my six 
years of college because I never really had a chance to apply any of 
my knowledge.  What this tutoring assignment did was allow me to 
reflect on what I have learned and how it would be relevant to these 
tutees  ̓assignments. . . . The tutoring assignment was an outlet for 
me to tie all of this knowledge together in order to contribute to the 
knowledge of others. 

Now I find myself reflecting on why this course was so successful.  I 
believe it is the blending of theory, research, and practice.   I think that combination 
allowed for what Belenky et al. would call a level of “constructed knowledge” 
that came together for these upper-level students only when they were challenged 
to contextualize in a personal relationship the ideas and theories they had been 
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studying and to maintain open dialogue in our classroom, interrogating compet-
ing theories of composition and wrestling with frustrations of the ever-unfinished 
nature of research. Belenky et al.ʼs study clearly established that successful 
learners generally progress gradually from more personally centered stages 
of knowing to connected knowing and, ultimately, to constructed knowing 
through varied experiences—specifically, scaffolded, structured opportunities 
of exchange, reinforced through reflection.
 I strongly believe it is the blending of the five components of this 
course that accounts for its satisfaction for students and for myself.  All of the 
components are necessary—even if they vary in emphasis (the second time 
I taught this course, not all students participated in the mentoring aspect at 
the same level as the first)—and yet, the dominant feature each time was the 
focus on continued dialogue.  Prior to teaching this term, I never specifically 
articulated my belief that this course is an enactment of post-process theory, 
but, upon reflection, that is clearly the case. Viewing this course as a reflection 
of post-process writing theory, as perhaps a salient theory of education itself, is 
crucial for me.  Indeed, is not education “public, situated, and interpretative” 
(as post-process theory characterizes writing)? Isnʼt education ultimately nec-
essarily based upon dialogue when it is truly successful—demanding as much 
of the teacher as it does of the learner?  Doesnʼt education, particularly at the 
highest levels, ironically reject mastery (as post-process theory demands) in its 
acknowledgment that knowledge is forever in flux even as it simultaneously 
promotes mastery of certain tenets and skills?  

Did the course have problems? Of course it did. Some students didnʼt 
meet with their tutees as regularly as others; some didnʼt read the texts seriously 
and critically; a few fought the notion of ambiguity so completely that they 
gave up in a mode of frustration or, worse yet, closed their minds to anything 
new and clung desperately to some familiar theory.  Yet, overall, it was clearly 
successful.

The next time I teach this course I will do even more to update the Vil-
lanueva reader, including further attention to discussion of social process and 
post-process theories of composition.  I have considered shortening the time given 
to the history of writing instruction because although I find it fascinating, some 
students seemed restless with it.  Nonetheless, in the final exams as I indicated, 
they seemingly gained valuable understandings from the historical perspective.   
I will certainly try to anticipate the tutoring difficulties that I addressed above, 
but I will definitely keep the linked course feature.

The multiple components of this course echo the theories of Bakhtin, 
Belenky, Dewey, and others regarding the essence of education and point 
to education as the kind of “translation of self” that Cook-Sather discusses.  
Genuine education is the re-rendering of texts and self in the creation of 
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something new and potentially transformative for self and for others.   This 
course allows for, indeed encourages, that challenging process of translation—of 
both the field of Composition Studies and of the self.  Therein lies my primary 
motivation to continue this course design.

Elmhurst, IL
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SYLLABUS

English  401: Composition IV -
Exploring the Field of Composition Studies

INSTRUCTOR INFO: Dr. Mary Kay Mulvaney
  231 HC  Phones: O) 630-617-xxxx  H) 708-246-xxxx  
  E) marym@elmhurst.edu
  Office Hours: 12-1 MW; 11-12 TR or other times 
  by appointment
         
COURSE PHILOSOPHY/GOALS: 

This course is a pre-professional seminar that will begin to enculturate 
upper-level students into the academic discourse community of composition stud-
ies.  This field is closely linked to the relatively recent reemergence of the ancient 
scholarly field of rhetoric.  It pays serious scholarly attention to the generative 
act of writing and to the complex relationships between readers, writers, cultures, 
and texts.  It is designed to: 

• Introduce students to the major theories/concepts in the scholarly 
field of composition studies

• Foster an appreciation of the complexity and ambiguity of this 
academic endeavor 

• Provide students with an historical perspective on writing instruc-
tion

• Advance students  ̓own reading, writing, critical thinking, and reflec-
tive skills through rigorous engagement with challenging texts

• Afford students the opportunity to learn through a mentoring role, 
offering service to novice members of their college community

• Cultivate an in-depth understanding of at least one aspect of this 
field through serious academic research

REQUIRED TEXTS: 
Heilker, Paul and Peter Vandenberg, eds.  Keywords in Composition 

Studies.  Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook Publishers, 1996.
Murphy, James J., ed.  A Short History of Writing Instruction.  Mahwah, 

NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2001.
Villanueva, Victor, ed.  Cross-Talk in Comp Theory: A Reader.  2nd  Edi-

tion.  Urbana, IL: NCTE, 2003.
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COURSE REQUIREMENTS AND GRADING: 

1) Participation/Informal Writing, including regularly attending 
class; conscientiously participating in all seminar discussions; 
leading one of the discussions; collaborating with a small group 
on two informal presentations; writing response papers on readings  
-- 40% 

2) Mentoring, involving mentoring/tutoring sessions with a freshman 
composition student and keeping a brief journal on the experience 
for seminar discussions, culminating in a short, reflective personal 
essay -- 20%

3) Inquiry Project, researching a specific topic of choice within the 
field, culminating in a 10-12 page seminar paper -- 25%

4) Final exam, demonstrating your grasp of key concepts/theories in 
composition studies  -- 15%

CLASS POLICIES:
Papers: Format Issues: All papers must be typed, double-spaced with 

standard 1” margins, stapled.  Use a readable font such as Times New Roman or 
Courier, 11-or 12-point size.  Timeliness Issues: Papers are due on time at the 
beginning of the class period.  Late response papers will be not accepted, except 
in case of emergencies.  

Attendance: Quite simply -- Attendance is expected!  This class is 
designed as a pre-professional seminar discussion course -- your participation 
is crucial for its success.  Participation on all levels is a significant part of your 
grade. If you miss more than two classes, without very grave reason, your grade 
will be affected.  If you know that you must miss class, please notify me ahead of 
time if at all possible.  Be in touch with other students for class notes, announce-
ments, etc.  

Tardiness: Late entries are very disruptive.  Please make every effort to 
arrive on time.  Recurrent tardiness will be treated as unexcused absence.

Plagiarism:  Presenting the work of another as if it were your own 
constitutes plagiarism. This is a serious academic and ethical violation that is 
unacceptable.  All “borrowed” (directly quoted or paraphrased) material must be 
properly documented in standard MLA format. Consult your Elmhurst Student 
Handbook for details regarding the Code of Academic Integrity. 

ASSISTANCE:
 This is a demanding class that clearly requires that you “keep up.”   I 
am more than willing to offer you assistance in interpreting these challenging 
texts—please donʼt be timid about asking for help! I am available during office 
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hours, other times by appointment, and by email.  You will soon discover that 
very little about this field (your texts readily admit) is “fixed,” “certain,” or 
“universally accepted”—perhaps therein lies the excitement (and the frustra-
tion) of higher-level learning. 

CSTC 108 and 110 are computer labs available for all students.  Our 
reference librarians here are fantastic!  Get acquainted with them, if youʼre not 
already.
 Elmhurst College will make reasonable accommodations for persons 
with documented disabilities.  If you have a disability that may have an impact 
on your work in this course, please contact the Director of Advising. 103 Goebel 
Hall, (630) 617-3450. 

RESPONSE PAPER GUIDELINES:
 To aid you with grasping the challenging readings in this course and to 
help facilitate active seminar discussions, I am requiring that you prepare response 
papers for the major readings in the course.  The readings are marked with a (R) 
in your syllabus.  You must complete any 15 of the designated 20 for a grade of 
B or better in the “Informal Writing” component of this course.   
 These response papers, (1-2 typed pages), should: 1) Briefly summarize 
the author(s) main point(s)—essentially, write an “abstract” for the article and 2) 
Offer a personal reaction to the text (or at least some aspect of it)—agree, disagree, 
question, make connections to other pieces, challenge, extend, etc.  They should 
demonstrate a serious, scholarly attempt to grapple with the reading(s).

MENTORING GUIDELINES:
 There are three requirements to this aspect of the course: 1) Devote ten 
hours, over the course of the semester, to your apprentice.  Ideally, you will meet 
once a week at a mutually convenient time during Weeks 5-15 for an hour or twice 
a week for one-half hour.  Discuss papers/assignments in progress, review drafts, 
etc.  (Youʼll receive peer-tutoring training in class.)   2) Reflect on the experience 
of mentoring through brief journal entries (approximately one page) each time 
you meet with your “partner.”  3) Drawing upon those journal entries, write a 3-4 
page reflective essay on the overall experience.  

SCHEDULE (SUBJECT TO CHANGE) 

ASSIGNMENTS ARE DUE ON THE DAY DESIGNATED (they are not 
homework that day). (R) indicates response paper.  K refers to Keywords 
in Composition Studies; SH refers to Murphy s̓ A Short History of Writing 
Instruction; CT refers to Villanueva s̓ Cross-Talk in Comp Theory.
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Week 1  
M - Orientation and Introductions

   The Writing Process

W- Murray, “Teaching Writing as a Process not Product” 3-6; Emig, “Writing as 
a Mode of Learning” 7-15, and Sommers, “Revision Strategies of Student Writ-
ers and Experienced Adult Writers” 43-54;  (CT)—(R);  “process,” “revision,” 
“invention” (K)  
F- Breuch, “Post-Process Theory” 97-126—(R); “composing/writing”(K)

   Concept of Audience

Week 2  
M- Labor Day—no class!  Enjoy your final summer holiday!
W- Ede and Lunsford, “Audience Addressed/Audience Invoked: The Role of 
Audience in Composition Theory and Pedagogy” 77-98 (CT)—(R); “audience,” 
“literacy” (K)

   Theories of Discourse/Discourse Pedagogy

F- Kinneavy, “The Basic Aims of Discourse” 129-140; Berlin, “Contemporary 
Composition: The Major Pedagogical Theories” 255-270 (CT)—(R); “argument,” 
“essay,” “pedagogy,” “teacher” (K)

   Historical Overview of Writing Instruction
(All of the readings for this section are from Murphy, James J., ed.  A 
Short History of Writing Instruction.  Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates, 2001.)

Week 3
M-  Enos, “Ancient Greek Writing Instruction” (SH)—(R)  
W- Murphy, “The Key Role of Habit in Roman Writing Instruction” (SH)—
(R)
F-  Lanham, “Writing Instruction from Late Antiquity to the Twelfth Century” 
(SH)– (R)

Week 4
M- Woods, “The Teaching of Poetic Composition in the Later Middle Ages” 
(SH)—(R)
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W- Abbott, “Rhetoric and Writing in the Renaissance” (SH)—(R)
F- Discussion of peer tutoring and mentoring project.  (Tutor training.)

Week 5   (REMINDER: Meet with your tutee this week. Remember to start your 
mentor journal.)   
M- Ferrerra-Buckley and Horner, “Writing Instruction in Great Britain: The 
Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries” (SH)—(R)
W- Wright and Halloran, “From Rhetoric to Composition: The Teaching of Writ-
ing in America to 1900” (SH)—(R)
F- Discussion of mentoring issues and initial tutee sessions.  Share journal en-
tries.

Week 6
M- Hobbs and Berlin, “A Century of Writing Instruction in School and College 
English” (SH);– (R) 

   Grammar/Basic Writing

W- Hartwell, “Grammar, Grammars, and the Teaching of Grammar” 205-234 
(CT)—(R); “grammar” (K)
F- Shaughnessy, “”Diving In: An Introduction to Basic Writing” 311-318 (CT)—
(R); “basic writing/writers” (K) 

Week 7
M-Columbus Day -- no class!  Enjoy “A film of autumn oʼer the summer 
spread”!      – Thoreau

   Cognitive Issues of Composition

W-Flower and Hayes,  “A Cognitive Process Theory of Writing” 273-298 
(CT)—(R) 
F- Berthoff,  “Is Teaching Still Possible? Writing, Meaning, and Higher Order 
Reasoning” 329-344;  Bizzell, “Cognition, Convention, and Certainty: What We 
Need to Know about Writing” 387-412 (CT)—(R); “practice/praxis” (K)

   Social Issues of Composition

Week 8
M- Bruffee, “Collaborative Learning and the ʻConversation of Mankindʼ” 415-
436; Trimbur, “Consensus and Difference in Collaborative Learning” 461-478 
(CT)—(R); “collaboration,” and  “social construction,” (K)
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W- Vygotsky—excerpt of Mind in Society on “zoped”  (Vygotsky, Lev.  Mind in 
Society.  Ed. Michael Cole, et al.  Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard UP, 1978.)
F- Discussion of mentoring issues.  Share journal entries.

   Concept of Voice

Week 9
M- Haefner 509-522, Kirsch and Ritchie 523-46 (CT)—(R); “voice,” “students” 
(K)
W- Royster 611-22—“empowerment” -- (R)
F- Flynn, “Composing as a Woman” 571-86; Hairston, “Diversity, Ideology, and 
Teaching Writing” 697-714 (CT)—(R); “feminism,” “cultural studies,” “ideol-
ogy” (K)
   
Inquiry Project
Week 10
M-  Technology and Composition—Anson 797-818 (CT)—(R)
W- Rhetoric and Racism -- Villanueva, “Considerations for American Freireistas” 
829-846  (CT)
F-  Research day.  Meet in the EC Library with Reference Librarian.

Week 11  
M- Introduction of inquiry project—brainstorm for ideas
W- Research/ Conference day.  Meet in the EC Library.
F-  (Class cancelled for attendance at MMLA  -- held in Chicago.  Students en-
couraged to attend.)

Week 12   
M- Project discussions -- Initial proposal and working bibliography for project 
due.
W- Research/discussion of Inquiry Project.  Meet in Computer lab  (location 
TBA).
F- Discussion of mentoring issues.  Share journal entries.

Week 13
M- Drafting seminar paper. Style and documentation issues reviewed.
W- Conferences on projects (sign up for individual times.)
F- Workshop on professional journals in the field of composition studies.

Week 14
M- Draft of seminar paper due—peer review writing workshops.
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W- Discussion of mentoring issues.  Share journal entries.
F-  Happy Thanksgiving break!  -- No class.  Enjoy! 

Week 15
M- Final Project due.  Review day for final exam.
W- Nystrand, et al. “Where Did Composition Studies Come From?: An Intellectual 
History” Written Communication 10 (July 1993): 267-333.
F- Reflective Essay due.  Share experiences on mentoring project.

Exam Week:     12/10   10:30-12:30    Final exam on readings/concepts.
GOOD LUCK ON FINALS -- HAVE A GREAT BREAK!
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Bill Bolin
Texas A&M University–Commerce ____________________ Review Essay

HUNTING CORDERIAN RHETORIC

BOOKS MENTIONED IN THIS ESSAY

Selected Essays of Jim W. Corder: Pursuing the Personal in Scholar-
ship, Teaching, and Writing, edited by James S. Baumlin and Keith 
D. Miller, with a foreword by Wendy Bishop. Urbana: NCTE, 2004. 
327 pages.

Beyond Postprocess and Postmodernism: Essays on the Spacious-
ness of Rhetoric, edited by Theresa Enos and Keith D. Miller. Mah-
wah: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2003. 288 pages.

Although he was a presence on the TCU campus, it wasnʼt always easy 
to catch a glimpse of Jim Corder when he was working in his office. 
The door remained open anytime he was in there, but his desk was 

tucked away behind a line of filing cabinets set up halfway into the office. One 
would have to take a few steps, listening for the gentle but steady clacking of 
the manual typewriter keys or watching for the wisp of pipe smoke, before 
peering around the cabinets to make sure he was back there and to hear his 
welcome. Two recent books about Corderʼs decades-long record of publica-
tions bring that image to the fore. They both attempt to show Corder through 
his own scholarship and through other scholarship centered on his, as well 
as expanded from his, and they both acknowledge that finding Corder is no 
simple task. One must go through the door, take those steps, and look around 
to make sense of the clues in the air. Both books intend to demonstrate how 
Corderʼs work contributes to the professional knowledge of Rhetorical Studies 
and distinguishes itself as an object of study—a Corderian rhetoric.

The NCTE book of selected essays makes its argument for a Corderian 
rhetoric at the beginning. In her foreword, Wendy Bishop praises Corderʼs 

___________________

Bill Bolin teaches graduate and undergraduate courses in rhetoric, pedagogy, and 
writing at Texas A&M University-Commerce.  He completed his PhD in English 
at TCU and knew he had passed his dissertation defense when Jim Corder, his 
director, ambled down the long hallway toward him and said, with a hint of a 
smile but no particular sense of urgency, “Well...[long pause], congratulations.”
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ability to use his own voice, his own ethos, for a discussion of ethos. She of-
fers some of her favorite lines from Corderʼs poetry and invites the reader to 
sample his essays in the book rather than to read it straight through, finding 
what catches a readerʼs interest at any given time. While Bishopʼs foreword is 
written in first person and includes personal narratives, Baumlin and Millerʼs 
introduction to the collection reads more like traditional scholarship. One of their 
principal points is that Corder s̓ work would make a valuable contribution to the 
field of Composition Studies because it offers opportunities to reconcile social 
constructionism and expressivism. The editors show how Corder worked in a 
number of fields within Rhetorical Studies—expressivism, classicism, critical 
autobiography—without neatly fitting into any one category, and they conclude 
with the well-supported claim that Corderian rhetoric includes the notion that 
lives are narratives; thus, the stories we tell are our individual legacies.

While the preliminary pages do justice to the idea of a Corderian rheto-
ric, Bishop, Baumlin, and Miller allow Corder to speak for himself throughout 
the book proper. In fact, this approach calls to mind an editorial note in a 
sourcebook of twentieth-century rhetoric that included a reprint of “Argument as 
Emergence, Rhetoric as Love.” The note, which preceded Corderʼs first-person 
biographical sketch, in contrast to all the other authors  ̓third-person biographi-
cal sketches, says, “The editors think it appropriate to have Jim Corder, given 
his particular ethos, speak in his own voice” (Enos and Brown 412). The first 
section of the book, “Essays Scholarly and Personal,” allows the reader to catch 
glimpses of Corder through some of his better-known essays such as “What I 
Learned at School” and “Hunting for Ethos Where They Say it Canʼt Be Found.” 
The second, shorter section is a collection of some of his previously unpublished 
works. Bishop is exactly right; the book should be dipped into so that the reader 
can flip through the pages and find pleasure in the voices that come through 
the essays, published over a long and productive career. It is an enjoyable and 
edifying read. The book ends with Millerʼs annotated bibliography of some of 
Corderʼs “more scholarly publications along with his longer pieces of literary 
nonfiction” (301), excluding his many journalistic pieces which were often too 
locally centered to be of significant use to a wider audience. The annotated 
bibliography serves as a guide to those interested in pursuing for themselves 
a study of Corderʼs contributions to the discipline.

The LEA book supplements the argument for a serious study of 
Corderʼs oeuvre by providing essays from established scholars in the field. 
After the introduction by the editors, the book opens with Janice Lauerʼs “The 
Spaciousness of Rhetoric,” a history of rhetorical instruction as a discipline in 
the United States throughout the 1960s and 1970s. This “synoptic reference,” 
as Lauer describes it, begins by exploring and explaining the formation of a 
number of important organizations involved with the study and instruction of 
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rhetoric and writing. Following is a brief acknowledgement of the multidis-
ciplinary impact of previous decades, including works by names generally 
associated with courses in twentieth-century rhetoric: Burke, Toulmin, Ong, 
Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, although the latter was likely not studied to 
the extent of her co-author of New Rhetoric (Foss et al. 81-82). The rest of 
the chapter is devoted to the historical overview, which is all of part 1 of the 
book, and provides glimpses at both the written, official record and the more 
personal, anecdotal record of Lauer s̓ experiences. For example, Lauer describes 
the formation in the 1960s of groups devoted to the study of communication, 
and the initial meeting of the Rhetoric Society of America at the 1968 CCCC 
meeting allows Lauer to sketch out the purposes of that new group that included 
scholars in disciplines other than English. And it also provides her opportunities 
to describe the informality and the collegiality behind the first organizational 
meetings: several group members met over dinner to flesh out ways to extend 
the study of rhetoric more widely throughout higher education. The tone here 
gives the impression that the field as we might know it today grew from warm 
working relations among colleagues at institutions across the country. The 
essay ends with the assertion that the work of rhetoricians, including Corder 
with his study of ethos, opened up the previously narrow field of Rhetoric and 
Communication Studies, casting a wider spotlight over issues related to com-
munication. As a synopsis, the essay works well to give an overview of two 
important decades of composition research.

There are, of course, other one-chapter explanations of the fieldʼs 
growing pains, chapters that include details that Lauer leaves out. For example, 
Sharon Crowley, in her chapter describing the shift from product- to process-
oriented writing instruction, includes mention that the rhetoric building at the 
University of Iowa was destroyed by arson, presumably by students unhappy 
with the first-year writing requirement (Crowley 205). Whether the building was 
burned down because it housed the writing center or because it was named Old 
Armory Temporary, a name uncomfortably similar to the former ROTC building 
nearby, is not clear. In fact, the building was destroyed in May 1970, most 
likely in protest of the Kent State fatalities earlier in the month, but Crowley 
provides evidence of the turmoil that spilled out on campuses because of the 
Vietnam War and that certainly would have affected other aspects of campus 
life. These are quite different views of the time period than Lauer gives us, and, 
taken together, the various histories combine to project a clearer picture of the 
discipline. Lauerʼs piece certainly contributes a worthy slice as it emphasizes 
the spaciousness of rhetoric due in large measure to the changing scholarship 
of the 1960s and 1970s.

Part 2 of the book features six essays under the general heading of 
theory-building and critique. The aim of the section is to identify characteristics 
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of a Corderian rhetoric. The opening essay, by James Baumlin, is an especially 
ambitious attempt, even more ambitious than the introduction of the NCTE 
book, to establish Corderian rhetoric as an approach worthy of study by plac-
ing it within the tradition of existentialism. The argument is convincing as 
Baumlin cites a number of Corderʼs passages that dovetail with passages by 
Sartre, including Corderʼs discussion of the Western novel Shane, as well as 
his “Argument as Emergence, Rhetoric as Love.” Early on, the reader is sure to 
notice the wealth of examples from a wide variety of Corderʼs work (twenty-
nine works cited) as Baumlin rigorously matches Corder s̓ publications with the 
criteria for establishing a system of language study—a Corderian rhetoric.

Following and complementing Baumlin s̓ essay is that by his co-editor 
of the NCTE book. Keith Millerʼs contribution seeks to highlight Corderʼs 
feminist rhetoric, and Miller sorts through much of Corder s̓ own writing (sixty-
one single-author entries in the list of works cited as well as a few on which 
Corder collaborated). The exhaustive survey of primary works provides the 
basis for hallmark characteristics of Corder s̓ rhetoric—argument as indirection, 
argument as mystery, argument as charm, and so on—in order to “elucidate 
[Corderʼs] contribution to the theory and practice of argumentation” and 
afterward to “elaborate my contention that his rhetoric is radical, pioneering, 
subversive, and feminist” (60). If this essay has a weakness, however, it is in the 
support material for the claims about the radical, subversive, feminist rhetoric. 
Although Miller provides some characteristics of feminist argumentation, 
including resistance to certainty and an embrace of multiple perspectives, the 
feeling in this piece is that those characteristics are widely accepted as feminist. 
However, there are no sources offered to support such a feeling. Many readers 
might want to see how Millerʼs conclusions stack up against the theories of 
leading feminist thinkers.

Ross Winterowdʼs short but pithy review of Corderʼs 1971 book The 
Uses of Rhetoric states its purpose as offering reasons why the book should 
have been considered more important to the field than it was. Winterowd sug-
gests that Uses arrived too early, that it appeared when rhetorical texts did not 
fit into the current-traditional approaches so widespread in this country at that 
time. Winterowd calls it “the right book at the wrong time” (80) as he points out 
the contrasts between the neo-Romanticism that he asserts was the prevailing 
theory of the time and Corderʼs call for invention, disposition, and style. In 
fact, Winterowd contends that only a couple of arguments for rhetoric made any 
impact then: Corbettʼs Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student and Young, 
Becker, and Pike s̓ Rhetoric: Discovery and Change. Immediately after naming 
these two works, however, Winterowd says, “[B]ut they were textbooks that 
were adopted by either true believers or by the naïve who didnʼt know what 
they were getting into” (80). The review ends with an extended quote from 
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Uses that both emphasizes the primacy of invention and demonstrates Corderʼs 
voice, that folksy voice that starts a sentence, backs off, goes another way, talks 
about the rugged Southwest, and then wends its way toward a conclusion.

And it is that Corderian voice that Bishop celebrates in the next essay 
in this section. As others do in this collection, she writes about looking for 
Corderʼs voice in his writing, and then she connects what she finds with her 
own experiences, although many of her experiences differ from his. Also as 
others do in this collection, Bishop points out examples of Corder asking huge, 
philosophical questions about language and communication while employing 
his trademark gentle, down-to-earth voice. She demonstrates, through some 
quotations from “Asking for a Student Text and Trying to Learn from It” and 
others, that Corder concerned himself with questions such as the place of the 
writer in the text and the manner in which postmodernism must contend with 
one s̓ ethos. Furthermore, Bishop s̓ celebration of Corder s̓ method of grappling 
with such heavy issues while using what has been considered less-than-academic 
prose echoes some of Bishopʼs own work extolling the virtues of nonacademic 
prose and creative nonfiction (Bishop 257), an extension of her premise, chal-
lenged by Gary Olson at the 2000 CCCC Research Network Forum (Olson 
33), that academic writing in Composition Studies had gotten too complicated 
and—while not over-theorized—perhaps over-languaged. Bishop claims that 
Corderʼs prose is “provocative and of a professional piece (in a way that Iʼd 
like to redefine professional)” in its maner of developing a cogent point as well 
as a personal style and a clean narrative line (96).

Pat C. Hoy II offers opinions on Corderʼs voice while seeming to 
capture the flavor of Corderʼs writing in the opening chapter. Hoy describes 
what heʼs doing as he prewrites, attempting to feel Corderʼs word usage as he 
looks over Yonder: Life on the Far Side of Change. In a discussion of the value 
of Corderian scholarship exemplified in that book and in Chronicle of a Small 
Town and Hunting Lieutenant Chadbourne, Hoy explains Corderʼs rigorous 
examinations of the past and various interpretations of the past while studying 
identity. He demonstrates that Corder used archival research for the books and 
says that Corder “challenges us to think deeper and more expansively about 
what research means and about how we inevitably become a part of the re-
search that we conduct” (105). The bulk of the essay provides examples from 
the three books, thus supporting Hoyʼs claim about Corderʼs scholarly rigor 
and his language, but what stands out in this essay is that Hoy seems to capture 
a Corderian style himself. The opening scene of settling down to read from 
Yonder in order to feel Corderʼs voice (Hoy calls him Jim), of feeling a chill, of 
remembering past conversations with Corder on the phone and at drinks after 
a CCCC panel, all hearken back to Corderʼs descriptions about self and space 
while he is moving toward his larger point. The essay concludes with Hoyʼs 
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addressing Corder directly about sharing perceptions of self, again quoting from 
Yonder. The sense is that the reader is listening in on a conversation between 
the two about identity but the reader has been invited to listen in.

The final essay in this section stands out primarily because it appears 
to be an unflattering assessment of Corderʼs work in the very center of a book 
that, otherwise, is quite admiring. In the essayʼs title, “Finding Jimʼs Voice: A 
Problem in Ethos and Personal Identity,” George Yoos flashes the first signal 
that he wants to challenge some of Corderʼs ideas in the wider context of other 
ideas. This essay, which uses only Corderʼs 1973 textbook and the 1992 Yon-
der, is instructive rather than vituperative as Yoos questions the authenticity 
of Corderʼs Yonder as memoir. And Yoos softens his criticism of the book by 
reminding the audience that he has reread Yonder a number of times to establish 
his own ethos. In placing the characteristics of a memoir onto Yonder, Yoos 
would like to see more of Corderʼs musing going somewhere; he would like to 
see more purpose in Corderʼs narrative style. Yoos further establishes his ethos 
by pointing out similarities between his own background and Corder s̓—travel-
ing the same highway in Texas; growing the same backyard crops; facing the 
Depression, dust storms, and graduate-school child-rearing—and many readers 
of this book will already know of Yoosʼs work with the Rhetoric Society of 
America and its journal. Such an ethos, together with the commentary on what 
Yonder lacks as personal writing, makes this essay a notable contribution to 
the collection, one worthy of a careful read.

Although part 2 allows the contributors to look toward Corderʼs writ-
ing, the last two parts of the book allow the contributors to use Corderʼs work 
as a basis to then branch out into other important considerations. The result 
here is that Corderian rhetoric has value precisely because it is applicable to 
important, external issues. In part 3 co-editor Theresa Enos argues for a return 
to comity in the professional and public conversation regarding Communica-
tions Studies. Hers is a well documented examination of the idea of virtue since 
Aristotle; it moves through the Romans, the Victorians, and into twentieth-
century American writers such as Kenneth Burke and Richard Weaver. The 
survey brings her to Corder and a number of his works calling for a deeper 
understanding in communication. Enos points out specifically that Corderʼs 
ethos, crafted through his use of voice and personal anecdotes, invites comity. 
She points out further that Corderʼs style allows the reader time to reflect; it is 
spacious rather than rushed.

Richard E. Young uses Corderian rhetoric as a springboard into a dis-
cussion of invention. Youngʼs essay describes an interactive videodisc featured 
in a study of argumentation, and it concentrates on a student who manages to 
navigate the tremendous amount of conflicting data on the disc without once 
wavering from her original opinion. Young explains that she merely dismissed 
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evidence that ran contrary to her established opinion. It is a fascinating descrip-
tion of the study, one that readers of this volume would appreciate for its study 
of argument assessment, but it doesnʼt address Corderʼs connection until near 
the end. In offering suggestions for creating good courses in argumentation, 
Young includes some of Corderʼs titles on ethos which “continually addressed 
the intellectual and moral perils of certitude” (167).

The final two essays in this section attend to conflict and war. Richard 
Lloyd-Jones, in an explanation of how one might define “rhetoric,” explains 
the crucial differences between a rhetoric of force, in which one uses rhetorical 
strength to advance personal gain ahead of the welfare of others, and one of 
reconciliation, in which one employs rhetoric to determine the best solutions 
for the most people. The bulk of Lloyd-Jonesʼs essay is devoted to examples 
from his wifeʼs sixteen years in the Iowa state legislature and her subsequent 
pursuit of a graduate degree in conflict resolution. The essay makes fine use of 
the examples to support the main point. However, if the essay is also a tribute 
to the ways that Corderʼs work can lead to fruitful discussions on rhetoric, 
that springboard is used quite sparingly. Corderʼs 1975 essay about writing 
his assignments along with his students and then offering arbitrarily numbered 
laws is the only source cited besides a book on conflict resolution. Lloyd-Jones 
claims that Corder brings to the fore the problem of conflict in rhetoric with the 
twenty-seventh law, which stated that invention invites openness, but structure 
demands closure.

Elizabeth Ervin makes similar parallels regarding conflict in the next 
chapter, “Rhetoricians at War and Peace.” Looking at personal experiences with 
close calls in times of war, particularly those experiences described by Wayne 
Booth, Lad Tobin, and Thomas Recchio, as well as accounts by survivors of 
the Holocaust, Ervin argues that these writers developed affirming theories of 
rhetoric that she likens to witness testimony and distinguishes from onlooker 
testimony. She spends more time than Lloyd-Jones does with Corderʼs work, 
even contextualizing her reading of Corder with correspondence with Corderʼs 
widow regarding his military service.

The final section of the book offers meaningful methods of utilizing 
Corderʼs writing in the work of the institution, particularly in areas that have 
not always been considered “academic writing.” Tilly Warnock opens the sec-
tion with a defense of espressivist rhetorics, following Corderʼs suggestions 
to write autobiographically as she relates important narratives of her past to 
highlight the richness offered by expressivist writing. Peter Elbow follows with 
a piece on opening up the notion of dominant genres of writing to what he terms 
“everyday writing,” the non-school writing that people do but may not consider 
real writing because it doesnʼt resemble their memories of school assignments. 
Elbow offers examples of such mundane writing—unpublished musings, shop-
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ping lists, letters—and posits that such examples are real writing because (or 
although) they might have been executed by choice and without much formal 
preparation. John Warnockʼs essay on opening up academic discourse to new 
rhetorics follows the same general theme by explaining the importance of rec-
ognizing a place as a rhetorical situation rather than as an external, objective 
area to be studied without becoming a part of it. His ideas mirror Corderʼs in 
using personal experience and observations in making discoveries, although 
Warnock downplays the importance of making larger, universal, theoretical 
arguments with these personal reflections; they should be able to stand in 
the academy on their own merit as personal writing. Doug Hesse brings this 
section, and the book, to a close with his piece on the institutional boundaries 
attempting to delineate property lines in creative nonfiction.

Each book stands on its own as a contribution to the discipline of 
Composition Studies. Taken together, however, they provide a wonderful 
complement to each other: the one offering a repository of Corderʼs primary 
sources and the other offering a context of Corderʼs work through secondary 
sources. Both books invite the reader to step through the doorway and look 
more deeply for the evidence—the voice—of Jim Corder.

Commerce, TX
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Genre and the Invention of the Writer, by Anis Bawarshi. Logan: Utah State 
UP, 2003. 180 pages.

Reviewed by Peter Clements, International University of Japan

Anis Bawarshiʼs Genre and the Invention of the Writer comes at a critical moment 
for rhetorical genre theory and Composition. On the one hand, genre theory has 
begun to garner a great deal of attention, not only within Composition Studies, but 
also in the fields from which its proponents have drawn their theoretical constructs 
and methodologies: applied linguistics, the sociology of science, education, and 
Communication Studies, to name a few. Genre, it seems, is the term that everyone 
is talking about. On the other hand, compositionists are, quite justifiably, calling 
for a more thorough exploration of genre theoryʼs implications for and applications 
to classroom practice. Randall Popken has observed that articles and books which 
have argued for the importance of genre theory to Composition seem to stop short 
of offering more than a few tantalizing glimpses of what that theory might mean 
for pedagogy. It bears pointing out as well that while articles with “genre” in the 
title are now legion in the major Composition journals, very few books on genre 
have been published which explicitly address a Composition audience. And those 
that do exist tend to be edited collections, providing at best a smorgasbord of issues 
and insights rather than a cohesive argument.

Thus, by applying rhetorical genre theory to an analysis of invention, 
Bawarshi offers a much-needed exposition that integrates genre with concepts 
central to Composition. Genre and the Invention of the Writer is not an introduction 
to rhetorical genre theory nor is it a “how to” book on genre analysis or pedagogy; 
nevertheless, the book addresses both of these exigencies as it makes a larger theo-
retical point about the relationship between genre and subject formation in writing. 
By way of introducing genre theory, Bawarshi takes Foucaultʼs author-function as 
the basis for his “genre function,” a concept which integrates definitions of genre 
from various disciplines around a description of genres as constitutive of rhetorical 
actions, social roles, relationships, and identities. Although Bawarshi draws from a 
range of thinkers for his concepts, from Bakhtin to Heidegger to Halliday, the gen-
eral movement of this theoretical introduction is toward the social theory of Anthony 
Giddens, whose notion of the duality of structure (as presented in The Constitution 
of Society) fits neatly with the ecological metaphor that Bawarshi presents later on. 
Genres, he argues, function as rhetorical ecosystems in that they both shape and are 
shaped by the communicative acts that subjects perform within them.

In addition to this introductory work, the book provides excellent models 
of genre analysis, not only by examining the published and unpublished work of 
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others, but also by engaging in insightful readings of a number of literary and ev-
eryday texts. And although these moments are sure to stimulate the imaginations 
of students and novice researchers, they are not, as I have noted, merely there to 
demonstrate the nuts and bolts of a rhetorical analysis of genre; rather, they are 
always a means of advancing the overall argument. Indeed, what makes Bawarshi s̓ 
genre analyses useful is the fact that they are so thoroughly grounded in the bookʼs 
theoretical position. For example, Bawarshi contrasts the discursive features that 
mark D. H. Lawrenceʼs expression of his ambivalent attitude toward his mother 
through novelistic and poetic genres, thus illustrating his contention that even 
literary genius and creativity are constituted within “genred” spaces. Similarly, a 
discussion of greeting cards serves as a demonstration of how genres interpellate 
subjects in the Althusserian sense by providing readers and writers with specific 
choices for the subjectivities which they may take up as they read or write.

The theoretical heart of the book lies in its location of invention “at the 
intersection between the acquisition and articulation of desire” (13). Bawarshi ar-
gues that current theories of invention, particularly as they have developed through 
the process movement, have resulted in a “privatization” of invention, emphasizing 
its introspective and individual aspects to the detriment of social and historical 
considerations. This view of invention has not gone unchallenged, however, and 
Bawarshi notes some of these challenges, focusing specifically on Karen Burke 
LeFevre s̓ Invention as a Social Act (1987), whose call for inquiry into the “ecology 
of invention” Bawarshi takes up by proposing genres as sites of invention, within 
which writers acquire desires as well as the means to fulfill those desires as mean-
ingful social actions. A key facet of this approach is its dynamic view of agency. 
Genres, that is, organize and generate a writerʼs desire to act through an interplay 
between motive and intention. Here Bawarshi draws most directly on Giddens, 
who describes motives as socially learned, ideologically located potentials for ac-
tion, and intentions as the individual, interpretive instantiations of motives. Thus, 
the realization of agency through genre can be viewed as a dialectical process: by 
situating themselves within generic structures, writers not only make their inten-
tions recognizable as such, they also reproduce and, quite literally, remake those 
structures through their individual intentions, often altering them in subtle ways.

The final chapters of the book explore the implications of this theoretical 
approach for teaching, with the first-year course (FYC) as the primary reference 
point. Building on David Russellʼs work in activity theory, Bawarshi analyzes the 
FYC from the perspective of the various genres that shape and enable rhetorical 
activity within it: the syllabus, the writing prompt, the essay. In this way, he supports 
his contention that the FYC is not the artificial environment that some have claimed 
it to be, but rather a rich and multilayered site for rhetorical action—a real writing 
situation, in which invention can be defined as the way in which writers take up, 
respond to, and position themselves in relation to other writers and other texts. He 
closes by proposing genre analysis as a way of “making this positioning visible and 
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accessible to students” so that they can reflect on it, interrogate it, and, ultimately, 
participate critically in the identities and relations formed within genres (14). 

Some readers will undoubtedly find it a bit frustrating that these final 
chapters, which argue so powerfully for a rethinking of pedagogical goals and 
classroom practice along lines suggested by rhetorical genre theory, offer few 
specifics—other than a useful heuristic for genre analysis—as to how a genre-based 
course might be carried out. To be fair, though, this isnʼt what the book sets out to 
do (and it should be pointed out that Bawarshi has co-authored, with Amy J. Devitt 
and Mary Jo Reiff, a textbook entitled Scenes of Writing: Genre Acts, which fills 
in the details that may seem to be missing here). What I think compositionists will 
find most engaging and provocative about this book is that it connects its arguments 
about genre, invention, and desire to larger debates within the field: the importance 
of rhetoric to Composition as well as the place of the FYC in the university. In 
Bawarshiʼs formulation, rhetorical genre theory, with its focus on the production 
of texts and writers  ̓placement within the conditions of that production, presents 
nothing less than a way of reinvesting Composition with the foundation in rhetoric 
that many scholars have argued it lost with the invention of the FYC in the late 
nineteenth century. And this is what justifies the FYC in the face of writing in the 
disciplines (WID) initiatives that would seem to render it obsolete, instead making 
the FYC what Bawarshi calls the “rhetorical promontory” from which students can 
begin to negotiate their identities as readers and writers within specific disciplinary 
and professional contexts (155). Not only does Genre and the Invention of the 
Writer do an excellent job of defining and refining the place of genre theory in 
Composition; it also encourages us to reflect on the place of Composition itself: 
the situated discursive spaces in which writing is formed through the congruence 
of socially defined, ideologically informed, and individually interpreted relations 
and identities.

Nigita, Japan
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Embodied Literacies: Imageword and a Poetics of Teaching, by Kristie S. 
Fleckenstein. Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 2003. 

Reviewed by Margaret M. Strain, University of Dayton

One of the first research projects I undertook as a doctoral student was a literature 
review on the writing processes of children. At the time, I was just beginning 
to discover the complexities of composing, musing at what had brought me to 
this point in my own literacy journey as I now entered the field of rhetoric and 
Composition. The researchers whose work I examined—Donald Graves, Suzanne 
Jacobs, Thomas Newkirk, and Lucy McCormick Calkins—all identified a consistent 
characteristic among the young composers they studied: the role of imagemaking 
(i.e., drawing and painting) as instrumental to childrenʼs prewriting and revision 
decisions. I wondered then at what point the image-making practices stopped, at 
what point the fluid connection between image and word was severed so that we 
began to privilege the word as the primary arbiter of literate meaning. In Embodied 
Literacies, Kristie Fleckenstein recovers and reanimates this very connection. She 
coins the term “imageword” to highlight the inextricable connection or double 
vision between image, “the incarnation of meaning in various modes and modali-
ties,” and word, the “linguistic manifestation of meaning” (3). Fleckenstein sees 
the relationship between the two not as a binary but a melding, positing that this 
union lies at the heart of learning, the act of reading-writing, and teaching itself. 
She argues for nothing less than a transformation of the way we understand literacy 
and literacy praxis.

The bookʼs title reflects the authorʼs call for a poetics that embraces the 
“embodiment of literacy through imagery” (4-5). To situate her discussion, Fleck-
enstein opens with a rationale for such a poetics before turning to the concept of 
imageword itself. For her, the term imageword possesses an is logic, an unbounded 
metaphor (e.g., sunset) that we know in relation to but cannot separate from the 
patterns around it (e.g., the sky, the clouds, the horizon beyond which the sun 
sets); the metaphor and the patterns mutually reconstitute each other. As if logic 
comprises the linguistic component which shapes and restricts the reality we know. 
It allows us to conceptualize an object (e.g., a tree) while distancing ourselves 
from it; thus we can create an image of an object without having to become the 
object. Together, is logic and as if logic allow us to entertain and hold two seem-
ing incongruities as simultaneously true. Both qualities also operate in what the 
author terms an “ecological system of meaning” (33). An understanding of these 
dynamics grounds chapter 2, which addresses four “permeable parameters” within 
which an imagewordʼs ecology is configured and literacy is made possible. These 
porous planes include bodies, culture, places, and time (7). Fleckenstein offers a 
range of examples from the lives of her children, her students, and her teaching 
to illustrate each.
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Teaching and awareness of ethical practice are what Fleckenstein cares 
most about, and these topics are her major concerns for the remainder of the book. 
Chapter 3 takes up the issues of literacy instruction specifically. Here Fleckenstein, 
enacting the very theory she sets forth, weaves the various ecological settings she 
has introduced into three embodied literacies that inform a poetics of teaching. Ac-
cording to the author, we participate in an embodied literacy by drawing upon two 
or more of the ecological planes. Somatic literacy is derived from the juncture of 
body and place; polyscopic literacy from the merger of body, place, and cultures; 
lateral literacy from the fusion of space and time (78-79). Writing instructors 
who recognize these literacies can then self-reflectively teach to and from these 
perspectives, designing assignments and courses that help students gain necessary 
skills or more easily traverse one embodied literacy into another. Fleckenstein uses 
the terms “immersion,” “emergence,” and “transformation” to describe students  ̓
exposure to and eventual facility with embodied literacies, reaffirming the cyclical 
and recursive rather than linear and progressive nature of their operations (92). She 
provides a sampling of “slippery” texts that lend themselves to this pedagogy in 
chapter 4 and an embodied-literacies curricula in chapter 5. 

Throughout, Fleckenstein employs the work of Michel Foucault, Lev 
Vygotsky, Michèle Le Doeuff, Gregory Bateson, and Donna Haraway to show 
how their theories about cultural history, cognition, language acquisition, inter-
pretation, and communication shape and legitimate the ways we make meaning 
of the world—and the way teachers approach literacy instruction. But in a culture 
increasingly saturated by image, Fleckenstein argues for more than unseating a 
linguistically based literacy in favor of a visually infused one. Rather she posits 
the notion of imageword in all its dynamic complexity as a return to conceptual 
wholeness—a wholeness that always already permeates our textual, psychologi-
cal, social, intellectual lives—and introduces a pedagogy that will sustain it. And 
herein she reminds us, like the children who shift almost intuitively from drawing 
to written word and back again, of the need for literacies that embrace a “double 
vision.” 

Dayton, OH
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Literacy and Racial Justice: The Politics of Learning after Brown v. Board 
of Education, by Catherine Prendergast. Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 
2003. 224 pages.

Reviewed by Ronald L. Pitcock, Texas Christian University

Former U.S. Secretary of Education Rod Paigeʼs 2004 remarks celebrating the 50th 
anniversary of Brown v. Board of Education sounded more political than celebra-
tory. Issued six days before the 17 May anniversary, Paigeʼs opening lines saluted 
the Supreme Courtʼs historic opinion ending racial segregation in public schools. 
Having attended school in rural, segregated Mississippi, Paige understood the 
social importance of Brown, leading him to note that Brown “gave every student 
in America a seat in the classroom.” Paigeʼs comments then move quickly away 
from the epideictic rhetoric characteristic of most Brown celebrations. For Paige, 
the work of Brown is incomplete. Whereas many tributes honored the elimination 
of “separate but equal,” Paige proclaims that separate but unequal schools persist, 
where “[s]ome students are taught well while the rest—mostly poor and mostly 
minority—flounder or flunk out.” Though Brown put students in seats, the Bush 
Administrationʼs No Child Left Behind “guarantees each of those students an edu-
cation” through increased accountability and “academic proficiency.” 

 Catherine Prendergastʼs Literacy and Racial Justice addresses in compel-
ling ways the powers shaping instances like Paige s̓ press release—beliefs informed 
by a fifty-year historical record of literacy initiatives that failed to achieve racial 
justice. Indeed, Brownʼs success in securing equal educational opportunities for 
all races is limited. School districts continue to use race as a factor in establishing 
integrated learning environments, individual schools enroll high numbers of mi-
nority students in special education programs designed for the mentally or physi-
cally challenged, and poor districts with large minority populations have received 
substantially less funding than schools with predominantly White populations. In 
states such as Maryland, Illinois, Ohio, and Florida, court-mandated desegregation 
plans continue to be challenged. As Prendergast emphasizes throughout, access to 
literacy through education is essential to White identity: “the ideology of literacy 
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has been sustained primarily as a response to perceived threats to White property 
interests, White privilege, the maintenance of ʻWhite  ̓identity, or the conception 
of America as a White nation” (7). Literacy, she argues, has historically been 
recognized as “White property” throughout American history in its courts, laws, 
markets, and literacy initiatives. No Child Left Behind stands as such an initiative 
with its battery of standardized tests, mechanical approaches to literacy instruction, 
and systemic calls for assessment and accountability—all of which use literacy to 
divide rather than connect. Though Paige expresses great faith in the initiativeʼs 
attempt to realize racial justice in the U.S. education system, No Child Left Behind 
seems doomed to repeat the troubling history Prendergast investigates.

 Proclaiming Literacy and Racial Justice a tour de force underestimates 
the importance of Prendergastʼs work to researchers of literacy, law, race, and 
composition. Prendergast blends theories from the aforementioned fields to explain 
how an ideology of literacy—dependent upon a conception of literacy as White 
property—burdens minorities rather than advancing its stated goal of racial justice. 
Prendergast examines this ideologyʼs history and reveals how it has shaped think-
ing ranging from the courts to public school reform, from foundational research 
in literacy to Ronald Reagan and the 1980s. What distinguishes further Literacy 
and Racial Justice from many histories of literacy is Prendergastʼs investigation 
of this ideologyʼs influence on the present; in looking at High School X, the author 
expands our understanding of how Brownʼs aftermath continues to inform student 
literacy practices at an alternative school and hints at the liberating potential of 
literacy for that schoolʼs teachers and students. Prendergastʼs study of the past 
50 years—comprehensive, persuasive, and gripping in its story as well as its 
style—demonstrates how literacy studies is linked closely to countless histories, 
including but not limited to histories of writing, economics, law, race, pedagogy, 
democratic citizenship, and national administration. And she argues her point 
brilliantly, evidenced by the bookʼs many national awards. During the past year, 
Literacy and Racial Justice has received the W. Ross Winterowd Award, adminis-
tered by the Association of Teachers of Advanced Composition and JAC: Journal 
of Advanced Composition; the MLA̓ s Mina Shaughnessy Book Award; and the 
CCCC Outstanding Book Award. 
 The first two chapters of Literacy and Racial Justice demonstrate how 
courts have historically understood and rhetorically treated literacy as White 
property. Moreover, Prendergast exposes how players in these debates—judges, 
lawyers, and school administrators—actually worked to uphold the construction of 
their own, White-identified literacy. Though she begins with Brown, Prendergast 
traces this ideology of literacyʼs development in later 1970s antidiscrimination 
suits, Washington v. Davis (1976) and The Regents of the University of California 
v. Bakke (1978), cases that helped alienate literacy training from schools. Even 
though Brown awarded access to literacy in the schools to people of all colors, the 
site for literacy training shifted away from the schools, devaluing that education 
and promoting “White flight.” Bakke serves as a springboard for investigating in 



128  Composition Studies BOOK REVIEWS  129 

the second chapter how critical race theorists during the late 1980s responded to 
Brownʼs failure. Using literacy in unexpected ways to withstand White identityʼs 
stranglehold on literacy ownership, theorists such as Derrick Bell and Patricia Wil-
liams responded more through sharing personal experience than critical analysis. 
Before Brown, Prendergast points out, African Americans defined themselves as 
outsiders, believing they could enter excluded sites like schools through the courts 
and attain both literacy and racial justice; after Brown, “critical race theorists po-
sition themselves rhetorically as outsiders in their scholarship to show that the 
advanced literacy they have acquired still does not in and of itself constitute racial 
justice” (57).
 Prendergastʼs third and fourth chapters move away from analyzing legal 
discourse. In chapter 3, Prendergast revisits the Carolina Piedmont and Shirley Brice 
Heath in Ways With Words (1983). Here the author works from Heathʼs correspon-
dence and notes, now archived at Winthrop Universityʼs Dacus Library, to reread 
Ways. Heathʼs text argues that the cultural and language differences separating two 
communities—the African American “Trackton” and the white “Roadville”—ul-
timately cause difficulties for children learning together in desegregated schools. 
Prendergast rereads closely Heath s̓ research—an exceptional yet rare ethnographic 
picture of life after Brown—to understand it “not as chronicle of separate but equal 
unraced communities but as evidence of the persistence of prejudice,” or more 
specifically a common belief in White entitlement (64). The shared community 
of the classroom sustains this belief, for there rules exist “allowing people with 
certain skin color to dictate the terms of interaction” and make certain “students of 
color will often be placed in a deeply paradoxical position, learning in an environ-
ment where logic is subservient to the maintenance of cultural taboos” (91-92). In 
her fourth chapter, Prendergast considers the simultaneous debate over literacy at 
the college level. Documenting how educators took up the cause of racial justice 
during the 1970s—as in the case of the CCCC resolution The Students  ̓Right to 
Their Own Language—the author examines how “the Reagonomics of race and 
literacy” eliminated issues of race from discussions of literacy, teaching, and educa-
tion, cementing further the idea of literacy as White property and imagining “the 
American literate culture . . . as a primarily White one” (119).
 In Literacy and American Lives, Deborah Brandt states “literacy needs to 
be addressed in a civil rights context” (206). Prendergastʼs fifth and final chapter, 
a study of High School X, illustrates this civil rights context while revealing the 
cost of the history constructed in the first four chapters. Blending archival research, 
ethnography, and class observation, Prendergast depicts a school where literacy and 
race influence greatly the schoolʼs distinctive curriculum. In High School X, the 
curriculum reflects students  ̓diverse backgrounds and responds to their interests; 
students can propose courses like “The Juvenile Justice System” and are encouraged 
by teachers to reject myths like the “Melting Pot” and the “American Dream” while 
studying history and racial oppression. Students take required courses introducing 
them to the school s̓ “harassment-free learning environment.” They take responsibil-
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ity for revising school policies on anti-harassment, attendance, and drugs—defining 
for themselves their schoolʼs system of governance. High School Xʼs history and 
rhetoric are constructed around a conception of literacy that “include[s] the pursuit 
of racial justice” (126). 
 Literacy and Racial Justice speaks to the entire field of composition, not 
just scholars specializing in the history of U.S. literacy. The text details a history that 
accounts for racial inequity and explains the ways in which an ideology of literacy 
continues to inform our students  ̓literacies. This history, along with Prendergastʼs 
keen analysis of key moments, provides a framework for questioning current calls 
for assessment and accountability, tools embedded in reform programs with catchy 
titles like No Child Left Behind. Prendergastʼs award-winning words remind us that 
literacy—the writing and reading taught in our classrooms—is linked historically 
and rhetorically to racial justice, and challenge teacher-writers, as participants in 
and observers of this history, to do more than call “for tolerance of culturally dif-
ferent literacy practices” (173).

Fort Worth, TX
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The Rhetoric of Risk: Technical Documentation in Hazardous Environ-
ments, by Beverly A. Sauer. Mahwah: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2003. 
376 pages.

Reviewed by Michael J. Salvo and Julie Staggers, Purdue University

Beverly Sauerʼs Rhetoric of Risk does far more than explore Technical Documen-
tation in Hazardous Environments, as her subtitle asserts. Rather, Sauerʼs large 
volume in the Rhetoric, Knowledge, and Society series utilizes research on mines 
in the U.S., U.K., and South Africa to discuss the purpose of documentation as well 
as a host of philosophical, ideological, and rhetorical issues involved in the com-
munication of risk and the maintenance of safety in dangerous environments.
 Early in the volume, Sauer defines the problem of documenting danger. 
Individuals are apt to make poor choices, particularly when under the stress of 
production deadlines or economic pressures asserted by workers or management. 
Sauer claims, “Agencies write standards because experience is a poor teacher,” a 
statement that she develops on a number of different levels throughout the book 
(37). First, Sauer asserts that uninterpreted experience is a poor teacher because 
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disasters overwhelm witnesses with data. This flood of data is left unexplored, 
and important lessons are left unarticulated and therefore invisible. Second, the 
“agencies” she describes are regulatory organizations, both governmental and 
non-governmental, which have a stake in maintaining safety. These organizations 
operate by scientific and administrative mechanisms which may not translate well 
into the lifeworld of miners. And third, Sauer explains that constant exposure 
to danger leaves human beings numb to what once terrified them, and therefore 
experience can have a paradoxical effect of making people feel immune to the 
danger that surrounds them. In defining stakeholders broadly, both acknowledging 
the stakes held by mine operators and owners, as well as those held by miners and 
their families, Sauer opens an opportunity for technical rhetoricians to advocate for 
those people traditionally silenced but most directly affected by the threats posed 
by dangerous workplaces such as mines.

Sauer s̓ study is noteworthy because of its emphasis on blue-collar workers 
at risk. Rarely has a scholar in technical communication focused such attention on 
risks to front line workers or looked to the workers themselves as the sources of 
significant expertise that might make working conditions safer. By looking to the 
men and women on the front lines—and at the greatest risk—Sauer identifies an 
opportunity for technical communicators to expand their advocacy role in dangerous 
industries. Her advice is for technical communicators to facilitate dialogue between 
stakeholders (who often speak disparate workplace languages) and construct spaces 
for dialogue among workers, managers, and regulatory agencies.
 In the introduction, Sauer describes the role of the documentation spe-
cialist in high risk environments as a communication facilitator who advocates 
for communication between workers and management (36-37). This role takes 
on added importance in high-risk settings and industries where workers who face 
danger on a minute-to-minute basis may become inured to risk. Such a process of 
accustomization to danger may account for the necessity of pat-down searches of 
miners to weed out packets of cigarettes, which are clearly dangerous in mines where 
coal dust and methane create an explosive atmosphere (292-93). Similarly, Sauer 
recounts numerous examples of risky situations developing for days or weeks prior 
to a mine accident without anyone taking clear threats seriously. When coupled with 
the “just-in-time” approach to risk remediation common in the mining industry (an 
approach that requires managers to take action to remediate/correct risk just before 
the situation becomes critical), such inurement has lethal consequences (55). Min-
ers fail to recognize or respond to increasing or acute risks within an always-risky 
environment, while management waits until the last possible moment to implement 
changes that might save lives but will disrupt production schedules or quotas. 
 Such phenomena have parallels in other industries, where danger may be 
even more difficult to detect or diagnose, yet there has been little development in 
the creation of effective means of preventing or avoiding disaster.  Disaster-based 
cases center on failure of documentation and communication, and Sauer directly 
refers to a number of such cases which are staples of technical communication ethics 
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instruction: train derailments, building collapses, the NASA Shuttle Challenger 
explosion, and Three-Mile Island. 
 The problem with risk communication, as Sauer defines it, is that we 
can document only what has already happened and try to prevent disasters from 
happening again; regulators cannot effectively write documentation and rules that 
anticipate danger. In other words, successful risk documentation has come to mean 
preventing accidents from reoccurring rather than preventing them from happening 
in the first place. This raises a two-fold problem for technical communicators and 
others charged with minimizing risk and assuring safety. The first is a problem of 
invention, of discovering the available means of persuasion to gain compliance with 
existing standards. The second is ultimately a more difficult one for rhetoricians and 
risk specialists alike: the problem of capturing, transforming, and then standardizing, 
the lived experience (the so-called “native knowledge”) of at-risk miners and other 
workers in ways that improve safety through more effective documentation.
 Sauer s̓ argument opens documentation to include input from sources once 
deemed “noise” in a strict cybernetic definition of communication systems. She 
suggests opening documentation to input from alternative sources, which Sauer 
calls “pit sense” (81). In the mining towns where she did her fieldwork, Sauer 
makes it clear that mining towns are just that: communities that depend upon and 
are built by the economic as well as social networks that produce identities. Miners, 
shop stewards, managers, and bosses are part of this network of work, discourse, 
regulation, and danger, and Sauer effectively argues to include miners as impor-
tant sources of information that is too often overlooked and undervalued. Sauerʼs 
study is particularly useful for rhetoricians when she discusses the bases of risk 
assessment, as she defines knowledge-making in Toulminʼs terms of warrants and 
supports. Sauer names three sources of knowledge, bases upon which warrants rest 
and upon which decisions are made: “Pit sense (embodied sensory knowledge)”; 
“Engineering experience”; and “Scientific (invisible) knowledge” (182). Each stake-
holder group judges its risk based on information from very different authorities 
and authorization systems. One problem of the first kind of knowledge, the kind 
that miners rely on, is that it is difficult to communicate, particularly from miners 
to engineers, scientists and managers. And this “pit sense,” the “Direct physical 
sensations felt or perceived in highly local environments” (182), is almost impos-
sible to record in writing. 

Sauer offers a solution. In chapters 7 and 8, she explores workers  ̓gestures 
as a source for documenting their understanding of mine danger. In the process, 
these two chapters offer a compelling argument for the application and development 
of visual rhetoric. Often, miners share information regarding the potential dangers 
of a given shaft or excavation site with hand gestures. These gestures indicate 
visual cues to dangerous practices, and present an opportunity to experiment in 
multi-media collection and presentation of stakeholder discourse. Offering a site 
for ethnographic research into the use of visual rhetoric, Sauer gives rhetoricians 
an opportunity to capture previously unrecordable information into databases of 
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new media: visual representations of workers  ̓gestures and spatial awareness into 
usable data that may help turn lore into knowledge. Offering a model for recording 
lore and turning it into knowledge may indeed help rhetoricians address various 
needs within composition studies. 
 Gesture offers one avenue for exploring visual rhetoric, and calls attention 
to the workers  ̓rich store of information, representing an important expansion for 
including stakeholders in documentation processes. Such participation clearly ben-
efits workers by minimizing harm and documenting risk effectively. Such an expan-
sion reflects a more generalized trend in the rearticulation of expertise in technical 
communication. Sauerʼs study points to a shift in the relationship between mine 
workers, managers, and owners. In Sauerʼs description of existing documentation 
practices, mining would continue until an event—an accident—took place. Then 
regulations and rules would be created by management and imposed on workers in 
order to keep that particular event from reoccurring. Rather than limiting danger by 
creating and disseminating rules, Sauer foresees new methods for collaboratively 
working with regulators to recognize and document dangers before accidents oc-
cur—thereby preventing accidents from ever happening—which would save both 
lives and money. 
 In their implications for work culture, the changes Sauer anticipates are 
quite a bit more revolutionary than she articulates. Ideologically, the shift from 
top-down to collaborative regulatory authority is significant. And it is a parallel 
development to increasing authority and responsibility throughout workplace 
hierarchies. Similar change is taking place in industrial and document design as 
usability and user-centered methodologies blur the boundaries between technology 
producers and technology consumers. And the change is not limited to mines and web 
design. For example, Ann Blakeslee chronicles how scientists work with audiences. 
Similar arguments are recorded in Andrew Feenberg s̓ critical technological histories 
of reproductive medicine, AIDS research, and the Internet (1995) as well as Bruno 
Latourʼs narratives of mass transit systems and (with Steve Woolgar) laboratory 
life. Indeed, a trend seems evident in post-cold-war technological development 
towards greater recognition and inclusion of stakeholders.
 Unfortunately, however, the current administration seems to believe that 
a return to cold-war thinking, top-down management, and secrecy may be the best 
strategies for preserving American security. In contrast, Sauerʼs research indicates 
that openness, dialogue, and power-sharing offer the best opportunities for risk 
reduction. Such developments underscore the significance of her assertion that 
“communication practices within industries are shaped and constrained by political 
and economic assumptions that may inadvertently silence or render invisible the 
kinds of information that decision makers need to assess and manage risk in 
hazardous environments” (5). 
 Sauer s̓ book is aimed at technical communication and professional writing 
specialists interested in regulatory writing. However, The Rhetoric of Risk should 
be read by a wider audience of composition and rhetoric scholars interested in 
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cultural studies of power and authority. Her text provides substantive examples 
and authoritative insight into arguments made by composition pedagogues about 
the ethical and practical value of dialogue in everything from pedagogy to, here, 
the regulation and articulation of danger. This book deserves a wide audience of 
readers, as it contains a variety of arguments and examples that support much of 
what the field has argued for some time: share power and access so that many can 
benefit, and respect the various ways knowledge is made and transferred by those 
doing the labor.

West Lafayette, IN
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Rhetoric and Kairos: Essays in History, Theory, and Praxis, edited by Phillip 
Sipiora and James S. Baumlin. Albany: State University of New York Press, 
2002. 258 pages.

Reviewed by Dion C. Cautrell, The Ohio State University, Mansfield Cam-
pus

In her foreword Carolyn R. Miller positions Rhetoric and Kairos as a response to 
skepticism about rhetoricʼs remaining too thoroughly “rooted in a particular his-
torical period, a particular language, a particular set of cultural purposes” (xi). For 
Miller the collection addresses concerns about “the ancient emphasis on practical 
production rather than theory and interpretation; the accompanying ʻideology of 
human agency  ̓that characterizes ancient rhetoric; and the ʻthinness  ̓or abstract 
quality of the ancient productionist vocabulary that can easily be applied to any-
thing and thus conveys little of real critical interest” (xi). Overcoming these limita-
tions, however, may not engage some critics  ̓unease over “how satisfactorily that 
particular framework [ancient rhetorical theory] can be ʻglobalized  ̓ to become 
the universal hermeneutic it is often claimed to be in recent theory and criticism” 
(xi). The included essays do tend toward hermeneutics, but that tendency might as 
easily bolster critics  ̓arguments as refute them. The desire to (over)extend kairos 
(“right timing, due measure”) does not necessarily prove its, or rhetoricʼs, useful-
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ness beyond classical models of textual production. Even so, several contributors 
complicate the relationship between Rhetoric and Composition and other fields by 
exploring rhetoricʼs continuing hermeneutic value.
 While interest in kairos has increased steadily—due largely to James L. 
Kinneavy, of whom more later—Rhetoric and Kairos  ̓main objective seems, despite 
Millerʼs formulation, to be a recovery of the concept for an audience unaware of 
its ubiquity or varied applications. The volumeʼs first three-fifths focus largely on 
ancient thinkers like Protagoras and Quintilian. Two exceptions to this trend are 
worth noting, however, because they (re)situate kairos outside of discourse per se. 
Richard Leo Enosʼs “Inventional Constraints on the Technographers of Ancient 
Athens” presents the literacy constraints imposed on Greek technographers by the 
timekeeping methods associated with primary orality, while Catherine R. Eskinʼs 
“Hippocrates, Kairos, and Writing in the Sciences” explores the centrality of kairos 
to the Corpus Hippocraticum—the texts associated with the physician Hippocrates 
and his successors. 
 Although Enos and Eskin ground their work in ancient Greek practices, the 
arguments they develop are equally useful in the context of current debates about the 
rhetorical dimensions of time and timekeeping (as with writing tests like the revised 
SAT exam) and of medical care (as related to doctor-patient ethics and rapport). 
Enos accentuates timeʼs material impact on ancient Greek discourse: “This study 
offers archeological and textual evidence that reveals the conventional constraints 
on writing used in the service of preserving oral discourse in ancient Athens and 
advances the following claim: when civic writing was used in the service of oral-
ity the constraint of time must be used as a factor in Greek rhetoric” (78). Beyond 
stressing the historical transition from primary orality to literacy—“protoliterate” 
activity—Enos yokes rhetorical theory to the material conditions surrounding its 
enactment (77). While rhetoric ideally grants writers influence over how words 
function in the world, writing remains a technology and, as such, operates under 
both internal and external constraints. Theories that look to kairos only to explain 
when/how words are deployed overlook literal timing: “Our efforts to understand 
classical rhetoric have not included a sensitivity to what is called ̒ immediate time,  ̓
that is, units of hours and minutes. Our current research in classical rhetoric shows 
no accounting for, and demonstrates no real awareness of, the momentary in Greek 
rhetoric” (78-79). Anyone who accepts the interdependence of thinking-writing-
doing must surely account for more than discursive timeliness.
 More immediately, discourse solicited “in the service of” student 
evaluation or achievement, for example, stands equally subject to material 
realities—something Enos mentions all too briefly (78). How much time 
should student-writers have to complete in-class assignments if teachers hope 
to encourage effective rhetorical action? How is sustained drafting affected by 
time constraints and the non-communicative purposes to which student writing is 
put? Outside the classroom, what are the effects of real-time interaction (in online 
chat rooms or MOOs, for instance) on student-writers  ̓texts? Do current theories, 
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however developed, adequately account for timeʼs technological dimensions? 
Enos closes his essay by gesturing toward his studyʼs broader impact: “if we do 
have a sensitivity to immediate time in classical rhetoric, such notions as kairos, 
peristasis [ʻcircumstanceʼ], and prepon [ʻappropriatenessʼ] will take on greater 
importance not only in our theoretical understanding of these central concepts, 
but also in our study of how they played out in the rhetorical situations that 
brought them into existence” (87). Effective rhetorical practices involve more 
than organizing theories around concepts like kairos. Theories come alive to the 
degree that they account for “immediate time,” the very real, quite tangible time 
dependencies according to which words take shape in the world. It is a lesson that 
Eskin underwrites in her essay, presented in the context of medical diagnosis and 
science writing. For her the Hippocratic Collection exemplifies “the recognition of 
variables—time, weather, age, sex—and the experienced doctor s̓ usage of judgment 
in the interpretation of available data” (97), “mak[ing] room for individuality and 
case specificity” (98). Eskin uses kairos to measure the temporal as well as the 
rhetorical dynamics of discourse. Rather than read Hippocratesʼs texts as kairotic 
only because of their relationship to language, she spends equal time considering 
the material constraints affecting patient treatment and, therefore, the Hippocratic 
texts  ̓rhetorical characteristics.
 Parallels between medical and rhetorical practices in the collection reveal 
as much about the world in which rhetoric takes shape as about the nature of science 
writing or of kairos: “Kairos here is clearly aligned with experimentation, with 
experience, with incident, with phenomena” (99). The lessons for medical ethics, 
the rhetorics of science, and related areas are manifold. That effective rhetorical 
action responds to, and fully accounts for, a situationʼs singularity may be widely 
accepted, but as Eskin suggests, material circumstances also affect how/why 
Hippocratesʼs rhetorical practices assume the form they do: “kairos is not just 
about time, and Hippocratesʼs work on medicine deals with more than just when 
something should be done” (105). For, as Eskin continues, “[f]rom this view of 
timing also comes certain organizational tendencies in the setting forth of a text. 
Not just medical writers, but scientific writers are careful to be efficient in their 
texts, generally choosing a tight organization that allows for little to no deviation” 
(107). Rhetorical constraints intersect material and professional ones in ways that 
current theorizing ignores at some peril, intellectual if not physical.
 While the essays in the collectionʼs remaining two-fifths effectively illus-
trate kairos in various period (con)texts, none of them strikes quite the same balance 
as Enosʼs or Eskinʼs. Amélie Frost Benedikt, in “On Doing the Right Thing at the 
Right Time,” explores the “important objective qualities” of kairos, but her argu-
ment rarely escapes the boundaries defined by the collectionʼs other essays (226). 
How might non-subjective qualities inform debates about the issues raised by Enos, 
Eskin, and others? In “Changing Times in Composition Classes,” Carolyn Eriksen 
Hill recounts her use of “Pythagorean habits of mind” in “bring[ing] my students  ̓
structural or rhetorical problems into the language of the motions and emotions 
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of actual thinking, feeling, breathing people” (212, 213). Hillʼs (self-)reflective 
narrative legitimately considers pedagogyʼs human(e) dimensions, but because of 
its reflective character, the essay provides little tangible direction regarding how 
to develop a curriculum. What might writing assignments look like? What par-
ticular chords should instructors strike in facilitating students  ̓efforts? Likewise, 
in “Kairos” Phillip Sipiora twice mentions the ways in which rhetorical grammar 
informs kairos; however, the point receives no sustained attention, even though 
it underlies his argument about the Biblical New Testament. As with other essays 
in the collection, Sipioraʼs provokes, but it never quite moves readers beyond the 
specific topics/texts being investigated.
 I raise these final concerns, despite the volumeʼs overall usefulness, 
because of contextʼs importance to the work of James L. Kinneavy, who (as the 
foreword notes) passed away before this volume was released. His “Kairos in 
Classical and Modern Rhetorical Theory” serves him in good stead, a tribute to 
his devotion to kairos. Whatever else readers make of the collection, we would do 
well to remember Kinneavyʼs contributions and to support the project for which 
he agitated so vigorously:

I am firmly convinced that rhetoric desperately needs the notion of 
kairos. I have made several pleas for its reincorporation into the sys-
tematic study of composition, because I see it as a dominant motif in 
disciplines related to our own . . . . The concept of situational context, 
which is a modern term for kairos, is in the forefront of research and 
thought in many areas. . . . [I]t may be that modern treatments of situ-
ational context can learn something from the handling of the same topic 
in antiquity. I would argue that they can, particularly in the realms of 
the ethical and the educational. (74 n4)

Kinneavy believed that words matter in the world, but he also recognized that the 
world matters as much to words, for no text escapes its time(s) and timing, even 
as writers may struggle to reach some unknown posterity.

Mansfield, OH

The Politics of Remediation: Institutional and Student Needs in Higher 
Education, by Mary Soliday. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 
2002. 240 pages.

Reviewed by William DeGenaro, Miami University, Hamilton

For several years I have wondered why, despite the numerous historical accounts 
of college composition in the United States, our field has not produced a 
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comprehensive history of basic writing. Andrea Lunsfordʼs 1977 dissertation, 
An Historical, Descriptive, and Evaluative Study of Remedial English in the 
United States, remains one of the few scholarly explorations of basic writing that 
employs historical methods. As the dissertation title implies, however, history is not 
Lunsfordʼs only—or even primary—concern. Many consider Mina Shaughnessyʼs 
iconic Errors and Expectations, along with Adrienne Richʼs practitioner account 
of teaching writing under the open admissions policy at the City University of 
New York, to be historical documents, representations of a crucial moment in 
the disciplinary development of basic writing. Yet Shaughnessy and Rich also 
eschew historical narrative. Ira Shor has contributed a great deal to our disciplinary 
knowledge about the historical trajectory of basic writing, situating the course 
within Compositionʼs legacy of elitism and exclusion (“Our Apartheid”) and also 
tracing the invocation of the concept of “correctness” during the 1970s and beyond 
(“Errors and Economics”). Methodologically, though, Shorʼs scholarship leans 
more toward critique. In my own work I have turned to the history of two-year 
colleges to understand the origins of remediation in higher education (“Social 
Utility”) but have probably produced institutional, not curricular, history. In short, 
no documentary history or historical narrative has provided a thorough, definitive 
study historicizing basic writing.

The Politics of Remediation is not that book, but Mary Soliday does push 
basic writing research in the right direction. She argues that the basic writing edifice 
most often resolves political and institutional tensions instead of responding to a 
priori student needs. Specifically, she points out that remedial instruction facilitates 
the tiering of higher education, helping institutions to remain selective but also make 
claims about serving community members. “The unselective institution exists,” 
she argues, “in order to maintain democratic access without damaging selectivity 
in a hierarchical system” (13). Yet the academic and public rhetorics that surround 
remediation emphasize the individual at the expense of critical-contextual con-
versations about the ideological utility of the whole enterprise. Although Soliday 
acknowledges the value of centering our gaze on students, she offers a useful and 
compelling analysis of how liberal academics tend to paint individual remedial 
students as coming from cultures incompatible with academic cultures, thereby 
othering basic writers. Conservative critics, meanwhile, articulate unproblematized 
conceptions of assimilation, stating an imperative for individuals to renounce their 
former linguistic habits.

Soliday suggests that a greater historical consciousness could help us 
avoid these reductive conclusions about individual basic writers. Too often we 
buy into the myths that remediation is new and, by extension, “good writing” is an 
objective and timeless notion. Remedial measures existed, Soliday states, before 
the City University of New York created an open-admissions policy in the 1960s. 
She proceeds to offer a fascinating, if somewhat surface, sketch of such measures 
from the 1870s to the present, discussing the use of “conditioning” (giving less able 
students a year to make up for “deficiencies” before enrollment) policies dating 
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back to the nineteenth century as well as placement tests and high-stakes gradua-
tion requirements. Soliday traces the ebb and flow of remediation throughout the 
twentieth century, as colleges and universities responded to literacy crises with 
back-to-basics programs and managed periods of rapid growth through “differen-
tiation”: the creation of campuses with varying degrees of prestige. The recurring 
theme that Soliday locates is the tendency of institutions to make decisions about 
remediation based on good public relations (responding to literacy crisis rhetoric), 
profits (generating cash cow enrollments in mandated classes), and enrollment 
management (creating further barriers during periods of growth)—as opposed to 
student needs. Looking at the entire historical time period allows Soliday to il-
lustrate what she calls the “always newness” of remediation. Each time the culture 
frets about poor writing skills, popular myth implies the problem is new, allowing 
the blame to fall on students.

Soliday turns her attention to Shaughnessy and reviews the myriad cri-
tiques of the trailblazer. A useful synthesis of the literature that accuses Shaughnessy 
of valorizing academic language and culture, this section of the book may prove 
tedious for readers already familiar with basic writing scholarship. Soliday suggests 
that Shaughnessy critics like Joseph Harris, Bruce Horner, and Min-Zhan Lu have 
failed to account for Shaughnessyʼs institutional work, focusing too much attention 
on Errors and Expectations and other published accounts. Soliday looks at primary 
texts documenting her work at CUNY and finds that Shaughnessy advocated for 
pedagogies and institutional reforms more progressive than those suggested in 
her seminal book. Again, Solidayʼs critique is that we fail to focus on institutional 
politics and contexts when we think about basic writing. Institutional analysis, like 
historical inquiry, can provide methodological alternatives and help basic writing 
scholars transcend myths of individuality. In the 1980s, the discourse surrounding 
remediation often engaged in “a politics of agency . . . [attributing] problems that 
public higher education faced throughout the decade to students—in New York, to 
their inability to assimilate to mainstream cultures—and to the ̒ expensive  ̓programs 
designed to meet their ʻspecial  ̓needs” (106). Although critics paint a picture of a 
working-class ethos at odds with the ethos of higher education, Soliday finds that 
institutional forces, more than cultural deficits, impact persistence and success 
among first-generation college students and members of the working class.

According to Soliday, the 1990s saw de facto segregation, as higher educa-
tion engaged in further tiering through techniques such as the outsourcing of basic 
writing to two-year colleges and even for-profit teaching ventures (111). The past 
decade saw many middle-prestige schools toughen admissions standards while 
federal education funds decreased, resulting in students and parents pledging even 
greater allegiance to high-standards rhetorics. Soliday suggests that members of 
the middle class want higher education to be a site of rigor and even exclusion, so 
that they can feel secure—and exclusive. She claims that media reports during the 
decade connected the loosening of admissions standards to student movements of 
the 1960s (especially among students of color) while even left-leaning basic writing 
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scholarship affirmed “underclass imagery” (135). She points to scholars such as 
Deborah Mutnick as heirs to Shaughnessy and Rich, well-meaning but inadver-
tently contributing to myths of cultural deficit. Urging the field to investigate the 
local with an eye on situating basic writers in their institutional contexts, Soliday 
writes, “We need more research and specific case studies of the political roles that 
remediation plays at colleges” (143).

Soliday ends her book with an analysis of working-class and minority 
writers whose textual identities straddle mainstream academe but also maintain 
a stance of resistance. She urges teachers of basic writing to explore pedagogies 
of translation, wherein students engage in rhetorically aware code switching. Ul-
timately, Soliday wants teachers and students “to transcreate new knowledge and 
identities out of a negotiation—possibly a fusion—between different cultures” 
(148). She describes various, highly useful pedagogical strategies such as literacy 
and intercultural narratives that transcend linear progressions from one culture 
to another, exploring the legitimacy, fluidity, and hybridity of both worlds. This 
final chapter, though engaging, seemed disjointed from the historical narratives of 
previous chapters. Clearly Soliday was exploring the classroom space to illustrate 
the implications of remediationʼs “always newness” and offer border pedagogies 
that resist that problematic trend. Still, I felt as if Soliday had begun to uncover 
important historical antecedents of basic writing as we know it and wanted even 
more detail, more primary documentation. As a field we have much literature 
exploring border pedagogies but basic writing history is lacking. Solidayʼs book 
nicely complements Lunsford and Shor. The breadth of her historical scope is 
impressive, particularly given the scarcity of resources specifically addressing de-
velopmental writing. Now we need someone to connect the dots in greater depth 
and move beyond CUNY, looking at remediation and basic writingʼs curricular 
and disciplinary development at both four-year and two-year colleges, land-grant 
universities and regional campuses, in all geographical locales in the nation. How 
about a book similar in scope to John Breretonʼs excellent documentary history 
of college composition that specifically addresses remedial English? Soliday has 
provided the foundation and the impetus.

Hamilton, OH
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Arts of Living: Reinventing the Humanities for the Twenty-first Century, 
by Kurt Spellmeyer. Albany: State University of New York Press, 2003. 312 
pages.

Reviewed by Beth Brunk-Chavez, The University of Texas at El Paso

As I was flying home from a conference, a particularly chatty person next to me 
saw the title of Kurt Spellmeyerʼs book: Arts of Living. Curious, she asked what 
kind of self-help book I was reading. I briefly explained to her that this was a dif-
ferent kind of book—one of the “academic sort.” Of course, the conversation ended 
there. However, after finishing the text and pondering it for many days, Iʼm left to 
wonder if her question wasnʼt more astute than I initially thought. Spellmeyerʼs 
Arts of Living, after all, has altered the ways I think about my research, my teach-
ing, my purpose for working and being inside the academy.
 After reading and thinking about chapter 6, I realized why the book is 
titled Arts of Living—here is where, at least for me, he fleshes out the connection 
between humanities and life—or rather the disconnection that the academy has cre-
ated. Of course, these connections are present throughout the first five chapters.
 As Spellmeyer warns from the first sentence of the text, “the humanities 
must change” if they are to survive (3). The largest issue, he finds, is that the hu-
manities have become completely removed from the worlds outside the academy. 
Spellmeyerʼs argument isnʼt a new one. Lisa Ruddickʼs Chronicle article “The 
Near Enemy of the Humanities is Professionalism” argues that “for years, literary 
scholarship has been refining the art of stepping away from humane connection” 
(B7). She cites then MLA president Linda Hutcheonʼs address that “condemns our 
current way of doing business as intellectually cliquish, arrogant, and competitive.” 
There are a good number of similar cries. What makes Spellmeyerʼs Arts of Liv-
ing singular in its approach, however, is the care he takes in tracing the way the 
humanities have gotten into this situation. 
 He gives us an incredibly detailed education into how the humanities as 
a discipline began and who some of the academic forerunners are, an education 
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I think every graduate student who is considering academia must have. But one, 
sadly, of which I had very little knowledge. While there isnʼt the space to provide 
details here, I was repeatedly astonished by the breadth of his historical account. In 
part 1, Spellmeyer details the conditions and trends in the mid-nineteenth to mid-
twentieth century that lead to the establishment of the American university as an 
institution and the scientific approach to the humanities. In chapter 2, he considers 
the growing divide between the populists and the progressives who established a 
“culture of specialization” where local knowledge ceased to count for something. 
In chapter 3, Spellmeyer examines the cultural and social divide that widened 
between the professionals and the ordinary citizen. Knowledge, instead of being 
disseminated to the masses, became the interest of other professionals. Medicine 
and law were the first disciplines to professionalize their knowledge. Following 
their lead, at the risk of appearing less scientific, the humanities grew to take on a 
more reductionist, scientific approach to knowledge. 
 Chapter 4 begins to scrutinize the humanities, specifically English. In 1909, 
the president of the MLA declared that “the humanities had lost the competition 
with the ̒ technicals,  ̓and the result was a growing cultural crisis” (73). People were 
reading whatever they could get their hands on—what most academics considered 
“vulgar.” As a result, literary studies “had to establish itself as a specialized knowl-
edge with a unique and indispensable social function in the administered society” 
(77). Historicism delivered literary studies a methodology that appeared at least 
quasi-scientific. So, not only did an individual need to attend the university to learn 
what to read but also how to read. 
 Chapter 5, a chapter I found to be both fascinating and profoundly sad, 
features James Agee, a journalist best known for Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, 
who came to believe that “real learning . . . had become virtually impossible inside 
the vast, cumbersome machinery of the schools” (99). Fortune magazine sent him 
out with photographer Walker Evans to document rural life without culture, educa-
tion, and so on. But Agee found truths they didnʼt want to see. He found that a life 
without control and academic certainty made him feel more alive and wondered 
how “the educated, leisured people who should by rights be profoundly happy live 
as unhappily as the Gudgers, in spite of all our comfort” (109). Critic Lionel Trill-
ing declared that Agee had “idealiz[ed] people more deserving of our pity” (104). 
While the Frankfurt School expressed similar sentiments as Agee, they privileged 
their work of critique and criticism over face-to-face engagement with people. Just 
as Trilling, the Frankfurt School, and critics like Jonathan Culler have turned away 
from experience to the “somber pleasures of ʻtextualityʼ,” so have the humanities 
(113).
 The academy has created a culture distanced from the real world. Critical 
theory reflects a privileged way of reading, an aristocratic origin which suggests 
not everyone is capable of reading a text—at least of seeing what we need to see. 
They must depend on us, the experts, to reveal what isnʼt transparent. That requires 
training. People must be taught to read this way. Itʼs a closed circle. We only talk to 
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each other. We teach these ideas to people who will take our place. Critical theory 
can change ideas, but not actions or real life. 
 What is Spellmeyerʼs solution? To create a dialogue. Although Rutgers 
made a valid attempt at implementing the kinds of changes Spellmeyer envisions 
as necessary to saving the humanities, the results were few. The writing program, 
however, became the logical, and perhaps only, possible locus for these changes. 
Students are encouraged to read, discuss, and write about issues that will affect 
them in the next twenty years. So, in the end, Spellmeyer is not suggesting that 
we stop reading literature, that we stop studying history, that we stop philosophiz-
ing. Not at all. What he is suggesting is that we stop practicing these for their own 
sake. Rather, we read literature in such a way as to help students make sense of 
the world. 
 So, as I finished each chapter, considered the book as a piece, I found my-
self asking some pretty hard questions: What am I doing to perpetuate the system? 
What am I doing to change it? What attracted me to this profession, this discipline, 
in the first place? And, why do I feel the need to teach others about it? I believe 
Spellmeyer would agree that these are the kinds of questions that we as educators 
within the humanities need to ask ourselves. But, not just ask ourselves; discover 
the answers and do something with them. English Departments, he suggests, need 
to begin to measure their worth according to their impact on the community and 
their circulation of ideas into the general public (18). Later he applauds the work of 
such academic humanists as Patricia Nelson Limerick, Richard Rorty, Henry Louis 
Gates, and Stephen Ambrose whose works purposefully and successfully stretch 
beyond the reading academy and even into television (238). We must reinvent, 
relocate, resituate ourselves. 
 At our end of the fall semester English Department party, several students 
were awarded scholarships. One returning student commented that after raising 
her children, she decided to finish her degree. She went on to say that the only 
thing she found the time or space to do while raising those two kids was to read. 
Therefore, she figured the thing she was most qualified for was an English degree. 
While I certainly donʼt mean to belittle her accomplishments and realize that it was 
something anecdotal and humorous to say in a rather uncomfortable moment, this 
is an individual example of what Spellmeyer critiques. What do English majors 
do? They read. They talk about what they read. They teach others to read and talk 
about what they read. No one would argue that students must learn the importance 
of critically engaging with texts, but what then?
 Not everyone who reads Spellmeyerʼs text will agree wholeheartedly; as 
John Brereton states in his blurb, itʼs “guaranteed to be controversial.” And, rightly 
so. Spellmeyer has few kind words for critical theorists, contending that critique is 
an illusion by which we only change our ideas when we should be seeking to change 
actual lives. Even if one does not agree with parts or most of his arguments, Arts of 
Living, I believe, is an important read for every humanities scholar and teacher.

El Paso, TX
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ANNOUNCEMENTS

Call for Submissions: 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 to this refereed journal should be 
10-25 pages, in MLA format, and should be accompanied by a professorʼs 
note that the essay was written by the student. Please send four 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 Dr. Laurie Grobman, Editor, 
Penn State Berks-Lehigh Valley College, P.O. Box 7009, Tulpehocken Road, 
Reading, PA 19610-6009. E-mail inquiries to leg8@psu.edu. Submissions are 
accepted all year.
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