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Ilene Crawford
Southern Connecticut State University  ______________________________

PLAYING IN TRAFFIC:
A TIMELY METAPHOR FOR POSTMODERN
ETHNOGRAPHY AND COMPOSITION 
PEDAGOGY

___________________

Ilene Crawford is an Associate Professor of English and Women’s Studies at 
Southern Connecticut State University in New Haven, where she teaches gradu-
ate and undergraduate courses in rhetoric and composition theory, feminist theory, 
pedagogy, critical race theory, and ethnography.

CROSSING THE STREET

I went to Vietnam for the first time in 2002. It was my third trip to Asia 
but my first to the so-called Third World. I prepared for danger. I brought 
Cipro to ward off food- and water-induced illnesses. In the months prior to 

my departure I took the entire recommended series of inoculations—hepatitis 
A, hepatitis B, typhoid, and tetanus. But as my physician informed me while 
she had the typhoid needle buried in my left deltoid, the number one cause of 
injury and death to travelers in Vietnam by far is traffic accidents. For travelers 
from the U.S., this is partly because traffic moves on the left in Vietnam—it is 
hard to break the habit of looking left-right-left when stepping into the street. 
But the danger I experienced in Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi on this first trip 
and on my subsequent 2005 trip was due less to different traffic rules than the 
absence of traffic rules. There are some lights, a few crosswalks, some street 
signs. But these carry the force of suggestion more than the force of law. The 
movement of traffic is constant. Traffic does not stop to let pedestrians cross, 
then begin again. Traffic at intersections does not alternate via any consistent 
external regulation. Motorbikes, lorries, bicycles, pedestrians, oxcarts, cyclos, 
taxis, minivans, and the occasional private car all share the road. Right-of-way 
is not automatically granted via predetermined factors. It is earned moment-
to-moment via a rough computation of one’s velocity, size, and trajectory in 
relation to those approaching. 

I traveled with my colleague and close friend, Vietnamese-American 
artist Thuan Vu, on both trips. On July 6, 2002, our first morning together in 
Ho Chi Minh City, we stepped out of The Grand Hotel on Dhong Khoi at five 
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a.m. after our jetlagged bodies snapped awake at four. Once on the streets, we 
were surprised to see that they were already filled with boys playing soccer, girls 
playing badminton, women doing tai chi, and even men jogging (sometimes 
wearing singlets, always barefoot). As we moved toward Ben Thanh market, 
planning to participate in the morning rush of commerce by buying coffee to 
take home, the sidewalks began to fill with families creating cafés with por-
table stoves, plastic stools, and dishes, and individuals creating newsstands by 
hanging the day’s newspapers on trees or creating barbershops by setting up 
a mirror and a chair. 

I saw it was a mistake for me to read Ho Chi Minh City’s asphalt 
spaces as sidewalks and streets. To name them such invested their function with 
a permanence that didn’t accurately capture their fluidity. In July’s predawn 
and thus not-quite-yet stifling temperatures and humidity, the streets were not-
quite-yet streets—they were playgrounds, soccer fields, and badminton courts. 
The sidewalks had their own evolving set of uses I witnessed over the course 
of each day: mobile café, newspaper stand, barber shop, bicycle and motorbike 
parking lot, daycare space, sleeping space, and—nearly always—retail space. 
Sidewalk was a misnomer when these functions left no space for pedestrians but 
the street. No space had a consistent function: the time of day and the climate 
defined what these spaces were. 

Emerging from the seamless crush of commerce in Ben Thanh market 
a few hours later on that first day, we found the soccer fields and badminton 
courts were now streets occupied by an equally seamless crush of vehicles. We 
immediately saw that it was a mistake to wait for them to stop for us. Traffic 
is slow in the center of Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi because it is so thick; 
it is difficult to ever move much faster than 20 m.p.h. Local residents picked 
their spot and walked into traffic. As pedestrians in the street, we needed to 
resist our urge to yield to the assortment of vehicles moving toward us. In 
fact, these outsiders’ instincts put us in the most danger. We needed to adopt 
and maintain the locals’ steady pace, going no slower and no faster, in order to 
keep ourselves and the people and vehicles moving around us safe. Crossing 
the streets in Ho Chi Minh City and Hanoi were initially extraordinary experi-
ences that, with practice, came to feel utterly ordinary in those spaces. Col-
lectively, these experiences of crossing the street became a teaching moment. 
As an outsider, I had to adopt Vietnamese road rules and set aside my own if 
I was going to get anywhere. I had to learn to move on the terms the physical 
space of Vietnam offered me. 

I did not go to Vietnam to learn how to cross the street, of course—I 
went to investigate the role foreign-language literacy practices play in 
Vietnamese women’s lives as they navigate the shift to a market economy. As 
the joke about the chicken goes, I was just trying to get to the other side. But 
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the repeated challenge of something so ordinary eventually caught my attention. 
Crossing the street became an interesting object lesson in learning how to 
see the future. I eventually learned that I could not treat the traffic as just a 
spatial reasoning problem; it was a diachronic problem as well. As I practiced, 
I grew more accomplished at predicting where a cyclo, a taxi, a bicycle, and 
I would not quite meet in time and space; a chain of these almost-encounters 
created my paths across the streets. These paths closed behind me immediately 
and appeared in front of me only if—and because—I kept moving at a slow, 
steady pace. Running, darting, or dodging was at best counterproductive and 
at worst dangerous. My paths across the street appeared only when they had 
to—those around me had no extra space to give me, and it was common for 
motorbikes and bicycles to brush against pedestrians as they passed. I was not 
in control of my paths; they were produced in relation to those I encountered. 
We determined each other’s movements. Moving in traffic taught me that I was 
not just looking at the physical space of Vietnam from a new local perspective. 
Perspective became too static a concept, too vision-centric, to capture what I 
was doing. My perspective was fluid in this space; I found my path was created 
not inspite of others’ movements, but because of them. My experience, my 
perspective, my identity in that space, was shaped by our interaction. I found 
that moving in traffic in Vietnam offered me a metaphor for understanding the 
importance of practicing timely work, a metaphor I have been using not only 
to understand my 2002 and 2005 ethnography work in Vietnam, but also my 
teaching in a U.S. university.  

TIMELY WORK

I created this metaphor in Vietnam out of pure necessity. I needed it 
to understand that my workspaces were constantly being produced by a set 
of global and local circumstances for specific and finite moments in time. I 
needed it to understand that my work had to be timely. In other words, I had 
to recognize and take advantage of these time-bound work spaces when my 
movements in relation to others produced them. I also needed the metaphor to 
understand that my capacity to predict and control these moments was limited. 
And finally, I needed it to reassure me that while I had a limited capacity to 
predict and control these moments, the work I produced within them was 
real—it counted as knowledge. The metaphor helped me dislodge myself from 
a comfortably reticent, reflective, and static stance and forced me to work in a 
much more fluid and less controlling way. 

It was work that prompted me to shift my focus from my initial 
concerns about the ethics of representing Vietnam to the material conditions 
of doing ethnographic work there. In Bruce Horner’s terms, I began to think 
about my ethnographic work as a  “cultural material practice” that demanded 
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I develop “a multiplicity of strategies, each appropriate for different circum-
stances” (Horner 581). Learning to do timely work on the terms that a space 
offers is difficult. There is nothing sure-footed about it. As I read and used my 
journals and fieldnotes from both trips, I was struck by how often I expressed 
doubt and uncertainty. I found that navigating Vietnam as an imagined place 
was comfortable for me; learning to navigate Vietnam as a material space put 
me out of my physical, intellectual, and emotional comfort zones.1 

The classical rhetorical concept of kairos clearly influenced the sense of 
timely perspective that I developed in Vietnam. Kairos is commonly translated 
as the “right time for action,” but the term is more than a label for a rhetor’s op-
portune moment to make his or her case most effectively (Liddell and Scott 841). 
As Kelly Pender notes in her recent essay, kairos was a “generative principle” 
for the sophists, who believed the world was produced by rhetors choosing to 
exploit opportunities produced by the confluence of conflicting forces (97). Each 
day in Vietnam presented me with timely choices to seize, most forcing me 
to step away from the spaces I expected to work in—museums, cultural sites, 
and historical sites—because these preplanned paths were guaranteed to put 
me in contact with women who used English. But I found these women were 
not interested in talking with me about their literacy histories in the context of 
Vietnam’s emerging market economy. 

Focusing on such official spaces also tended to blind me to other 
spaces that appeared. For example, on the third day of our 2002 trip, Thuan 
and I visited Ho Chi Minh City’s Museum of Fine Art, which turned out to be 
a rather woebegone facility with minimal curation. Walking back to our hotel, 
we decided to browse in a street of antique dealers. In the first dealer’s stall, I 
asked for a stack of old picture postcards from a large glass display case and 
settled onto one of Vietnam’s ubiquitous tiny, plastic stools to flip through faded 
shots of the Riviera, Rome, and Paris. When I looked into the glass case to see 
if there were more, I saw that the shelf above the postcards held rows and rows 
of silver cigarette lighters, Zippo lighters, the kind carried by American soldiers 
during the Vietnam War. Each lighter had the city, the year, sometimes the 
name—David Owens, Da Nang, 67-68—stamped on it. I looked across and then 
down the narrow street. Each shop had a similar glass case; I could see the glint 
cast inside each one by the rows of Zippos. A peculiar feeling came over me as I 
realized what I was looking at. I thought about how the sheer number of lighters, 
the equally large number of young men’s lives they represented, and why they 
were in these cases. When I gathered up the postcards to return them, I noticed I 
had been setting aside the photographs mixed in with them, photographs of the 
same vintage as the Zippos—Vietnamese families’ baby pictures, confirmation 
pictures, school pictures, and wedding pictures. In California a few weeks 
before, Thuan’s mother had shown us similar photographs she had carried out 
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of Saigon when the family fled. These photographs, like the lighters, were left 
behind, separated from their owners by the war. Both objects  visibly represented 
lives lost and broken.

But the lighters left a much greater impression on me than the photo-
graphs. While the lighters gave me chills, it was really only after this first trip 
that I thought much about the photographs again; I began noticing how encoun-
ters with U.S. soldiers’ artifacts have become rather de rigueur for Americans 
writing about their travels in Vietnam, writing that typically emphasizes the 
war’s effects on individual Americans while sidestepping larger questions about 
U.S. policy and overlooking the effects the war had on Vietnam and individual 
Vietnamese (Bourdain, Tomlin).2

In a conversation with Thuan back in the U.S., he suggested that our 
movement from the art museum—a space that represented the official version 
of Vietnamese culture—to the antique stalls—a space that was not marked as 
academic—affected my ability to see the pictures as well as I saw the lighters. 
What he called my “academic light bulb” was “on” at the museum. It was not 
at the antique stall. I was working from an internalized sense of what kinds of 
spaces and experiences yield learning moments, a sense highly overdetermined 
at that point by the features of academic spaces. I recognized the space of the 
art museum as an academic space and responded to its cues by looking at what 
I saw there in an academic manner—expecting to learn and to see things that 
would teach me about Vietnamese culture. I did. For example, I was interested 
in how and why Vietnamese women were used to compose a national narrative 
of strength and perseverance. As a result, I became engrossed in the art with 
war themes and the prominence women had in this art, shown fighting, supply-
ing troops, and practicing medicine. When I exited the museum, my academic 
light bulb went off; I realized that when we arrived at the antique stall, I did 
not have the same expectation that I could learn something about Vietnamese 
women. So I didn’t. 

In other moments I had more success moving in traffic. It is not pos-
sible to catalogue all of the working spaces my movements created for me, but, 
collectively, moments like the following allowed me to compose local vantage 
points from which I could begin to see how complex cultural, historic, and eco-
nomic forces shape Vietnam and move Vietnamese people transnationally. 

During the trip, I spent an enormous amount of time just moving 
from one space to another—on foot, in taxis, in minivans, on a motorbike, in 
airplanes. All of this movement produced my best opportunities for contact 
and conversation, opportunities I had to learn to recognize and seize. Airports 
and airplanes yielded some of the most dramatic evidence of the uneven ways 
globalization affects Vietnam. I met immigrants returning home to visit fam-
ily they left behind to pursue economic opportunity. I saw factory workers on 
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their first plane ride visibly annoying the worldly, genteel flight attendants by 
putting their bare feet on the armrests and talking loudly to everyone around 
them, offering us fruit and other homemade snacks they had packed. I saw 
frightened women who had never left rural northern Vietnam on their way to 
be maids in Taiwan so they could earn money for their families. 

To see and use these timely moments as workspaces, I had to set aside 
my habit of waiting for ideal space, time, and circumstances. One night Hoang 
Thi Kieu Trang, Thuy Nga, and I drank ice coffees in a café, and I interviewed 
them over the noise of a live band. when I asked if there was a quieter place to 
go and continue the interview, they laughed and said, “There is no quiet place 
in Vietnam!” All of my taped interviews record the constant noise and inter-
ruption: dogs bark, cars honk, people talk, and music plays. Trang is Thuan’s 
cousin; she was earning her Master’s degree in physics when I first met her 
and is now a doctoral student at Florida State University. Trang and her parents 
welcomed me, Thuan, his brother Khanh, and Khanh’s three daughters into 
their home late one hot, mid-July night. In the middle of this family reunion, 
Trang allowed me to interview her. She became a friend and ally, helping me 
to explore Ho Chi Minh City and the Mekong Delta and working tirelessly 
during my second trip to find additional interview subjects. Trang’s experiences 
and analysis regarding access to education, women’s rights, political freedoms, 
and the shift to a market economy in Vietnam have been invaluable. She also 
introduced me to her childhood friend Thuy Nga, whose frustrations over set-
tling for a job that required her to focus on English rather than the Japanese 
she preferred showed how globalization can compel people to acquire and use 
literacies on the terms it dictates. More recently Nga was denied an opportu-
nity to work and study abroad, which she thinks is related to the government’s 
persecution of her elderly father. Her experiences are teaching me more about 
the kinds of political constraints Vietnamese people face. 

Also, in Ben Thanh market, in the shops on Dhong Khoi, and in ho-
tels in Ho Chi Minh City, I made a practice of introducing myself to women I 
met—vendors, artists, shop girls, and hotel clerks in between customers—and 
Thuan helped me to talk with them. In an Adidas store, Thuan and I were waited 
on by Co Thi Hai. Weeks away from marrying an American she had recently met 
and moving to San Diego with him, she came to a second interview with three 
friends, who invited me to attend their English conversation class. I ended up 
teaching the class, which gave me access to thirty more young, working-class 
students’ stories. A shop owner on Dhong Khoi from whom Thuan, his brother 
Trieu, and I bought several things telephoned her daughter, a children’s English 
teacher, and had her come on the spot to be interviewed. I took notes on napkins 
and the menu of the café. These women and others, all met on the street so to 
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speak, have continued to stay in contact via email as their circumstances allow, 
sharing stories of negotiating complex socioeconomic contexts. 

A METAPHOR FOR TEACHING

I said earlier that I created the metaphor of moving in traffic out of 
necessity while I was in Vietnam. I could not treat the material conditions of 
Vietnam as obstacles to work. I had to treat them as opportunities. In the space 
between my first and second trips, I began to reflect on what my experiences 
and this metaphor could offer my work as a writing teacher. Obviously, it can 
help my students learn to work as writers, but I have found that it helps me 
even more as I continue to learn to teach writing. I have shown how my path 
in Vietnam was created in conjunction with others. When I compare my past 
and present composition courses, I can see that my pedagogy now operates 
more and more from these principles of timely work. 

This shift has meant letting go of several pedagogical practices I 
have been deeply invested in. I have always loved defining a course’s themes, 
carefully juxtaposing readings to create certain insights for students and then 
nurturing the evolution of those insights via a carefully designed assignment 
sequence. But more recently I have questioned some of the assumptions un-
derlying this pedagogy. While I would like to think of myself as a very liberal, 
even radical, teacher because I ask students to historicize and critically engage 
with concepts of race, class, gender, and sexuality, the pedagogy itself has 
actually been relatively safe and nontransgressive. Essentially, I have laid out 
a preplanned path through the semester with readings I have chosen and writ-
ing assignments I have designed. I have a sense of where I want them to be as 
readers, thinkers, and writers, and I have created the conditions to move them 
to a particular place during the time and space our class allows.  

My own work as a writer in and out of Vietnam has dampened my need 
to control my students’ thinking, reading, and writing paths to this degree. As 
a result, I have tried to replace this pedagogy of the preplanned path with the 
pedagogy of moving in traffic. I have begun with that remembered experience 
of crossing the street in Vietnam and invoking the idea of “the street” in two 
ways. 

To invoke the idea of the street in the first way, I stopped assuming 
that technology in the classroom hindered the real work of a writing class, and 
I experimented with teaching in networked classrooms equipped with wireless 
laptops. I was jaded by an experience with computers in the classroom in the late 
1990s; I had neither the height to be seen nor the voice to be heard over noisy, 
desktop computers in a long, narrow classroom. But a compact seminar-style 
classroom with mobile, slender laptops is a different material circumstance, as is 
access to the “street” known as the information superhighway, the Internet. 
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This environment has, in turn, changed the nature of my writing as-
signments. I assign collectively-written blogs, ethnography-based projects, 
interviews, dialogues, and documentary projects—assignments that rely on 
independent work online, fieldwork outside of the classroom, and primary 
sources that students create and share. These kinds of writing assignments are 
out of my control in many ways. My students’ own efforts to move in traffic, 
to negotiate their material circumstances—including the people, sociocultural 
sites, material artifacts, and resources they can gain access to as well as the 
degree to which they can gain access to and navigate the internet—shape the 
work that is possible for them. I can help them negotiate these circumstances, 
but I cannot put clear boundaries on the scope or direction of their work as I 
could when I offered students a finite set of readings as the defined terrain of 
our inquiry. 

I have come to believe that students learn more this way even when it is 
nerve-wracking for me. Rather than always assigning readings I have screened 
and, consequently, “know,” I ask my students to subscribe to the New York 
Times and other online publications and produce a collective blog that docu-
ments and shares their paths across the internet as readers and thinkers. I blog 
with them, sharing my online path while observing and responding to theirs. 
Sometimes I respond by asking them to find a particular kind of reading, other 
times by giving them a particular reading that suits the path they are creating 
for themselves. I am still teaching critical reading, writing, and thinking, but I 
am doing it differently—I am looking for the teaching moments that students’ 
actions as readers, writers, and thinkers create for me to seize. 

Practicing a pedagogy of moving in traffic has not meant abandon-
ing content, theme, or focus. It has meant recognizing and launching timely 
inquiries with students rather than scripting the start and end points of their 
inquiry. I have learned to look for timely prompts for student work. With my 
fall 2005 basic writing course, for example, I chose to launch the class with 
Vanity Fair’s 2005 writing contest prompt: 

What’s on the minds of America’s youth today? More than 30 years 
ago, people across the country staged sit-ins for civil rights, got up 
and protested against a misguided, undeclared war, and actually gave 
a damn if a president lied to them. Although a lot has changed since 
then, there are still racial divides, and America is once again mired 
in a largely controversial war. Back in the 1960s and 70s, a similar 
climate motivated great numbers of young people to act, organize, and 
take to the streets in defiance. Today it seems as if younger Ameri-
cans are content to watch their MTV, fiddle with their game players, 
follow the love lives of Brad, Jen, Jessica, and Paris, and assume the 
hard work is being done for them by others. What has changed? Is 
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it simply that we do not have motivating factors such as a draft or 
Kent State to bring us together, to anger us? What is going on inside 
the minds of America’s youth today? (24)

The prompt is striking in the ways it constructs these two generations. If the 
text does not make its investments clear enough, the page has two illustrations. 
The first is a black and white photo captioned “War Protest, Des Moines, Iowa, 
1968,” featuring peace-sign waving students carrying placards reading “We 
Support the Black Liberation Struggle,” “Get Out of Vietnam Now,” and “Law 
and Order=Racism.” The second is a color photo captioned “Spring Break, 
South Padre Island, Texas, 2004,” featuring gym-muscled young men assisting 
bikini-clad coeds with their beer bongs. 

I recognized my encounter with this prompt as a timely moment not 
because it offered an opportunity to think about Vietnam alongside students, but 
because I also understand the metaphor of the street in a second sense, a jour-
nalistic one. The street is journalism’s updated version of the man-on-the-street 
figure. This updated version (often referring to popular opinion in the Middle 
East, as in “the Arab street”) nods to the possibility of multiple perspectives 
and suggests that the specific space of the street—where it is, why it is there, 
and what is on it—shapes who is on it and how they feel. My basic writing 
classroom was the street of American youth. On the first day of the semester, I 
had students write in response to this prompt and then to my question, “What 
would you have to do to discover the answer to this question?” Their responses 
helped me direct them toward readings to address in their blog and shaped the 
semester’s sequence and type of writing assignments. 

On the second day, the students spent time in small groups listing 
what they thought they knew about each of these generations. I need to credit 
my graduate research fellow Rebekka Van Horn for editing my version of 
the question—she decided we should ask them to list what they thought they 
knew about the events, values, attitudes, beliefs, and popular culture of each 
generation—because this allowed us to then discuss the sources of our so-called 
knowledge and consider, as my student Andy Caron-Bacon put it, how sources 
can show an “interested” point of view. As they shared their lists on the board 
about their own “spring break” generation—which, largely in agreement with 
the prompt, characterized them as party animals with weak morals and no 
political consciousness—they acknowledged that they were not the source of 
this knowledge, and that there was another side to their story. In fact, some, like 
Martin Waters and John DeBiase, had already “talked back” to the prompt in 
their journals, arguing that protests against the war in Iraq existed but perhaps 
not as visibly to this “war generation” because they hadn’t taken the same 
in-the-streets form that Vietnam War protests had. Others, like Jake Hurwitz, 
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noted that the protest generation could just as easily have been represented 
with a picture of Woodstock.

They concluded, then, that to answer the question posed by Vanity Fair 
would require them to interview people in both generations, find statistics about 
the “war protest” and “spring break” generation, collect examples of popular 
culture that claimed to reflect the beliefs and values of each generation, read 
already published opinions and analysis, and review their history lessons. This 
work laid out our scope and direction for the semester. Their answer to the 
question, “What’s on the minds of America’s youth?” will be determined by 
the kind of inquiry their material circumstances make possible. The course is 
in progress as I write, and I am not sure what their answer will be, but I know 
they will produce it collectively. I know I will teach them to plan and produce 
their fieldwork together, to share their sources and ideas on their blog, to share 
their interviews and to use them to develop their arguments, and to reflect on 
how and why they are able to work 

Practicing a pedagogy of moving in traffic involves putting students 
into the field to create primary sources, asking students to create their own 
paths of inquiry, helping students question paths that seem preplanned and 
overmanaged, and allowing students opportunities for uncontrolled paths—even 
those that lead to dead ends. It also requires helping students reflect on how 
their material constraints shape their work, see the consequences of different 
responses to these constraints, manage their anxieties about not knowing what 
they will find and about doing work the “right” way, and acknowledge their 
own blind spots. 

TELLING MY STUDENTS TO PLAY IN TRAFFIC

I seek to practice this pedagogy without judgment because anxiety 
significantly shapes my students’ writing lives, whether they are graduate or 
first-year students. Quite honestly, fear still powerfully shapes my own work as 
a writer and teacher. But lately I’ve practiced walking into that fear rather than 
dismissing it, denying it, or hiding from it. I’m not supposed to be afraid. But I 
am because I don’t know the exact value of what I found as a researcher after 
two trips to Vietnam: a few dozen interviews and several suitcases full of texts 
and artifacts. Getting it was uncomfortable, and writing about it is uncomfort-
able. There is the fear of violating academic boundaries—I am not trained as an 
anthropologist or a sociologist, nor do I have degrees in international relations 
or proficiency in Vietnamese. There is the fear of violating ethical boundaries 
by working with real people in ways that misrepresent them, that inconvenience 
them, or are dangerous for them. There is the fear of not knowing what will 
take shape as I add more interviews, or how it will take shape, the fear that 
it will not be interesting or useful or worthy of anything. There is the fear of 
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missing timely opportunities to learn more. There is the fear of not being able 
to explain what I am doing and the fear of not really knowing what I am doing. 
If working in the street and moving in traffic makes me afraid, I must practice 
empathy for my students when I put them in the same situation.

So why put them in that situation? Why put myself in that situation? 
Fear is a performance that marks when and where we enter uncharted territory, 
when and where we go off our familiar physical and conceptual maps. Fear is 
also a signal, then, that we are in spaces and places of discovery. My students 
and I need to work in ways that make us afraid because that is how we are 
pushed to take the risks necessary to make new discoveries. We need to keep 
moving forward or we endanger our chances of discovering and creating new 
knowledge, new ways of seeing and being for ourselves and those we write 
to/for/about/with. My work in Vietnam began as traditional, research-based 
scholarship, resulting in traditional, argument-driven essays and articles like 
the one you are reading now. But the writing is shifting and evolving; the 
next piece taking shape is working more at the intersection of the critical and 
creative and taking visual as well as written form. I’ve resisted this shift for 
a long time, afraid that it will not be academic enough. But I am increasingly 
seeing the interviews themselves and the growing context of print and non-
print artifacts I have compiled about doi moi Vietnam take a different shape, 
more suited to arguing by using the conventions of documentary, creative 
non-fiction, and memoir while drawing on the methodology of ethnography, 
anthropology, and sociology.

Because I feel hope as well as fear when I write, I’ve titled this “Playing 
in Traffic” even though “moving in traffic” is the metaphor I initially created and 
explored throughout this piece. These days, when I write something that I can’t 
really describe, it still feels good even though I know that it isn’t “academic,” 
and I feel hopeful that I’m discovering another way to write to/for/about/with 
women in Vietnam. “Playing in traffic” does a better job of capturing the fear 
and the hope I need to practice in my work as a writer and teacher. 

“Go play in traffic” was a childhood insult, a way we told each other 
to get lost. What it suggests to me now is a way of working that is kairotic, that 
foregrounds the real danger of this work—misrepresentation, self-aggrandize-
ment, reinscription of oppressive discourses and power relations—while also 
foregrounding play, in the sense that it gives up the need to control, to prede-
termine, to know before we can write or teach. Instead, it is a way of working 
that finds pleasure in discovering how to move with the traffic in the street—as 
the boys passing scuffed plastic balls, the girls batting shuttlecocks, and the 
men running barefoot discover ways to play in the predawn streets of Ho Chi 
Minh City in the summertime.

New Haven, CT
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NOTES
1 Critical anthropologists Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson argue for a 

distinction between space and place. Spaces are physical, material locations. Places 
are remembered and/or imagined locations. When people collectively remember and 
imagine a space, making it meaningful to them, it becomes a place (40). To illustrate 
the process, Gupta and Ferguson note how displaced peoples create diasporas in 
the image of “remembered or imagined homelands” (39). Thus “India and Pakistan 
seem to reappear in postcolonial simulation in London, [and] prerevolution Tehran 
rises from the ashes in Los Angeles” (38). Similarly, a section of Orange County, 
California has become “Little Saigon,” which the New York Times describes in 
terms of a collectively reimagined ending to the Vietnam War—“this is what Saigon 
might have looked like if America had won the war in 1975” (Mydans). 

2 In one recent example, writer Jimmy Tomlin profiles 34-year-old Cali-
fornia firefighter Stacey Hansen for the October 2003 issue of Delta’s in-flight 
magazine Sky. Hansen initially traveled to Vietnam on vacation, but her discovery 
of U.S. soldiers’ dog tags being sold in a museum shop inspired her to begin finding 
and buying dog tags in order to return them either to the soldiers or their surviving 
families. Tomlin writes, “It dawned on Hansen that her unplanned purchase—in 
a dingy, desolate museum that displayed US military artifacts—might have been 
more than an impulse buy. Each tag represented a life—no, a family and countless 
friends—affected by the Vietnam War” (59). While several former soldiers who 
received their old dog tags from Hansen are profiled, Vietnamese people appear 
in Tomlin’s piece only as unnamed assistants helping Hansen find and buy dog 
tags. 
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We begin class with introductions.  The twelve students interview each 
other and introduce their partner to the class.  The circle ends with us, the co-
teachers of the course. Jennifer introduces Mitch: “This is Mitch.  He’s a grad 
student in American Studies.”

“Wait a minute.  Did you just refer to Mitch as ‘he’?” asks one 
student.  Directing the next question at Mitch, he asks, “Are you transgen-
dered?”

“Yes,” Mitch replies.

Jennifer left class feeling invisible.  As she later wailed to Mitch, “I’m 
not even out to the class!  I don’t even know if they know I’m gay!”  She was 
afraid she looked too normative, that she wasn’t queer enough beside Mitch’s 
transgendered body.  She felt herself shrinking, afraid of the authority that 
comes with teacher, with woman, with being fully present and in charge.

Samantha passed around a picture book for her third project. As Sa-
mantha explained, the pictures are rooted in the body, in the flesh, in biological 
womanhood.  They included a woman giving birth and a woman who would be 
called obese standing naked in a field laughing joyously, arms outflung.  The 
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captions told the story of “A Queer Kind of Love.” Together, the written text 
and the pictures illustrate a connection between material body and textual 
representation, a story that neither text could fully tell without the other.

INTRODUCTION

We were teaching at a northeastern state university when the University 
Writing Program invited its instructors to submit proposals for ex-
perimental writing courses.  Approximately eight 200-level courses 

were advertised under the title “Experimental Writing Workshops.”  The courses 
were open to all students who had passed College Writing.  Students elected to 
take these courses; they did not fulfill any university requirements.  All courses 
would be team-taught, capped at twelve students, and graded pass/fail.  We were 
invited to create our dream course, risk freeing ourselves from the pedagogi-
cal limits that are both institutionally and self-imposed, and experiment with 
content and pedagogy.  The courses needed to focus on writing, but everything 
else was left up to the instructors who proposed them.  Our proposal, “Writing 
InQueeries,” was accepted.

While our course focused on queerness and writing, other courses took 
up topics such as “Women and Madness” or “Digital Writing.”  Students who 
took our class represented a range of identity categories and religious beliefs.  
They varied from freshmen to seniors, and they all identified as white. Most 
students came from middle-class backgrounds although at least two identified 
as working class.  Most of the students were majoring in the humanities and 
social sciences.  Students entered the course identifying according to a range 
of sex and gender categories, including lesbian (3), bisexual (2), straight (2), 
gay (2), transgendered and/or queer (2).  For many of these students, categories 
overlapped, and for some, the categories shifted, changed, or were abandoned 
over the semester.  Thus, in the beginning, all but two were sexual minorities.  
Most students took the class because they wanted to develop their writing; more 
particularly, though, students took the class because of its advertised focus 
on queer or because they were interested in exploring ideas about gender and 
sexuality.  

When we were designing the course, we were challenged by those who 
reviewed our proposal not only to introduce queer theory and content, but to 
queer the act of writing.  In order to do so, we envisioned complicating tradi-
tional divisions and prescriptive literary genres.  For example, by recombining 
genres such as poetry and expository writing, fiction and autobiography and 
by blurring the lines between public and private writing, we questioned what 
possibilities for representing selves and cultures would emerge.  Our goal was 
to create the conditions whereby students could articulate realities and use 



26  Composition Studies WRITING INQUEERIES  27 

language and perform in ways that represented what, for each student, might 
be contradictory, inarticulable, or unrepresentable.  For each student, that was 
different, and it changed throughout the semester.  To each, queer writing meant 
something different. 

In the beginning, we struggled to gain a clear understanding of what 
we meant by queer.  Some of our struggle stemmed from the multiple ways 
queer can be thought of in academe.  For example, one can “queer” writing or 
write about queer topics, and some teachers have experimented with enacting a 
queer pedagogy.  We decided that our course would address both queer content 
and style and that we would try to employ a queer pedagogy.  We hoped to 
combine traditional elements of a writing course, such as multiple drafts, peer 
response, individual conferences, and class publications with queer-focused 
readings, discussions, and pedagogy. We hoped that, through writing, students 
could articulate realities and perspectives that lacked representation or that have 
been castigated as “abnormal” or “unnatural.”  Ultimately, we hoped that the 
intersection between queer and writing would be mutually constitutive.  

Queers aren’t the first group of people to complicate the genre boundar-
ies in writing or to trouble identity categories.  While we think queer texts share 
many characteristics with certain feminist or other postmodern discourses, for 
the purpose of our course, we were envisioning texts that were queer as those that 
questioned fundamental assumptions about identity categories.  Furthermore, 
we saw queer texts as purposefully provocative, edgy, and meant to destabi-
lize the audience’s assumptions about what is “normal” about gender, sexual 
identity, race and/or class categories.  In other words, a queer text, topically 
and stylistically, somehow asks the audience to acknowledge the contingency 
of norms.  

Creating a queer-focused writing class also helped us to question 
pedagogy.  Defining queer pedagogy is a difficult proposition because it is in-
determinate.  The purpose is to “be transformative,” to use language to analyze 
the ways discourse “break[s] apart the usual ideologies that have accrued as ‘the 
effect of fixity’” (Wallace 53).  A queer pedagogy (conceptually and strategi-
cally speaking) shifts in relation to subject matter and discipline, to whoever 
is attempting to use a queer pedagogy, and according to the institutional and 
demographic context within which the classroom is situated.   Despite the fact 
that a queer pedagogy resists definition, there are elements of a queer approach 
that make a discussion of queer pedagogy useful and that add to Composition 
Studies in general.  For example, we believed that an encounter with a queer 
text enables people to risk thinking about identity in less unitary ways.  

As the course progressed, we came to two primary conclusions:  First, 
we came to an understanding about the limits and possibilities of enacting queer 
within the very material context of a classroom.  For example, on the first day 
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of class, we were calling roll.  Several times, Jennifer asked for “Sarah?  Sarah 
Jane?”  Several times, one young person raised her hand in recognition.  Jen-
nifer, however, didn’t “see” her because she was looking for a more feminine 
body than the one actually embodied by Sarah Jane.  While this may seem like a 
superficial example, we think it illustrates how, as we interact with one another, 
we rely upon conceptual frameworks, categorizations that shape our assump-
tions about who people are and who they should be.  What we witnessed and 
experienced illustrated fundamental ways that queer ideologies and practices 
operate.  Linguistic frameworks can be disrupted, but they can’t be eliminated.  
In fact, as our example illustrates, queer relies upon those categories in order 
to achieve its disruptive purpose.  The disruption that occurred around gender 
in this example could only happen because language and perception are fun-
damental means of categorization.   

Second, although identity categories do have a material salience in 
everyday life, they are not immutable.  For example, once Jennifer recognized 
the actual body of “Sarah Jane,” she could reconfigure her assumptions.  Her 
assumptions of who a Sarah Jane was or could be had been exposed; yet, they 
could also be remapped.  As Foucault argues in The History of Sexuality,  sexual 
and gender identities are produced through discourse, and as a result, every 
discursive production carries possibilities for disruption and for the production 
of counter-discourses.  Although we ultimately recognized that we could not 
abandon identity categories all together, in our course, we found that given the 
writing opportunity and theoretical background, students could use the writing 
classroom as a place to (re)create identity categories and (re)imagine possibili-
ties for self-representation.  

These claims have implications for mainstream composition classes. 
Many scholars express concerns about both the ghettoization of lesbian/bi/gay 
and queer studies in academia and the tendency to keep queer classroom mate-
rial inside not only a specific classroom, but specific departments, particularly 
Lesbian/Gay and Women’s Studies departments. We think this suggests a failure 
to recognize that we can use queer theory in a writing classroom as a way to 
explore and challenge the various identities that we as students and scholars 
embody and the power that accrues to them. Heterosexism is an undertheorized 
and often unrecognized way of ordering the world.  As English and GLBT 
professor William Spurlin points out, queer “functions as mode of analysis 
and as a strategy of opposition that circulates in culture and disrupts not only 
normative ideologies pertaining to sexuality, but . . . . the family, childcare, 
the body, health care, censorship, health and reproductive politics, citizenship, 
national affiliation and neo-imperialism” (10).  In one way or another, topics 
such as these are addressed within the framework of a composition classroom.  
Often, this unnamed ordering is evident in the assumptions that support students’ 
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essays—particularly in what is loosely referred to as the personal experience 
essay with which many composition teachers begin the course.  A queer lens 
allows students and teachers to explore and acknowledge the heterosexism 
embedded in these issues. 

In “Is There a Queer Pedagogy? Or, Stop Reading Straight,” Deborah 
Britzman asks what it would mean if we could use queer theories to question 
“the very grounds of knowledge and pedagogy in education” (151).  Intend-
ing to explore this question in Writing InQueeries, we hoped that students 
would leave the course with a better understanding of the ways in which the 
Foucauldian coupling of knowledge and power works to (re)produce the very 
basic structures of our society and our identities.   We hoped that our students 
would use writing to reimagine and rearticulate these structures in ways that 
allow them to reconfigure the mental map with which they navigate the world 
and understand themselves.  By combining the elements of a writing workshop 
with readings and discussion of queer theory, we hoped to explore what it might 
mean to write queerly and to queer writing.

COURSE DESIGN

We assigned four major projects in Writing InQueeries. We began and 
ended with autobiographical projects, which were designed to enable students 
to trace and record their understandings of self, of queer, and of writing as the 
course progressed.  We started with an autobiographical collage whereby we 
asked students to think about and represent themselves as a writer: “One who 
uses words, cultural styles, bodies, social ideology, gesture, acts of resistance, 
and a variety of other cultural practices and artifacts as a means to write him/
her/hirself into everyday life and communicating his/her/hir ideas to others” 
(First Assignment Sheet).  The project was two-fold.  First, students used some 
form of visual representation.  Second, they produced a written explanation 
of that component.  We encouraged them to move beyond description in order 
to begin to work with complex ideas about self and about society.  Because 
students’ lived experiences are far more fluid than various identity categories 
suggest, we wanted to encourage students to represent configurations of identity 
that were lived and/or felt but not yet articulated.  The autobiographical col-
lage seemed to us a good beginning.  Because it required a visual as well as a 
written component, we thought it would introduce students to the possibility 
of other forms of presentation.  

In our second assignment, a textual analysis paper, we encouraged 
students to produce a more traditional academic project.  The point was to 
wrestle with the ideas in Stone Butch Blues and Queer Theory: An Introduction  
in order to “arrive at a fuller, richer reading of each than you might examining 
them in isolation” (Second Assignment Sheet).  In composition and literature 
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classes, it is a relatively common practice to use theory to understand a fictional 
work.  We wanted to use the very embodied narrative presented by Leslie 
Feinberg in Stone Butch Blues to understand what might be absent from queer 
theoretical abstractions, such as those presented in Jagose’s Queer Theory: An 
Introduction.  We hoped this would be a step toward bridging a gap between 
the abstractions of queer theory and the embodiment of life. In our third assign-
ment, we gave students the task of somehow performing their identity through 
visual and aural mediums.  We wanted to expand our understanding of writing 
to one that wasn’t solely relegated to words on paper and to examine the ways 
we write ourselves in visual culture.  

Many of the projects that resulted from these assignments had a power 
and presence we often sought but rarely received in our mainstream composition 
courses. This was particularly true for the work students produced in their final 
assignment.  We asked students to combine components of their prior projects 
in order to radically re(en)vision their first assignment, the autobiographical 
collage.  For example, in his final project, one of our students produced a zine.  
As he explained it, because he was uncomfortable with his body, his goal was 
to bring his body (as literally as possible) into the text.  In defining his project, 
he states, “I’m not sure exactly what I have produced: a quasi-autobiographical 
account of me, something that begins to articulate my queerness, my struggles 
with such, and how I am searching for conclusion.  A mix of memory, dialogue, 
narrative and rant, this is the closest I have come to articulating myself through 
text.” The zine was multivoiced, a mixture of autobiography, photography, 
poetry, dialogue, a way to represent different, fragmented pieces of himself.  
Fragments of sentences, fragments of photos of himself capture, through pieces, 
what somehow cannot be represented as whole.

In writing and reading about queer notions of gender, sexuality, race, 
and class and in working through the four writing projects we assigned, stu-
dents exposed and critiqued essentialized notions of sexuality and gender that 
are most often discussed in normative ways.  Because power, knowledge, and 
truth are integrated, Foucault argues that current constructions of gender and 
sexuality provide an opportunity for us to produce counterdiscourses.  As noted 
in Understanding Foucault, “Foucault would not reject modern sexuality be-
cause it was coercive.  In some ways it certainly is coercive; it also provides us 
with techniques for living.  Where Foucault takes issue with modern sexuality 
is in its power to constrain us from acting, from explaining and exploring our 
selves in alternative fashions” (Danaher et al. 145).  Our goal was to queer 
writing in a way that allowed students to experiment with and explore new 
and more nuanced ways of representing self.  In that sense, we believe we did 
queer identity categories and their representation through writing.  We helped 
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students locate points of resistance within the language that both constrained 
and enabled them to define their sexual and gender identities.  

IDENTITY MATTERS I: BODY AND AUTHORITY

While queer theory can be a useful lens through which to examine 
the various intersections of identity categories, the language used by queer 
theorists is often theoretically dense and inaccessible to all but academics.  
We were not prepared for the fact that the majority of our students were not 
entering the class familiar with this vocabulary.  In order to set this founda-
tion, we needed to engage in some very traditional forms of education such 
as lecturing and assigning texts that we hoped would provide them with that 
vocabulary.  As a result, in the beginning, class sometimes felt stiff, forced, as 
if we were spoon-feeding our students queer theory.  It didn’t feel queer.  We 
thought a queer-centered classroom should involve some elements of fun as 
well as a structure that questions and resists the authority that comes with the 
role of instructor.  

The ways in which authority plays itself out within the context of a 
classroom concerned us before and during the course.  If queer is indeed a 
theory and form of activism which is meant to subvert social norms and to 
show how authority is produced in our society as a way to underpin social and 
economic privilege, then what do we do with issues of authority in a queer 
classroom setting? How do we address assumptions of authority that remain a 
dynamic in teacher/student relationships and those carried into the classroom by 
teachers and students who embody particular gender, class, racial, and sexual 
identities?  

As the designers of and assigned instructors for this course, we strug-
gled with how to queer our own authority within the classroom.  The fact that 
the course was designated as pass/fail rather than graded gave us a little bit of 
wiggle room.  Because our students’ writing would not be assigned specific 
grades, we hoped class members would perceive that they had more room to 
approach writing tasks that were risky or experimental.  Still, we could not 
escape the authority that came with our positions as instructors and leaders of 
the course, and we did not necessarily want to.   We did, however, want to come 
up with ways to queer authority so that our students looked to themselves and 
each other as sources of authority, and we wanted to decenter our authority 
enough so that students might work with various forms and genres and see 
writing as a tool for representing what they discovered. 

Ultimately, much as our students came to work with identity categories 
in order to cross, redefine, and keep them fluid (something we will address later 
in this article), we attempted to use the authority that came with our positions 
in the classroom in a way that simultaneously worked to redefine and even 
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subvert that authority. We used various techniques, such as peer review, en-
couraging students to use themselves as texts, asking students to perform each 
others’ works with few instructor guidelines, and modeling some of the things 
we asked them to do.  We even tried to bring humor into our performances as 
teachers, but as with many instructors in mainstream composition courses, we 
often found ourselves funnier than our students did.   

However, given the fact that we were the ones who ultimately gave 
the pass/fail grades, took attendance, and made the assignments, our success 
with actually troubling the authority that came with our roles was limited.  As 
we reflect upon the course, we wish we could have given students a larger role 
in directing the course.  When we discussed the course initially, we had hoped 
to be able to queer authority by structuring class time, choosing texts, and be-
ing responsible for discussion prompts.  Yet, except for one or two students, 
most were not entering the course familiar with the tenets of queer theory.  We 
found ourselves needing to be more directive than we had initially planned.  
For example, we often needed to define various terms and make distinctions 
that we now take for granted.  Our students needed definitions for heterosex-
ism, or even the term queer, and we spent time discussing the many nuances 
of postmodernism and why queer theorists make distinctions between gender 
versus sex and between queer and lesbian/bi/gay/trans.

Authority also seeped into the classroom through the gender and 
sexual identities that we each embodied.  Early on in the course, it became 
clear that an imbalance of authority was getting played out.   Although we both 
knew that neither of us was more responsible for directing the class or more 
knowledgeable about course content, in class discussions, the students were 
repeatedly positioning Mitch as a more authoritative voice.  At the time, we 
weren’t sure if that positioning was linked to gender or perceived degrees of 
queerness.  It may not matter.  Because we assumed that it could be related to 
both, we worked to undermine the effects of authority accruing to masculin-
ity in the classroom.  We occasionally redirected questions to Jen that were 
originally aimed at Mitch; we took turns leading various exercises, and we did 
funny skits to play with gender.  By midterm, we recognized that some of the 
perceived authority seemed to be more equally distributed.

The last issue that arose for us in regard to authority had to do with 
who felt authorized to speak in the class.  It seemed to us that some of the 
queer students assumed a right to authority that the others hesitated to claim.  
However, both Harriet Malinowitz, author of Textual Orientations: Lesbian and 
Gay Students and the Making of Discourse Communities and Mary Bryson and 
Suzanne de Castell, authors of “Queer Pedagogy: Praxis Makes Im/Perfect,” 
suggest that authority isn’t distributed evenly among students in any given 
classroom.  Sociocultural, economic, and legal forces along with classroom 
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dynamics and course content communicate who can speak and what subject 
positions are authorized.  For example, de Castell and Bryson describe a class 
titled “Lesbian Subjects Matter: Feminism(s) From the Margins?”  They pur-
posely didn’t define lesbian or sexual orientation and spent a lot of time in the 
beginning discussing the ways that difference functions in the construction of 
identities.  They wanted each participant to develop an “ethics of consump-
tion” and a “reflexive gaze” (291).  There were 13 white women and 2 women 
of color, and they represented a range of class backgrounds.  They found that 
“only the students whose lives were constructed within oppression, with or 
without the added contradiction of privilege subtly and explicitly afforded by, 
say, white skin—that is, a straight-identified woman of color, and the bisexu-
ally-and lesbian-identified women, both of colour and white—could effectively 
engage in the work we had prescribed for our course” (Bryson and de Castell 
291).  In their journals, women who hadn’t been “othered” tended to regard 
the works as ways to consume or reject the material on the basis of abstract 
arguments and “’critical rationality’” (291).  The instructors found that, despite 
their intentions, in focusing on lesbianism, they had created an us/them dynamic 
within the classroom and prevented the students from working across differ-
ences.  Thus, they suggest that the straight-identified white women would be 
able to contribute more effectively if they took responsibility for their privilege 
and power and grounded their contributions in their own experiences. 

In our class, two white, middle-class, gay-identified students struggled 
to articulate and represent the intersections of their various social locations.  
They worked to explain their race, class, sexual, and gender identities in ways 
that accounted for their privilege (white, middle-class, male) as well as their 
oppression (gay).  Their connection seemed centered on their nonheterosexual 
identity, which they appeared to use as a bridge to those other aspects of the 
normative, more privileged aspects of their identities.  On the other hand, two 
of the students, one male, one female, who were straight-identified seemed 
less able to account for the privilege (racial, sexual, gendered, classed) they 
embodied in the same way as the two gay men.  In hindsight, we recognize 
that even these two particular students may have been trying to use other non-
normative aspects of their lives as a gateway into the course material and the 
assignments we asked them to complete.  For example, the woman was Jewish, 
white, middle-class, and straight-identified, and she had a black boyfriend of 
whom her family disapproved.  In her first project, when presenting her auto-
biographical collage to the class, she shook visibly and seemed to struggle to 
articulate a connection between the negative reaction she was getting from her 
family due to her relationship and the outsider status that the queer students 
and theory were articulating.  The man, who was white, male, Christian, and 
straight-identified also seemed to experience a degree of ostracism from his 
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Christian friends because he was in the course.  Both students were stepping 
outside of various norms, religious and racial in these cases.  If given the op-
portunity to teach this course or one like it again, we would like to help students 
make deeper connections about the ways that various aspects of normativity 
impact our lives.  Heteronormativity is always mediated by and understood 
through norms of race, class, gender, and religion.  

Finally, in much the same ways that the lesbian students felt authorized 
in the course taught by Bryson and de Castell, queer, lesbian, bi, gay, and trans 
students often feel silenced in mainstream classes.  As Malinowitz points out, 
most lesbian and gay students, in the absence of an explicitly antihomophobic 
environment, “will choose, consciously or not, to subvert their own most po-
tentially exciting experiments with writing” (39).  In most introductory writing 
classes, instructors use students’ experiences as a way to engage them in the 
writing process.  Yet, as Malinowitz explains, most queer students are aware of 
the degree to which heteronormativity informs instruction and dynamics of the 
classroom.  Thus, to some extent, the presence of heteronormativity excludes 
queer students from the safe community many mainstream writing instructors 
attempt to create.  When queer students do take the risk and write about their 
queer genders or sexualities, their writing too often ends up driven by a need 
to justify or explain their identities and experiences to a less-informed and het-
eronormatively privileged audience rather than an exploration of gender and/or 
sexuality.  We think that a classroom that invites queer students to access and 
explore stories that exist outside of an assumed heteronormativity gives them 
a rare sense of authority and engagement, perhaps even a sense of permission. 
In some aspects, our queer bodies and queer course content may have had the 
reverse effect as de Castell and Bryson’s course and more fully authorized 
students who identified as or who were exploring the idea of identifying as 
queer. 

IDENTITY MATTERS II: THE (GENERATIVE) TROUBLE OF CATEGORIES

Many theorists and queer activists have articulated and worked to 
resolve the contemporary tension between postmodern theories of identity 
construction and the social benefits and political efficacy of identity categories.  
For example, in “Must Identity Movements Self–Destruct?: A Queer Dilemma,” 
Joshua Gamson describes this contemporary “queer dilemma” as one which 
confronts us with the simultaneity of cultural sources of oppression (which make 
loosening categories a smart strategy) and institutional sources of oppression 
(which make tightening categories a smart strategy)” (411–12).1  In Writing 
InQueeries, we and our students were challenged by this dilemma.  Questions 
raised by our students mirrored those posed by critics of postmodern concep-
tions of identity: If identity categories can never be bounded, if their naming 
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is the result of endless differentiation, what does this mean for individuals who 
make numerous sacrifices in order to claim what feels like an essential defini-
tion of who they are?  How does postmodernism affect political activism in a 
system where rights are advocated based upon essentialist identity categories 
so that social change can be made?  What does it mean for political activism 
when, even if communities and individuals reorganize around postmodern 
notions of identity, our society still recognizes, solidifies, and directs hatred 
toward individuals and groups because of their race, sexuality, sex, and/or 
gender  “noncomformity” as read upon the body? Perhaps not surprisingly, 
we found ourselves and our students grappling with questions such as these as 
we attempted to write queerly and to understand queer theory’s applicability 
to our everyday lives and the writing classroom.  

Bodies mattered in our class.  First, when we introduced our students 
to queer theory, they questioned us, each other, and themselves about whether 
queer theory can have implications for their daily lives and relationships, for 
the ways their bodies are read and related to by others.  Many of their questions 
about queer theory emerged from the readings, especially one in particular.  We 
selected Anna Marie Jagose’s book  Queer Theory: An Introduction as the major 
reading and as an introduction to the tenets of queer theory.  We were surprised 
by the students’ resistance to this text.  They complained that it was too abstract 
and theoretical.  “How does it speak to our everyday lives?” they asked.  “Can 
it?”  In other words, how would queer theory help them to explain their non-
normative gender and sexual identities and expressions of themselves to their 
parents and roommates?  If we need an entire course to help them establish a 
conceptual framework for understanding queer, how does that enable them to 
explain themselves to a world in which the term queer is still considered (and 
sometimes used as) an insult?   As Sidney, a student in the class stated,2 “Even 
though I personally identify as queer, there are definitely a lot of times when 
it is a lot easier to tell someone I am gay because even the 40-minute schpeil 
I can give on queer isn’t enough for most people, and you know, if you don’t 
have time for that, what does that do?”  

Students were searching for a way to articulate a queer identity that 
escapes what they perceived as the confines of essentialist notions of identity 
yet that adequately accounted for the ways privilege is embodied in our social 
and economic systems.  As we have noted, several students wanted to find a 
way to resist privileging their sexual identities over racial, gender, and class 
identities, and they wanted to find a way to represent themselves from mul-
tivarious standpoints that simultaneously account for the axes of race, class, 
gender, and sexuality.  They questioned whether queer, a concept that emerged 
from and circulates mostly within academic circles, and which is consistently 
defined against sexual norms alone, could, in fact, accomplish this task.  We 
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helped contextualize (but not necessarily resolve) these concerns by historiciz-
ing that tension within the earlier feminist gay and lesbian movements.  For 
example, Feinberg’s Stone Butch Blues was a text with which they not only 
readily engaged, but also which raised issues around axes of race, class, and 
gender privilege.  The protagonist comes from a working-class background, 
explores hir own race and gender prejudices, and tries to make connections 
between race, class, gender, and sexual oppression.  Other texts included Marlon 
Riggs’s ground-breaking documentary, Tongues Untied, a video that explores 
black, gay sexuality and Ruth Goldman’s essay “Who Is That Queer Queer?: 
Exploring Norms Around Sexuality, Race and Class in Queer Theory.” 

Other students felt that they simultaneously resided in more than one 
sexual identity category and wanted a way to represent their identities as shift-
ing, fluid, and in more than one box at once.  For these students, the idea of queer 
as an umbrella category that accounts for such conceptions of identity seemed 
inviting. Oliver claimed that before he was exposed to some of the tenets of 
queer theory and some of the ideas as explored by class members and published 
authors, “I had rigid structures and no way to go between and understand my 
own place.  The notion of learning theory, combined with the process of writing 
was helpful.”  Still, some hesitated to embrace the term queer and questioned 
whether it would ultimately repeat some of the essentialist underpinnings that it 
claimed to subvert.  We observed two students in particular who struggled with 
the ways their other identities shaped and defined their queer identities.  One 
white, middle-class, male student often articulated discomfort with the ways 
queer may or may not be able to account for race, class, and gender inequalities, 
and his place within these structures.  Another student who was white and from 
a working-class background wrote and spoke about how hir3 gender presentation 
was affected by hir family’s economic status.  In exposing students to queer 
theory and by inviting them to use it to explore ideas in writing, we weren’t 
necessarily looking for resolutions.  Instead, the exploratory and queer nature 
of our course meant that we could raise possibilities and present students and 
ourselves with opportunities and a language for queer representations.  As we 
did so, we found ourselves also examining and attempting to represent ways 
that identity matters to each of us—bodily, politically and socially.

Finally, for a person seeking identification and/or a sense of community, 
which was true of many of our students and for us as teachers, terms such as 
gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgender, man, woman, or straight can offer a measure 
of freedom and a much-needed sense of community.  This tension is one that 
has been addressed by numerous scholars writing in the field that has come to 
be known as queer theory.4  Throughout the course, this struggle to both claim 
and refuse identity created a friction that, on the one hand, complicated and, 
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on the other, helped sustain our inqueeries.  We will more deeply address the 
impact that this dilemma had on our course in the following section. 

One place that this issue arose was in the very material context of the 
classroom.   From the moment we walked in the door, our students were sizing 
us up and we were checking them out for “queerness.” It is often through signs 
of queerness––course content, coming out or being known as queer, physical 
appearance and style, buttons, etc.–– that students and teachers alike sometimes 
communicate and create safe space for classroom dialogue on queer sexualities 
and genders.  Moreover, students and teachers are automatically read as and 
slotted into the cultural categories of man and woman, categorizations that 
drive our assumptions and ways of interacting with each other no matter how 
hard we resist.5

As our opening excerpts illustrate, our students seemed particularly 
interested in our identities as well as the identities of others in the classroom.  
While we recognize that queer identities do not necessarily or automatically 
create a safe space for discussions about queerness, we also cannot deny that 
such assumptions do inform the politics of a classroom and the risks we are all 
willing to take in a classroom setting. “[F]or lesbian or gay students to write 
about their experience in a classroom is to put themselves at great risk—not 
only socially and psychically, but physically as well” (Malinowitz 112).   As 
Malinowitz notes, it is preposterous to think that a class can operate entirely 
safely and in a vacuum; yet, we hoped to create a safer space than the ones our 
students had experienced before.6

WRITING THE ABSTRACT: QUEER REPRESENTATIONS      
Through the course, we wanted our students to experiment with and 

explore the ways in which writing (defined broadly to include various forms 
of visual representation) might act as a tool that could bring deconstructive 
ideas into various material representations.  Thus began our careful and always 
treacherous negotiation between the deconstructive roots of queer theory and 
the material manifestations of identity in everyday life.  Writing, we hoped, 
would be our chief navigational tool.  In fact, the experimental aspect of our 
course relied upon this hope.   

When we think back on the course, several of the writing projects 
seemed particularly striking and exemplified the ways students used ideas 
presented in course texts to examine how they might live out and experience 
queer.  For example, Rita’s collage stands out to us as a metaphorical representa-
tion of the ways in which identity categories themselves were used within the 
classroom.  Rather than using identity categories separately and finitely as a way 
to represent her shifting gender and sexual identities, Rita used the categories 
themselves as a way to create a multilayered and more fluid representation 
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of gender and sexual identity.  On poster board, Rita drew a series of boxes 
within boxes.  Each had a label: straight, lesbian, asexual, bisexual.  In the 
middle was a circle labeled queer. In Rita’s collage, boundaries and boxes were 
present, but those boundaries weren’t in place as a way to distinguish separate 
identity categories as distinct and impermeable.   Rather, Rita represented them 
as layered foundations for, and integral to, one another. She told us about the 
markers that for her accompanied each; how none seemed to fit for long; how 
each identity came with a set of beliefs that translated into physical demands 
about how to look, act, and be; how all those boxes came to feel confining.  She 
was now exploring the idea of queer.  Could this label be one that allowed all 
of her current and past selves to be present without having to call any of them 
a phase or lie? 

It was through the act of creating her collage that Rita seemed to come 
to an understanding of how she might reconfigure more essentialist notions of 
identity but not completely dispose of the boundaries and definitions offered 
by identity categories.  Both her writing and her understanding of identity 
categories were used as material for accomplishing this task.   Other students 
suggested that the representational elements of writing helped them bridge the 
divide between abstract theories of identity and their own lived experience.  
Elements in our writing classroom such as peer and instructor feedback, mul-
tiple drafts, and the queer readings in our class allowed them to reevaluate the 
ways they understood their own identity and to rearticulate these identities in 
new, queer formations.  “It really helped for me to write and get feedback. . . . 
also to help re-evaluate and redefine myself through writing.  To be able to 
understand what I am feeling inside . . . there are times when you just can’t 
sort that out in your head.  You have to write that down and look at it two days 
later” (Tess, a student in the course).  

Tess further describes how writing facilitated an evolution in her iden-
tity.  In her third project, she claimed she started out writing about girls going to 
parties.  However, once she started writing, she documented a moment when “I 
remember . . . looking at these two girls dancing and thinking, wait they aren’t 
going to know I’m gay because I’m wearing a skirt.”  Tess said that it wasn’t 
until she started writing about this experience that she began thinking “about 
that whole thing about . . . me being femme.”  Tess’s comment suggests that 
she had been very aware of the ways others read and interpreted her body at 
the party.  Until that moment, she had recognized but not really considered that 
there may be a range of gender expression among lesbians and that, depending 
upon how that expression is interpreted, we may or may not be read as anything 
other than heterosexual or woman.  For Tess, the destigmatization of terms such 
as femme and butch within queer theory enabled her to reconceptualize and 
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reinterpret her own gender/sexual identity and to situate her relationship with 
her girlfriend within a wider literary, and perhaps even a queer, framework.

Oliver’s first project also stands out to us.  It was a box comprised of 
panels, and each panel was pasted with pictures and words that represented a 
different aspect of his identity.  For example, on the external part, one panel 
represented his sense of spirituality as being intricately connected not with 
church or an organized form of religion, but the outdoors.  Another represented 
his preliminary understandings of how he had been socialized as a boy.  For 
Oliver, this first articulation of “boy” socialization was a catalyst that led him 
to later more fully explore and challenge various gender norms.  He stated that 
he had thought of gender in primarily normative categories or “Boy/girl, male/
female.”  As he stated, “They are hard to ignore.”  Through the creation of his 
project, Oliver began to reconsider gender in less binary ways.  When presenting 
his project to the class, he collapsed the box into one large, rectangular collage 
where the many aspects of his identity mixed and mingled with one another 
in a way that could not be easily categorized by any one panel standing alone.  
In this way, Oliver represented queer ideas about identity similar to those we 
saw repeated in projects by him and others throughout the course.  As was true 
with his project, Oliver did not completely discard the boundaries of identity 
categories.  Instead, he collapsed the boundaries of these categories in a way 
that allowed him to blend them into new reconfigurations.  He used writing to 
queer content and genre—not to absolve, but to reconstruct categories to allow 
more fluidity and permeability.

As the course progressed, we watched students use writing to explore 
and represent the ways in which queer theory could speak to their everyday 
lives and, for some of them, the shifting understanding of their identities.  Oliver 
claimed, “Before I took the class, I didn’t have the language at all.  What queer 
was has become more complete and intricate.”  We came to understand that 
there was something important to our students about naming and representing 
self, even if that self is multiple and ever-changing, and that writing queerly 
could enable such a process. What we did not fully foresee was the way in 
which writing queerly would also serve as a bridge for some students to move 
from the concepts of identity they produced through their writing to the literal 
embodiment of these categories.  As Janis stated, writing is “a way to like, 
make my reality concrete.  Pinpoint what I was into at the time, play with it, 
fictionalize and stretch it.”

Different students seemed to experience these shifts in varying degrees.  
One student in particular literally changed hir understanding, embodiment, and 
performance of gender.  From our perspective, the moment that marked this 
shift most clearly took place toward the end of the semester, when students 
were presenting a performance piece.  Amy stood before the class, a girl who 
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was a boy.  Sie opened a suitcase, removed a jumper, and donned it over hir 
Salvation Army fatigue pants.  Sie told us hir life story, how sie had gone from 
a child to a tomboy, resisted “girl” socialization and explained her sense of 
alienation from that conditioning.  As sie removed the jumper, sie knotted a tie 
around hir neck, pulled a blazer over hir broad shoulders, and explained that 
sie had adopted the name Al as a gender-neutral identity.  Like the example of 
Rita’s collage and Oliver’s project, this moment served as a metaphor for the 
shifts in identity that we witnessed as the course unfolded.  

As the students imagined and created new configurations of identity, 
we also saw them experimenting with what it would be like to inhabit these 
new spaces in their everyday lives.  Most often we saw this being exemplified 
through gender.  For example, one male student in the course suggested that, 
prior to the course, he resisted the notion that others had influenced the (male) 
person he was and his expression of gender identity.  He stated, “I was against 
the idea that others had shaped me.”  However, after the course, he explained, 
“I could understand where I had been pushed in a certain direction.  It’s hard 
not to go along with social norms and I realized how much I had gone along 
with them.  Since the class, I’ve played around with it a lot.  Once I realized 
how I had been shaped, I tried to get away from it.”  One way he “attempted to 
get away from it” was to experiment with nonnormative expressions of gender.  
Like Al, he wanted to find ways to embody the discussions we had about queer 
theory.  One day, he wore a skirt to the University dining hall and returned to 
class to discuss his experience and his feelings.  

Queer theory not only helped to reconfigure our ideas of gender, but to 
reconceptualize writing and the ways writing could intersect with queer theory.  
As suggested, our goal was not only to write queerly, but also to queer writing.  
These ideas are interdependent.  In order to write queerly (to represent new 
identity configurations), we found that we had to expand our ideas of what it 
meant to write.  One of two main techniques we used to queer writing was to 
encourage students to incorporate visual representations within their written 
pieces.  The other technique was to write any given project using multiple 
genres.  We believe that all of the projects we have discussed in this piece 
have imbibed some of their richness from these two techniques.  Rita’s col-
lage, Oliver’s box, Al’s performance—all combined elements of performance, 
autobiography, queer theory, and the written word to create representations 
which were multidimensional.  

CONCLUSION

And I think the contradiction ends when I see my life as a woman, 
with a woman as my partner.  I came into the world looking for 
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myself.  I find her in my lover’s eyes, mouth, words and bodies.  
I find her by always going one step deeper into the mud.  (quote 
from student in class)

We began Writing InQueeries with the desire to explore the terms 
queer and writing and with the hope of discovering what our students would 
create out of a merging of these terms.  Not all of the students in “Writing 
InQueeries” embraced the word queer.  Although this wasn’t necessarily one 
of our goals, we came to recognize that a primary purpose of queer theory 
is to deconstruct and reconfigure identity categories.  As the quote from our 
student above suggests, however, there are material manifestations of race, 
gender, class, and sexuality that need to be accounted for.  We might argue 
that ideas of race, class, gender, and sexuality are arbitrarily defined, but as 
our experience teaching Writing InQueeries illustrates, such an argument does 
not erase the social identities written on and through our bodies.  These same 
social identities shape our understandings and expressions of desire and self, 
and they often intersect in multiple ways. The act of writing enabled students 
to think through and represent the relationship between body and discourse 
for an audience and to bring representation to the unarticulated aspects of their 
identity.

We wanted to resist and challenge the ways class and race inform the 
structures of queer, lesbian, and gay studies as well as the larger context of 
academia, but we found that the very language and texts we were using as an 
introduction to queer theory could not be fully separated from the privileged 
site of academia that is their birth place.  Although we regularly initiated discus-
sions of class and race, we often found ourselves speaking about class, queer, 
and race as independent identity categories.  Despite many queer theorists’ 
admonitions that queer needs to address interstices between class, race, gender, 
religion, and sexuality, we found that each of these identity categories seem 
to operate with a sense of primacy, and queer didn’t operate as the umbrella 
term that we originally envisioned. In “Who Is That Queer Queer?: Exploring 
Norms Around Sexuality, Race and Class in Queer Theory,” Ruth Goldman 
claims that although queer has the potential to examine and encompass other 
nonnormative aspects of identity, it fails to do so at present because it is being 
generated mainly by white academics (172).  Despite what we witnessed and 
what queer theorists caution, we suspect that queer remained a white, middle-
class, academic term primarily used to address sexual and gender norms.  Race, 
class, and religion were included but not fully integrated into the theoretical 
framework of queer theory.  

Although she advocates queer theory, Rosemary Hennessy has cri-
tiqued queer theorists for not acknowledging queer culpability in capitalistic 
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subscriptions and social constructs that help to shape our ideas of race, class, 
gender, and sexuality.  She states, “To the extent that queer tends to advance 
a subjectivity that is primarily sexual, it can threaten to erase the intersections 
of sexuality with class as well as the gender and racial histories that still situ-
ate queer men and women differently” (145).  Our students reminded us and 
affirmed that the material consequences of our bodies are reflected at almost 
every level of our individual and collective lives.  Yet, they can be (re)configured 
and (re)presented.   

As we continue to reflect on the experiences and issues that arose 
for us as a result of teaching this course, we ask ourselves, “What might we 
do differently if we were to teach a similar course?” and “How can we apply 
some of what we learned from teaching ‘Writing InQueeries’ to our mainstream 
composition courses?”  Our current inqueery indicates that focusing more 
deeply and specifically on autobiographical writing might help us understand 
and articulate the tension between queer theory, the materiality of the body and 
constructs of race, gender, class, and sexuality.  In other words, we continue to 
seek ways to understand how identity can be used in conjunction with queer 
theory in order to explore the ways that they inform each other.  We also look 
for the ways notions of identity and queer theory can enable us to reach dif-
ferent levels of understandings about our bodies, how they are read and how 
that reading is internalized by each of us.  As we explore this idea, we hope to 
also look at how autobiographies, contrary to what the term suggests, are not 
simply individual stories.  By queering notions of autobiography, we suspect 
that queer autobiographies (like those students wrote in the class) tell communal 
stories, relate histories, and expose social paradigms.

Westfield, MA
Amherst, MA

NOTES
1 Other theorists who have addressed this dilemma include Shane Phelan 

in Getting Specific: Postmodern Lesbian Identity Politics and William Tierney in 
Academic Outlaws: Queer Theory and Cultural Studies in the Academy.

2 Originally, the interviews were conducted to gather material for a 4Cs 
presentation. We obtained permission from the students to use this information in 
our article. Names have been changed to protect the students’ identities.

3 Because this student later came to identify as transgendered, we are 
referencing hir with the gender-neutral pronouns “sie” and “hir” in place of she, 
he, him, or her.

4 For more examples of teachers who have struggled with students’ need for 
an affirmation of identity and queer theory’s insistence on identity reconstruction, 
see David Phillips’s “Pedagogy, Theory, and the Scene of Resistance”; Mary Bryson 



42  Composition Studies WRITING INQUEERIES  43 

and Suzanne de Castell’s “Queer Pedagogy: Praxis Makes Im/Perfect”; and Harriet 
Malinowitz’s Textual Orientations: Lesbian and Gay Students and the Making of 
Discourse Communities.

5 For more on the ways that gender positions and influences students’ 
and teachers’ readings of each other, see Kathleen Dixon’s Making Relationships: 
Gender in the Forming of Academic Community; Katherine Canada and Richard 
Pringle’s “The Role of Gender in College Classroom Interactions: A Social Context 
Approach”; Michelle Gibson and Deborah Meem’s “Teaching, Typecasting and 
Butch-Femme Identity”; Janis Haswell and Richard H. Haswell’s “Gendership and 
the Miswriting of Students”; Harriet Malinowitz’s Textual Orientations: Lesbian 
and Gay Students and the Making of Discourse Communities; Donald L Rubin 
and Kathryn Greene’s “Gender-Typical Style in Written Language”; and Donnalee 
Rubin’s Gender Differences: Reading Student Texts.

6 As we have indicated, our class was not comprised entirely of queer-
identified people. We realized that queer-identified students were concerned 
when two students approached us after the first class and suggested to us that it 
was important to them that this class remain a safe space for writing about queer 
issues.
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“We have to go out and take action. This is not the end. 
It’s the beginning—”

—Kofi Annan, quoted in United Nations. 
Johannesburg

On September 4, 2002 United Nations representatives from around the 
world, who had assembled in Johannesburg for the World Summit on 
Sustainable Development, issued the following statement: “We assume 

a collective responsibility to advance and strengthen the interdependent and 
mutually reinforcing pillars of sustainable development—economic develop-
ment, social development and environmental protection—at local, national, 
regional and global levels” (United Nations, Report 1).

The resulting 167-page report lays out a detailed checklist for defin-
ing and implementing what constitutes good, socially responsible government, 
addressing conditions such as sanitation and health, poverty, education, com-
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munication technology, and employment. All of these issues and systems are 
interdependent, leaning up against and overlapping each other with no one 
system, social ill, or solution standing in isolation from the rest. The summit’s 
report and plan for action, ratified by the U.N. General Assembly, clearly em-
phasizes the magnitude and significance of sustainable development, serves to 
underscore global commitment towards a sustainable social future, and provides 
a critical baseline for international institutions to work from.1 But the sweeping 
ideals expressed in the report also illustrate a need for local action and commit-
ment to sustainability. Defining this concept in terms of citizen action in local, 
discrete contexts is, arguably, a task for educators. As writing instructors at a 
large state university with a traditional composition requirement for thousands 
of incoming first-year students, we were inspired “to go out and take action.” 
What follows is a description of our experiences in designing and implementing 
a writing course based on the concept of sustainability. By sustainability we 
mean a course of action and a mindset that meet the needs of the present while 
being conscious of, and not compromising the needs of, the future. Teaching 
this course truly represents a beginning for us and one we hope will inspire 
others to take up the call of the UN for collective responsibility.

Tarla Rai Peterson has pointed out that the concept of sustainability, 
while remaining politically contested in the face of divergent interests, 
nonetheless “promises to promote a philosophical unity that could streamline 
implementation of specific environmental policies.” She warns, however, that 
“the risk is that both frustrated scientists and environmental activists may grasp 
this tantalizing possibility for resolving social conflict without attending to the 
dangers inherent in any such totalizing construct” (2). Mindful of the potential 
for totalizing, we approach sustainability here rhetorically, arguing not for a 
particular agenda or program for sustainable development, but as a theoretical 
construct for designing a pedagogy for writing instruction.

Many concerns of sustainability identified by the UN fall into fields 
of specialization in which composition has yet to define a clear scholarly in-
terest—architectural design, urban planning, global economics, and resource 
management. In general, though, the pillars of sustainable development (eco-
nomic, social, and environmental) represent opportunities for applied rhetoric 
that some composition scholars are already paying attention to. Ira Shor’s work 
with “activist education,” Linda Flower, Elenor Long, and Lorraine Higgins’s 
work with intercultural dialogue and community literacy; and Sidney Dobrin 
and Christian Weisser’s work with “ecocomposition” are a few notable ex-
amples. Our own interests led us to emphasize the environmental and social 
in composition with leanings toward the ecological. To design the course, 
we turned to Derek Owens’s Composition and Sustainability: Teaching for a 
Threatened Generation for his pedagogical and cultural approach to writing 
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and sustainability and to Dobrin and Weisser’s Natural Discourse: Toward 
Ecocomposition for their critical approach to writing and ecology. The respec-
tive authors illustrate the interdependent role of composition and sustainable 
development. Owens notes:

We can envision composition studies as environmental 
studies—not as an offshoot of ecology but as the study of one’s 
own immediate and future environs (city blocks, mall parking lots, 
backyards, office cubicles, apartment buildings, crowded highways) 
so that students might explore how their identities have been 
composed by such places and vice versa. This approach conceives 
the writing workspace as a place for students to explore what they 
consider right and wrong about where they work and where they 
live; a site for thinking about the cultures and families that matter to 
them, and how to preserve the stories and the languages that belong to 
them; and an arena for thinking about one’s needs and desires (and the 
fundamental differences between these two concepts) in conjunction 
with possible future careers. (6-7)

Recognizing the importance of the World Summit’s mandate and 
Owens’s call for English studies to adopt sustainability as a disciplinary 
endeavor, we asked: (a) How can scholars and teachers of rhetoric and literacy 
invest in and contribute to sustainable development? (b) What theoretical frames 
might we draw from? (c) How might we reinvent our pedagogical approaches 
to literacy in the university as we work towards a sustainable society? Our 
challenge was to find out if these questions could successfully be addressed 
within the limited space of a semester-long, first-year writing course.

In this essay, we trace the development, implementation, and 
assessment of a writing course designed around the theoretical construct of 
sustainability. We begin by exploring the significance of and need for such a 
writing pedagogy. We then outline a design for a first-year composition course 
based on our goals for students’ engagement with sustainability as both a vehicle 
and a dynamic rhetorical lens for study in written communication. We end with 
an account of our classroom experiences, discussing both the successes and 
problems we encountered and offering suggestions for future development in 
composition and sustainability pedagogy.

SUSTAINING A BEGINNING

The impetus for our course came in spring 2003, when our college an-
nounced that it would be funding a Learning Communities Project for entering 
first-year students in the fall made up of thematic clusters from various fields in 
the humanities and sciences. The Learning Communities Project was designed 
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to make the first-year experience at a large state university a more personal one 
(MacGregor et al; Smith et al.) Students would enroll together in thematically 
integrated course clusters and take an interdisciplinary approach to learning 
instead of the traditional, pick-and-mix method (sometimes referred to as the 
“buffet” method) of course selection. The project’s goal was for students to 
learn not only multidisciplinary ways of approaching the courses in the cluster, 
but also to learn to approach all of their academic experiences this way. The 
proposed cluster on sustainable societies consisted of components in sociology, 
philosophy/ethics, botany, and first-year writing. The idea was that the first three 
disciplinary fields would focus on the reinforcing pillars of sustainable develop-
ment (social, economic, environmental) while the writing component served 
as the rhetorical lens and conduit to situate and integrate all four approaches. 
Faculty from these different disciplinary fields met regularly during the year 
prior to the course to collaborate in cluster design, teaching, and assessment. 
Fundamental differences in pedagogical ideologies (such as assessment and 
collaborative learning practices) were some of the many factors that encour-
aged thoughtful debate and compromise toward goals that themselves needed 
to be defined, thus, modeling the very core notion of sustainable development 
that students would encounter.

Unfortunately, the cluster itself was not sustainable. Because of low 
enrollments in the overall program, Sustainable Societies, one of the lowest en-
rolled clusters, was sacrificed to free  funding for the remaining clusters.2 How-
ever, the idea of sustainability as both a metaphor and pedagogical model for 
first-year writing was too promising to give up on. As Dobrin and Weisser argue:

Relationships between text and nature are impossible to 
avoid. In fact, postmodernity has come to identify nature as text, 
despite the fact that humans often ascribe anthropomorphic languages 
to that text rather than listening to or reading nature’s own text. It is 
our goal to explore the relationship between discourse and natural 
systems, between language and environment, and between writing 
and ecology. . . . We wish to show that ecocomposition is a critical 
part of our scholarly inquiry in composition studies. We agree with 
Kenneth Burke (1965) who argues that intellectual life cannot 
be removed from “life,” from biological, natural existence. (2)

The fact that the cluster project was unsustainable did not stop us from taking 
some of the core ideas from the earlier cluster design and putting them into 
practice in our introductory composition course for the fall 2003. Although we 
recognized at the time that the cross-disciplinary matrix of the course would 
be missing, we assumed that refocusing specifically on a cultural approach to 
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writing would be sufficient for having our students explore and employ the 
concept of sustainability.

Our decision to press forward was motivated by a number of issues: 
the notion of writing as grounds for citizen action; the promotion of critical 
self-awareness; an introduction to media literacy; and connectivity with envi-
ronmental, social, and political forces of influence and change.

The federally funded Environmental Education and Training Partner-
ship (EETAP) argues that environmental education without knowledge of how 
decisions regarding environmental policy are made and how communiqués 
based on such decisions are generated is not enough to affect meaningful 
social change:

The ultimate outcome of environmental education is promoting 
citizen action; in other words, to be environmental [sic] literate, a 
person must possess citizen action skills. . . . For students of the 
ages 18 and higher, teachers should reinforce fundamental scientific 
principles and human relationships with natural systems. Additionally, 
teachers should help foster a sense of empowerment to help solve 
environmental problems. Students must believe that their decisions 
actually do make a difference in problem solving. This empowerment 
is essential because students can use it to address environmental issues 
in different realms rather than simply understand what to do about 
specific circumstances. 

While sustainability does not focus solely on environmental issues, the point 
is well taken. The notion of sustainable development and sustainable societies 
on local and global levels as ratified by the U.N. General Assembly cannot 
and should not be the responsibility only of states, corporations, and other 
institutions, but also of citizenry. Obviously, educators and those who research 
education are key players in influencing the young people who will make up 
future citizenry and assume both our legacies and their own responsibilities 
for a sustainable society. The challenge for educators is how to make spheres 
of environmental literacy and sustainability visible and relevant enough so 
that students can conceive of themselves as participants, consumers, corporate 
leaders, politicians, parents, and, yes, even activists.

In his introduction to the edited collection, Global Citizen Action, 
Michael Edwards, director of Governance and Civil Society at the Ford Foun-
dation, addresses the growing rhetoric of participation, partnership, and citizen 
promotion of sustainable development and the real difficulty of meaningful 
engagement and participation. He states: “We may dream of a global com-
munity, but we don’t yet live in one, and too often, global governance means 
a system in which only the strong are represented and the weak are punished” 
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(1). In the diverse communities of university campuses, what constitutes 
strength and weakness is difficult, if not impossible, to assess with assurance. 
Certainly students and faculty are privileged members of society simply by 
being in the university community, yet this does not ensure their strength (or 
weakness) according to local, regional, or global governance or their status 
and representation within their various social and cultural communities outside 
of the university. The key challenge is how to design a writing pedagogy that 
operates within the boundaries of institutional constraints (such as required 
number of papers, grade percentages, exams requirements, and so forth) while 
fostering an awareness that the illusion of a relatively egalitarian structure that 
exists within the university boundaries may not represent the realities of life 
outside those boundaries.3 Emphasizing sustainability may serve as a desir-
able motivator for social activism. However, social activism itself must also 
be the subject of critical inquiry and critical self-reflection by those who would 
challenge and support the multiple systems that have constructed not only the 
individuals within them but also the very notions of social activism, citizenship, 
and sustainability themselves. In this context, institutional constraints must be 
made more transparent to foster an environment in which students may begin 
exploring possibilities for social involvement in the texts they read and write 
as active citizens while also recognizing the limitations of institutions such as 
the university.

SOME CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES ON SUSTAINABILITY

Even though scholars in English studies are ideally situated to take up 
the challenge of fostering environmental literacy in the classroom, until quite 
recently, they have paid little practical attention to such concerns as the welfare 
of future generations, preservation, and conservation. For the most part we 
have left these concerns to our colleagues in the sciences and social sciences 
who have a longer tradition of utility embedded in their disciplinary ideals. 
While scholars of environmental rhetoric such as Jamie Killingsworth have 
pointed to interest in sustainability as an emerging and growing area of inquiry, 
others have been less generous. Glen Love states, “Given the fact that most 
of us in the profession of English would be offended at not being considered 
environmentally conscious and ecologically aware, how are we to account for 
our general failure to apply any sense of this awareness to our daily work?” 
(227). More recently, Derek Owens argues that “composition studies, and, 
indeed all of English Studies, needs to recognize as a field that sustainability 
is not only equal in importance to race, class, and gender but also entails many 
of the concerns associated with those rubrics” (xiii).

Robert Yagelski further stresses the need to address the complexities 
and connections between people, institutions, and communication technologies 
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and their relationships with each other and the physical world. Underscoring 
the importance of paying attention to these issues, Yagelski invokes the notion 
of “crisis of sustainability,” quoting environmental educator David Orr:

The crisis of sustainability, the fit between humanity and its habitat, 
is manifest in varying ways and degrees everywhere on earth. It is 
not only a feature on the public agenda; for all practical purposes it 
is the agenda. . . . Sustainability is about the terms and conditions 
of human survival, and yet we still educate at all levels as if no such 
crisis existed. (qtd. in Yagelski)

Yagelski relates educators’ lack of connection to the crisis of sustainability to 
a western tradition of rationality, individualism, and progress that promotes 
duality in learning, as if the learner is an outside observer, disconnected from 
her direct and tacit involvement in the conditions and subjects she studies. 
Yagelski calls for a redesign of composition’s pedagogical model to one built 
on the concept of David Loy’s “nonduality”:

The task, then, is to re-imagine and restructure our curricular 
and pedagogical practices in ways that challenge these beliefs in 
progress, individualism, and rationality and foster new ways of 
understanding the relationship between humans and the natural 
world they inhabit. But to fulfill that task, I believe, requires first 
re-imagining the literate self. (Yagelski)

This is no small task. As Doug Brown points out, self-actualization, 
what he describes as the “Be All You Can Be” social and moral imperative, is 
ingrained into Americans as if it is a universal reality. It is a way of being in 
the world that rewards those who can “be” and shuns or dismisses those who 
either fail or resist. This “Culture of Insatiable Freedom,” as Brown terms it, 
directly conflicts with a culture of sustainability: “anyone can see that our 
insatiable desire to ‘have more’ is directly related to the potential destruction 
of our earthly habitat” (2). The National Innovative Initiative report recently 
released by the Council on Competitiveness endorses a mandate for innovation 
and progress as if it were inherently manifest in American economic supremacy 
and social democracy. Endorsed by the heads of leading corporate and academic 
institutions (IBM, Verizon, Pepsico Inc., General Motors, Georgia Institute 
of Technology, Texas A&M University, Columbia University, University of 
North Carolina, Stanford University, University of Michigan, to name a few), 
the report states:
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If America were a company, freedom and exploration would be our 
core competencies. And the capacity to innovate is the foundation for 
bringing our competitiveness into full fruition. The first Americans 
were innovating when they made the decision to leave an established 
life for the perils of an unknown world. They were innovating before 
we had government, a functioning economy, an educational system 
or national defense. In short, if Americans stop innovating, we stop 
being Americans. (6-7)

Despite the seemingly obvious racial, cultural, and historical myopia 
of such a statement, the report represents a popular vision that is deeply rooted 
in a particular myth of social progress. It is a myth that is likely to appear not 
only viable, but unquestionable, to most first-year university students raised 
in the Culture of Insatiable Freedom (whether they are “being all that they can 
be” or not) who enter increasing numbers of academic institutions that foster 
innovation and “excellence” as hallmarks of the “new American university.” 
A pedagogy of sustainability in composition would not only require making 
such institutional assumptions as Insatiable Freedom visible as the dominant 
model for social imperative, but would also address the very notion that it is, in 
fact, a model and that a culture of sustainability serves not only as a theoretical 
and wishful enterprise but as an alternative model that is equally viable as a 
human construct. 

At heart, the concept of sustainability assumes confluence of pragma-
tism, activism, and critical awareness conceived within the complex realm of 
social context. It means considering, as much as possible, all the players and 
their often conflicting ideologies and value systems about what present and 
future development is best for individuals, groups, cultures, collectives, spe-
cies, and industries. It is a sort of “think tank” approach to development that 
requires critical reflexivity and a willingness to address issues of compromise 
and inequality in order to tease out the complex assumptions underlying the 
concept of general welfare, such as whose general welfare gets precedence 
under a model of sustainability and whose model of sustainability drives the 
concept. It means critically examining how and why devising and implementing 
courses of action and sponsoring activism affect special interests and political 
ideology in promoting a “big picture” perspective, i.e., thinking globally. After 
all, the construct of a sustainable future may look very different to cultures 
and individuals with a tradition of a “be all you can be” philosophy as com-
pared with those who ascribe to a “live and let live” philosophy. A pedagogy 
of sustainability would require heeding such complexities. The New London 
Group’s pedagogical theory and model of “multiliteracy” offer a design that 
has sought to address such complexities.
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SUSTAINABILITY AND PEDAGOGY

New London Group authors, Bill Cope and Mary Kalantzis, have 
argued:

Different conceptions of education and society lead to very specific 
forms of curriculum and pedagogy, which in turn embody designs for 
social futures. To achieve this, we need to engage in a critical dialogue 
with the core concepts of fast capitalism, of emerging pluralistic forms 
of citizenship, and of different life worlds. This is the basis for a new 
social contract, a new commonwealth. (19)

The London Group’s argument for a multiliteracy pedagogy, i.e., the 
notion that a reconceived perspective on literacy education—in our case, first-
year composition—might embody a design for  a social future, resonates with 
the calls for a composition pedagogy based on sustainability issued by Dobrin, 
Weiser, and Owens. In response to these intersecting and mutually reinforcing 
notions of sustainability and multiliteracy, we set forth to design a localized 
first-year writing course that explores the mandates of global sustainable de-
velopment. The question for us then was: How might we and our students play 
a role in a sustainable future through Composition Studies? For the theoretical 
basis of multiliteracy pedagogy, we drew on Brian Street’s new literacy theory 
which argues that there is not one, but multiple literate practices and that con-
structions of literacy are always ideologically situated. In addition, we drew on 
James Gee’s theory of discourse that locates language and literacy practices in 
terms of social identity, purpose, context, and experience.

The question of how scholars and teachers of rhetoric and literacy 
invest and contribute to sustainable development is one that probably 
depends more on individual and localized conditions rather than general ones. 
Disciplinary validation alone is likely not enough in many situations to motivate 
scholarly effort. As our own case illustrates, institutional incentives, validation, 
and resources at the local level may be more of a determining factor than 
disciplinary ideals, particularly if those ideals are not mainstream, disciplinary 
concerns. In our particular case, the validation of the Learning Communities 
project and resources provided by our college to develop our writing course had 
allowed us to make early design investments that we decided to follow through 
on. However, the interdisciplinary course that had been envisioned was itself 
no longer viable. This meant that we could not presume to bring biological, 
sociological, ethics, or other approaches to literacy education in sustainable 
development beyond our own disciplinary understanding. So, instead of having 
students focus on writing about sustainable development across disciplinary 
fields as we originally planned, we had them explore sustainability as a 
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rhetorical/cultural concept limited to the writing course. At the time, we did 
not fully anticipate that the concept of sustainability might be too complex for a 
single, stand-alone course, particularly in addressing multi-disciplinary issues. 
However, in a composition course, the complexities of sustainability provided 
excellent opportunities for students to tease out questions concerning written 
communication and opportunities for us as teachers to recognize limitations 
and potentials for future course development.

This then brings us to the second question of what theoretical and peda-
gogical frames to draw from in designing and implementing a writing course 
on sustainable development. The key seemed to be the familiar epithet: “Think 
globally, act locally.” After all, while the plan ratified by the U.N. General As-
sembly espouses ideals on national and global scales, such ideals might have 
little concrete bearing on the lives of our individual students. The challenge, 
then, was to design a course that would allow students to write about sustain-
ability through overt rhetorical and literate practices. That is, they would not 
merely be students who write in a sustainable society, but students of writing 
focusing on what it means to write and live in a sustainable society. For this 
purpose, the pedagogical model advocated by Cope and Kalantzis and the New 
London Group on Multiliteracy is especially robust. Their model is constructed 
around four tenets: situated practice, overt instruction, critical framing, and 
transformed practice.

Situated practice assumes that students learn best when immersed in 
the contexts in which actual literate practices take place and when they engage 
in real literate tasks; when, in short, they experience meaning-making in real 
contexts and through a variety of media. For our students this means that as 
much as we are able, given the artificiality of the writing classroom, we im-
merse students in real-world reading and writing tasks that emerge from their 
multiple studies of an area they are invested in, whether personal, academic, 
or professional.

Overt instruction is based on the concept that students who develop 
metacognitive skills through studying theory are better able to select and use 
appropriate rhetorical strategies. In examining what writing means in a sus-
tainable society through short, accessible lectures on such subjects as tacit 
knowledge theory, process and post-process theory, invention theory, discourse 
analysis, and so forth, we introduce students to various rhetorical and cultural 
theories that we draw on ourselves for teaching writing as well as competing 
theoretical views that they have likely encountered in their years of school-
based literacy instruction.

Critical framing assumes that when students learn rhetorical tools 
to interpret social and institutional contexts in terms of diverse purposes and 
audiences, they discern the most effective ways to communicate in particular 
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rhetorical situations. We work with the students to help them defamiliarize the 
familiar as a means of gaining critical distance from the reading and writing 
activities they are engaged in as well as the social and cultural contexts in which 
their meaning making occurs. To do this, we overtly teach critical tools, such as 
those mentioned above, for analyzing rhetorical situations and the ways these 
both permit and constrain what may be written.

Transformed practice holds that students become effective mean-
ing-makers by transforming strategies they already control to engage in new 
rhetorical situations. We begin assuming that students are not lacking in liter-
ate practices—what Brian Street refers to as a deficit model—but come to the 
course with all sorts of socially acquired literacies and discourses. They come, 
that is, with a diverse variety of conceptual and material tools that emerge out 
of their past literate experiences and shape their literate practices. By asking 
students to analyze and write in ways they have likely not encountered prior 
to this course, we seek to disrupt and challenge previously held assumptions 
through a process of controlled confusion that allows students to reinvent and 
adapt existing literacies to new contexts. Writing and sustainability are thus 
understood as dynamic rhetorical and social constructs. Understanding writ-
ten communication, then, can be seen not so much as a quest for answers, but 
a recognition that a literacy event is comprised of multiple assumptions and 
questions. The goal of transformed practice is to enter into a new situation with 
the ability to learn how to look for those assumptions and questions.

The socially acquired literacies students bring to a first-year writing 
program vary from institution to institution. Our university annually enrolls 
over 7,000 first-year students in writing. During the semester we taught our 
course on sustainability, 84% of our first-year students were in the top half of 
their high school class, with an average composite ACT score of 23. Approxi-
mately 21% of the first-year students in our university are ethnic minorities 
and 52% are women. The students in our sections of first-year writing fit this 
demographic profile. One instructor taught two sections of the course with 21 
and 20 students. The other instructor taught one section of the course with 20 
students. The courses were held during regularly scheduled daytime class times. 
A rough show-of-hands survey in one of the classes showed that almost all of 
the students were in college for the first time, almost all were 18 or 19 years old, 
most were living in the dormitories or other university housing, were in-state 
students, and had parents or other family members who had attended college 
or university. In other words, they generally fit the profile of what the news 
media might refer to as “typical” college students. We used this knowledge to 
impress on students at the outset that they were already accomplished writers 
in many ways that are meaningful to them. What we impressed on them was 
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that, in this course, they were not only there to be students who write, but to 
be students of writing.

IMPLEMENTING A MULTILITERACY APPROACH TO SUSTAINABILITY

The four tenets of the New London Group’s Multiliteracy model 
provided the basis for designing a pedagogical model that focused on issues of 
sustainability in a writing course. The following outlines how we implemented 
the multiliteracy approach and includes selected student comments and 
reflections on their experiences in our classes.4 

First, following the tenet of situated practice, we started with the as-
sumption that students are not lacking in literacy but are coming to the course 
with all sorts of socially acquired literacies and discourses. From this perspective 
then, they come to the course not only as students who write, but also as students 
of writing. That is, the course itself, the requirements, the setting, their own 
learning, our own teaching approaches, and the theories and assumptions that 
drive all of these elements are themselves the objects as well as the methods of 
the course of study.  We used these questions as guides: What is writing? What 
does it mean to write in a sustainable society? Why are we looking at writing 
this way? Thus, throughout the course, students were immersed in various 
practices and modalities of written communication. Students were also assigned 
various texts for analysis and guidance. These included websites, supermarket 
circulars, each other’s writings, artifacts in situ, and the primary textbook we 
selected for the course, George and Trimbur’s Reading Culture.5

Each class met twice a week.  We taught our classes as hybrid courses: 
the students meet in the physical classroom space one class session per week 
and in an asynchronous online forum setting for the other class. This approach, 
which allowed for an expanded range of settings for student-to-student and 
student-to-teacher interactions, underscores (along with the various assign-
ments and research activities) the multimodal aspects of literacy education 
and offers more venues for exploring sustainability than are available in print 
text only. For example, in addition to textbook readings on culture and con-
sumption, students also accessed the PBS website, Frontline: The Merchants 
of Cool, where they could view streaming video from the original broadcast, 
read email commentaries, and listen to audio testimonies. These resources, in 
addition to their own physical world experiences and memories, provided a 
rich, multimodal terrain for exploring the complexities of sustainability and 
consumer culture in the forum discussions. Many students used to writing and 
interacting in physical classrooms found writing in the course’s online forum 
to be a new and rewarding experience, as demonstrated by Allison’s reflection 
on the course experience:6
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The sense of writing over the internet not only gave the 
impression of anonymity, but there was no fear of having to write 
formally. I believe that the Discussion Board was a very helpful tool 
that not only enhanced this course, but the way I wrote also.

Other students expressed similar appreciation for the hybrid format. Barry 
stated:

I would just like to say that these forums have allowed me to openly 
express my opinions on various topics. There were a few occasions 
where I received criticism from my peers on what I’ve said about 
certain issues but that is what discussion is all about. All in all these 
forums were a great idea because I know and I’m sure that others feel 
the same way about this but if we were to have an in-class discussion 
these types of responses wouldn’t have been put out there.

Barry mentions receiving critical feedback from other students in the discus-
sion boards. This important aspect of the hybrid course format, helping to 
demonstrate the contextualized (i.e. situated) nature of writing, is illustrated 
in the following exchange between two students discussing the disposable 
mindset of our culture:
Chantal states:

I find it disheartening how quickly everyone is to attack 
actions and practices that they participate in, everyday. Our country is 
moving on to a time when it can create a more “disposable” mindset, 
but this is not such a bad thing. The technological advancements of 
today are being made because that is what we, the consumer, want 
and demand. These goods that are being made, such as the disposable 
camera and contact lenses, were developed to make our everyday 
lives more convenient and easy.

Dean then responds:

I agree with you that technology is not a bad thing in its 
ideological state. Its own advancement benefits all aspects of human 
productivity. Farmers produce more food with fertilizer; General 
Motors makes more cars by Henry Ford’s assembly line. But this 
whole “throw-it-away” philosophy comes with an unmeasured cost 
to society. Consumers only pay for the $7.99 it costs to produce these 
disposable products but society pays for the effects these products 
leave on our earth. The natural resources of our earth are being 
abused.
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Here, Dean questions Chantal’s assumptions and challenges her to look at the 
issue in a more sustainable way. Through discussion board exchanges like this 
one, students were made aware that the writing they do in these spaces has a 
real audience who might disagree with their views. In this way students began 
to understand the significance of paying attention to audience quickly.

Through overt instruction, we also introduced the students to those 
theories of rhetoric and composition that we ourselves draw on for teaching 
writing as well as competing theoretical views. The goal was to embody the 
notion of design that Cope and Kalantzis argue for—that all written communica-
tion is constructed through language and consists of socially negotiated literacy 
acts and practices, imbued with tacit and overt cultural values and embedded 
assumptions that inform, and are informed by, local and global conditions as 
well as ideologies that shape and constrain social development—including the 
course on sustainability in writing itself. We wanted the students to appreciate 
that all writing is by design—i.e., it doesn’t just happen—and to make con-
nections between writing by design and sustainability by design. Throughout 
the semester we and our students discussed various rhetorical theories that 
addressed the notion of knowledge construction as design. We guided the 
students to begin constructing the questions that they could then bring to their 
own explorations of the various theoretical frames and designs that informed 
their academic learning and where they might locate their learning within a 
broader concept of sustainability.

For example, one writing assignment asked students to discuss their 
educational experiences, ultimately evaluating the social sustainability of the 
school systems they have experienced. It became clear in assignments like this 
that students had very strong opinions about the sustainability of the current 
educational system. Erin states:

I think high school needs to remain the same. One thing 
about high school that is extremely beneficial is the ability to meet 
all types of people from all different backgrounds. I think high 
school introduces us to the world as young adults with opinions. In 
high school, in the atmosphere that is controversial, you are able to 
exercise your opinions in a way that introduces you to yourself in a 
different way. High school classes raise questions to who we are, and 
what we believe in. High school helps develop and manufacture our 
political ideas and Western mentality. . . . Though the experience is 
not always perfect, the overall effect of the high school experience 
is universal: the introduction to self-identity. 
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Although Erin seems to believe that the current educational system is benefi-
cial, other students disagreed vehemently. For example, in another response 
Felix states:

High school should be abolished. I learned nothing in high 
school. It was a complete waste of time. I think one of the reasons 
for this was the fact that I had the ability to see all the fakeness that 
creates the institution of high school. Everything about high school is 
based on the illusion that life is based on how good you make yourself 
seem. Every piece of work that is not based on solid facts leaves you 
to the mercy of your teacher. If you don’t look like someone they 
think is responsible and a good citizen then your grades will suffer 
only because teachers can’t take the time to get to know you or are 
not willing to overlook their biased opinions based on appearance. . 
. . The most important reason why high school should be abolished is 
because high school can no longer teach the things that people need 
to know in order to live successful lives. 

These disparate views led to discussions on the different pedagogical and theo-
retical approaches used in the educational system, helping students to ponder 
the idea of the culturally situated nature of all literacy instruction.

Next, in keeping with the third tenet of critical framing, we worked 
with the students to help them question transparency in their writing and reading 
activities to critically examine contexts of sustainability and culture in which 
meaning making occurs. For example, early on we examined a familiar and 
essentially invisible genre of writing—a shopping list. The students generated 
their own lists and deconstructed them in a collaborative exercise to examine 
the lists in terms of language, rhetorical design, discourse, tacit knowledge, 
technology, and embedded social and cultural assumptions. We also looked at 
the concept of environmental footprints (building on an exercise from Derek 
Owens), and using the familiar disposable camera (and the more recent digital 
disposable camera), defamiliarized it by examining it in terms of raw materi-
als, manufacturing processes, environmental impact, material, conceptual and 
cultural values, and so forth. The idea was not to promote or denigrate con-
sumable goods, but to recognize that the choices we overtly or tacitly make as 
consumers have important consequences. For example, once introduced to the 
concept of tacit knowledge, students were able to apply it to their own lives 
and the world around them. Gabrielle states:

Tacit knowledge. Very interesting and entertaining. It made me think 
and consider a lot of things that I think we all take for granted (or at 
least I know I do). For example, I discovered many people going to 
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class in what seemed like their regular routine. I would guess that they 
expected their class building to be there, they expected there to be 
other students to be there, and they expected their professor to be there. 
All the things I expected before our discussion last Tuesday. People 
just don’t pay much attention to the details of their surroundings, 
unless they have to come face to face with it. Next time I purchase 
even a camera in a store I will try to remember this assignment, and 
think about all the dedicated people who made my purchase possible. 
But like most people shopping has become natural, something that 
you don’t think about, you just do.

Another student, Humberto, expressed a similar point on awareness:

This morning as I was brushing my teeth I turned on the faucet. 
I questioned my action and asked myself if the water would pour 
out. Unsurprisingly enough, it did. It was probably the first time in 
my life that I didn’t take it for granted. I would have never thought 
that there was such a long process involved in the production of a 
camera, something I considered such a simple object. But ever since, 
we started seriously analyzing all the aspects that go into a simple 
grocery shopping list, I feel like my world has been changed because 
I look at things with a whole new perspective.

Another writing assignment asked students to deconstruct and discuss 
advertisements, again considering the sustainability of advertising in our culture. 
Many students found much to critique. For example, Iris states:

Our culture is a slave to advertisements and mass media. In 
fact it almost appears that we are numbed by the media’s visual images 
because we are so used to them and we don’t take the time to think 
about them. Advertisements are mental pollution. They swamp your 
brain and take you hostage with their relentless, persistent and brain 
damaging messages of buying, selling, marketing. And we surrender 
all of our free will to them. We buy that shirt because its cool and in 
style and has a Gap label. I think that is a very disturbing reflection 
upon our society. It’s as if we don’t even think for ourselves anymore 
and that’s pretty awful.

Armed with strategies that foster a new awareness and new terminology, 
students were able to think and write in increasingly more sustainable ways 
over the course of the semester.

Finally, and again this element ran throughout the course, students 
were reminded over and over to return to the questions, What is writing? 
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What is sustainability? These questions enacted the multiliteracy tenet of 
transformed practice. The idea was to have them build layers of reflection 
and re-reflection and to engage strategies they had already experienced within 
new rhetorical situations. As the students kept returning to these questions, 
they were able to bring new problems, insights, and observations to what are 
clearly complex questions. Some noted that they began to question previously 
held convictions about the nature of writing and to identify conflicting views 
in their own writing about social issues. Many began to grapple with the idea 
that while writing was far more complex than they may have thought earlier, 
the recognition of those complexities allowed much more control and insight 
into their own writing practices. As Jerry stated in a reflective analysis of his 
work over the semester:

For the first time, I feel like I was being graded on the actual 
content and ingenuity of my ideas and observations, not if I had a 
topic sentence at the beginning of each paragraph. Knowing this, I 
felt much more free to discuss my idea openly and less constricted by 
an exact format. Even more interesting was that we were encouraged 
to question the system. I was asked to say how I felt about education, 
schools, and even our university. . . . In knowing this I stepped away 
from just wanting the teacher to think what I write is good, and thus 
had a whole new approach to writing. . . . It is important to look 
beyond the obvious and seek deeper meaning when being asked 
to draw conclusions about any given situation. This applies even 
outside of class, when it comes to deciding what to believe in today’s 
sustainable society.

Of course, some students struggled early in the semester with our 
pedagogical approach, finding it difficult to grasp the intricate concept 
of sustainability. The following examples show students’ early-semester 
difficulties. In the second week of classes, Karen stated:

Sustainability has different definitions, to maintain, to 
experience, and to support. Why do they need all these different 
definitions? One word should have one meaning. To experience 
through maintaining and supporting.

Karen demonstrates dualistic thinking that seeks to simplify rather than 
complicate. Her statement, “One word should have one meaning,” evokes 
Yagelski’s reference to Plato’s binary of the autonomous self versus the external 
world. Other students were more willing to accept the multifaceted nature of 
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sustainability but expressed uncertainty as to how to come to terms with it. For 
instance, in that same discussion session, Lorenzo stated:

As far as sustainability is concerned, my understanding 
here is that the earth will not be forever sustainable if the population 
keeps rising at the rate that it is. First and foremost we will simply 
run out of food. There is no way that food can be provided for that 
many people. In addition the land simply cannot support that amount 
of people as well. We are using land up and then basically it is just 
there taking up space. It sounds quite simple, but that’s really what it 
is. Honestly I don’t have a full grasp of the term sustainability. While 
these readings have helped me some I’m still not quite sure I fully 
understand what it means.

Clearly, it was not easy for students to think of sustainability through a variety 
of theoretical lenses, but even some of the most resistant students were moti-
vated to do so once they realized, some with apparent relief and surprise, that 
such viewpoints and differences of opinion were actually relevant to teasing 
out ideas about the question What is writing? We addressed resistance and 
uncertainty by students like Karen and Lorenzo by overtly incorporating the 
idea of confusion into course design as a necessary learning component. An 
inherent component of a multiliteracy pedagogy is that it does not foster an 
autonomous literacy-as-outcome approach to teaching and learning. Guidance is 
built in, but more akin to Lev Vygotsky’s notions of scaffolding which allowed 
students to begin working out their own ideas about writing and sustainability 
within the supportive structure provided by the four tenets of multiliteracy.  
We worked to reassure students through lecture and journaling that confusion 
and uncertainty were actually desirable as means towards critical reflection. 
We emphasized that much assessment of their work would value thoughtful 
participation and struggle to encourage them to challenge each other’s ideas 
in the online discussion forums, to take even tentative risks in their writing, 
and to address ambiguity even if they chose to resist that notion—something 
many of them acknowledged were not aspects of their education experiences 
that had been previously encouraged. We kept returning to the question What 
is writing? to underscore connections between the activities and questions 
the students were engaging in and the goals of the course and to continuously 
resituate earlier observations and ideas by having students re-reflect on their 
own writing as artifacts for analysis. By the end of the semester, most students 
demonstrated a much more open approach to the complexities of defining 
sustainability. Compare Lorenzo’s definition of sustainability in week two of 
the course (above) to this expanded one he offered in a final analysis of his 
coursework in week fifteen:
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The definition of sustainability takes on a multi-faceted 
existence in my view. I see areas that include economics, social 
values and environmental. On an academic level, sustainability comes 
down to dollars and sense. Once an optimal balance is achieved, the 
highest levels of production can be maintained indefinitely. If levels 
are increased beyond this, the decrease in sustainability is often not 
proportional. In fact, it is most often tilted towards an overall loss 
of profit. Social sustainability is often hard to perceive. Changes in 
attitudes and policy are usually slow in coming. In most cases, social 
sustainability is only able to be judged from a review standpoint. 
Looking at past actions and adjusting current situations accordingly 
is the best way to achieve social sustainability. Environmental 
sustainability is the most easily definable of the three. By paying 
attention to natural resources and their limits, we as a society can 
gauge the ability of the planet to provide for us. Other factors such as 
waste and species detriment must also be factored in. By separating 
the three [pillars] of sustainability I have found it easier to define 
them. However, only by acting upon all three simultaneously, can 
effective means of obtaining sustainability be achieved. Leaving 
any of these factors out of any plan, policy or study leaves a gaping 
hole. Only with a complete picture can the issue of sustainability be 
recognized and dealt with.

In this extended definition, the student clearly recognizes a connection between 
human and natural systems and seems aware of what it may mean to become 
a citizen actively engaged in a sustainable lifestyle—the criteria called for by 
EETAP that could help enact meaningful social change. Students were also able 
to begin building a picture of what writing means to them and, perhaps more 
importantly, began the process of looking for questions about what written 
communication means in other academic contexts.

OBSERVATIONS ON WRITING AND SUSTAINABILITY

Overall, we were pleased with the outcome of the course based on our 
students’ comments and the quality of their written reports. As they engaged 
in analyzing the materials we presented to them as well as their own texts, 
students demonstrated a willingness to grapple with the sometimes bewildering 
complexities and contradictions they encountered. Yagelski proposes a pedagogy 
of sustainability that

emphasizes experience in order to foster a self-awareness 
based on the notion of nonduality—a self-awareness that in turn 
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fosters just and sustainable ways of being-in-the-world. Such a 
pedagogy is not directly concerned with specific skills, bodies of 
knowledge, or theories so much as with how we experience ourselves 
and others in the world through literate activity.

Overall, our course design helped the students (and us) to foster such self-
awareness about the concept of sustainability and connectivity with the world. It 
also helped them to foster self-awareness about writing as a dynamic rhetorical 
means of generating questions, encouraged them to grapple with ambiguities, 
and provided a forum for making material their values and perceptions about 
the world. Take, for instance, Michelle’s observations on the course:

I have come to the conclusion that the purpose of this class is not 
to explain what writing is, but to lead us into a direction where we 
can produce our own personal definition and interpretation of the 
skill. Even though we all will have a somewhat different perspective 
on writing, that is what should happen. The only way we can label 
ourselves a sustainable society is if there is a presence of differing 
ideas, opinions, and viewpoints. If everyone in this society were to 
be cut from the same mold, we would ultimately go nowhere. The 
reason sustainable development has ensued is because of the continual 
generation of new ideas and theories. The ability to write gives a 
new sense of creating new knowledge necessary for maintaining a 
sustainable society.

A writing course focusing on sustainability does, in our experience, 
offer an effective learning environment for students to think both locally—in 
terms of the writing course itself—and globally—in terms of critical reflection 
and awareness of a non-dualistic view on being in the world. We are also realistic 
that our single, semester-long, general-requirement course does not offer a 
panacea to the world’s problems. As Tarla Rai Peterson points out:

Sustainable development, as a rhetorical construct, does not offer 
the perfect solution to our environmental problems. It can provide 
a mask for traditional development patterns that threaten to destroy 
human life on earth. We still have difficulty remembering that sus-
tainable development is about coordinating, rather than controlling, 
the relationship between humans and other life forms. On the other 
hand, it can provide a comic corrective to “business as usual” which 
does not require total destruction of traditional values. Sustainable 
development is worthwhile simply because it offers a participatory, 
community-based means for muddling through our current dilem-
mas. (185)
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To varying degrees, our course did allow us and our students 
opportunities to address the goals we set for it: awareness of writing as grounds 
for citizen action; the promotion of critical self-awareness; an introduction to 
media literacy; an understanding of connectivity with environmental, social, 
and political forces of influence and change; and a challenge to duality. A first-
year writing course designed on the concept of sustainability and multiliteracy 
clearly holds great potential as a component of a multi-disciplinary program 
or cluster on sustainability and as a springboard to continuing exploration and 
development in answering the call for a greater investment in sustainability 
in composition. Our experience in designing and teaching a writing and 
sustainability course illustrates not only the potential for pedagogical investment 
in sustainability for writing instruction, but also underscores the need for a 
constructive and productive means for composition instructors “to go out and 
take action.”

Tempe, AZ

NOTES
1 The report names numerous international institutions and organizations 

and the various roles that they might play in the U.N.’s plan for implementation. 
Examples illustrating the range of concerns include: the World Bank, the Global 
Environment Facility, the Intergovernmental Forum on Chemical Safety, the In-
ternational Maritime Organization, the World Tourism Organization, the Interna-
tional Labour Organization, the World Health Organization, the New Partnership 
for Africa’s Development, the Economic Commission for Europe, and the United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization.

2 The fall of 2003 marked the launching of the Learning Communities 
Project at this institution. Four clusters were offered and enrollment was low 
overall, apparently from lack of information and the novelty of such an approach 
for many first year applicants. Subsequent semesters have seen improvements in 
disseminating information about the Learning Communities Project and enroll-
ments have increased. In other words, it may not be that students are not interested 
in sustainability but that they need to be better informed about the subject and its 
significance as a course of study.

3 Those who work within academic institutions are likely to be very aware 
that academia, like the rest of society, is anything but egalitarian. However, in our 
experience, many students (and faculty) appear to enter university society not 
only unaware that they are subject to and often contribute to the same inequalities 
and power dynamics that they encounter in “the real world,” but that they have 
expectations, likely based on social myths of academic freedom, de-centered learn-
ing, racial/gender/sexual/economic emancipation, and so forth, that the academic 
community is somehow more egalitarian.
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4 Students’ comments were gathered from course writing assignments and 
from online discussion board forums.

5 To cite a few examples: students examined the Arizona State University 
Student Services website to explore how and why the university presented a particu-
lar face for its student population through a digital media; students compared and 
analyzed weekly supermarket sales circulars to explore cultural assumptions about 
diet, language, economics, health, need, class status, and so forth, embedded in the 
texts and the material space of the advertisements; during field research projects, 
students collected textual artifacts (brochures, menus, letters, flyers, posters, etc.) 
to explore their place and meaning in their original settings.  Copies of assignments 
and course syllabi are available from the authors on request.

6 All names have been changed to ensure the anonymity of the students. 
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CAN A METAMORPHOSIS BE QUANTIFIED?:
REFLECTING ON PORTFOLIO ASSESSMENT

___________________

Erin Herberg is assistant professor and the assessment coordinator for the First-
Year Writing Program in Writing Arts department at Rowan University (Glassboro, 
New Jersey).

The fall 2001 semester was behind us at Mid-Atlantic, as was the first stage 
of the Writing Studies Department’s three-stage portfolio pilot for its 
first-semester writing course—College Composition I (CCI). It had been 

a difficult semester. I, as the department’s Portfolio Coordinator and developer 
of the portfolio pilot, had been inundated by complaints about many aspects 
of the process, if not about the very concept of portfolios itself. Much of my 
semester had been spent explaining, noting suggestions for improvement, and 
reciting my portfolio mantra to the doubtful. Throughout the semester, I had 
maintained my stamina by reassuring myself that most of this discontent was 
due more to the human dislike of change than the impracticality of portfolio 
assessment. 

On this afternoon, so early in the process, however, my confidence 
flagged. The department was meeting to share its portfolio experiences en masse, 
and I realized there was a distinct possibility that all those individual complaints 
could swell into a voice of doom for portfolio assessment. What happened, 
though, was stunning. Yes, there were problems with the semester’s process, 
but that was not what the department energetically discussed. A metamorpho-
sis had taken place, even among those most resistant to portfolios; instead of 
damning portfolio assessment, they were making suggestions to improve it. 
Where I was prepared with data and reminders of the faculty’s commitment to 
a three-semester pilot to keep portfolio assessment alive, it had become a life 
force of its own. Our faculty, on the whole, had moved on to a new place and 
had developed a new mindset on the issue of portfolios, one which has allowed 
our department to institute portfolio assessment for the first-semester writing 
course for the foreseeable future.

The department had finally decided to test portfolio assessment with 
a three-stage pilot after several years of sometimes rather intense debate. For 
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over ten years, the Writing Studies Department had relied on a single-essay 
exam as the assessment method for its CCI course. The test was a 40-minute, 
in-class essay based on a question relating to a common non-fiction text all 
CCI students read. To pass CCI, and to move on to College Composition II 
(CCII), students had to pass this single, in-class essay or pass on an appeal 
initiated by their instructor.  

The single-essay exam had gone through various manifestations in 
the ten years of its existence and had become a finely honed and entrenched 
procedure within the department. Several reasons existed for its popularity, 
some which the department overtly stated, and some they did not.1  Officially 
for the department, the exam performed a sorting function, a function that the 
department was the least willing to give up (in fact, a significant number of 
faculty insisted that portfolios must contain this essay to provide a “baseline” 
for evaluating students against each other). Additionally, the exam showed the 
Mid-Atlantic University community that the department practiced assessment, 
revealing a desire to show that what can be assessed can be taught (Yancey, 
“Situating”). While the department and what it teaches are highly respected 
throughout the university, such was not always the case. With a testing meth-
odology that emphasized high reliability, the message was that grading writing 
was not subjective and could be quantified.

Still, despite the historical identity of any department, change is un-
avoidable. For the Writing Studies Department, several years of new hires with 
specialized Ph.D.’s in  Composition and Rhetoric had brought new perspectives, 
training, and experiences to the department. Additionally, within the department 
there was a growing contingency of all faculty who strongly believed in portfolio 
assessment. These faculty favored programmatic assessment, one that was “ac-
tive, engaged, and dynamic” and potentially brought teaching and assessment 
together over student assessment that was product-focused and punitive.  

To those who have come through or are currently in composition and 
rhetoric doctoral programs or involved in portfolio assessment, portfolios may 
seem so obvious as to deny question. However, in the Writing Studies Depart-
ment as well as in many other two- and four-year schools across the country, 
composition is taught by a combination of permanent and adjunct profession-
als, some without a composition and rhetoric background or a social-epistemic 
predilection, portfolios are not a foregone conclusion. This was particularly the 
case for some of the department’s seasoned practitioners, many of whom were 
warriors in the previous assessment debate where the question was between 
objective tests and direct writing (Yancey, “Looking Back”).

When I joined the department in 2000, it was quite clear that, not 
surprisingly, the department debate about assessment was rooted in differences 
of ideology, and these differences are what had made it difficult in the past for 
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faculty to listen to opposing ideas. Whether these differences might be simplisti-
cally categorized as foundationalism rooted in empirical positivism versus the 
relativism of hermeneutical/situational approaches rooted in postmodernism, 
members of the department clearly had different points of views on writing 
assessment. Opponents to portfolios saw (and some still do) the exit exam as 
a method for maintaining concrete standards of student writing. In essence 
their view represents what Pat Belanoff says many instructors have: a desire 
for univocality, a desire to believe “that one piece of writing” can represent 
students well (“Portfolios” 22). The exit exam had at least partially represented 
a department culture that valued uniform, timed testing situations; blind read-
ings of student writings; and norming sessions for quantitative evaluation. The 
result was the popular belief among many faculty that timed student essays 
represented students’ real writing ability, which good readers (translate good 
teachers) could identify and agree upon. Evidence of this stance was apparent in 
faculty statements gathered early in the pilot, such as, “[portfolios will] devalue 
the importance of producing quality work on demand, a vital work-place skill 
and de-emphasize the importance of in-class writing as one common indicator 
of achievement.” Additionally, several faculty were suspicious of student writ-
ing done outside controlled situations. As one instructor stated, “Weak students 
will simply have other students rewrite their papers for them and learn nothing 
in the process.”

On the other hand, proponents of portfolio assessment agreed with 
the view that “no one can make a trustworthy judgment about a student’s skill 
or ability in writing without seeing multiple pieces of writing” (Elbow 44) 
and writing that emerged from a process. Furthermore, to many within the 
department the disconnect between the single-essay exam and the curriculum 
goals of the course, which emphasized revision and the writing process, was 
untenable. 

Despite the existence of these rather significant ideological and 
pedagogical differences, the most vocal concern within the department about 
portfolios focused on their logistical viability. Mid-Atlantic University is a re-
gional state university with approximately 10,000 students. The Writing Studies 
Department is housed in the College of Communication. All ongoing faculty 
(with the exception of two who have administrative positions) regularly teach 
in the first-year composition program and teach two to three sections of first-
year composition courses a semester (within a four/four load). Furthermore, 
there is neither a Ph.D. program nor TA’s; all contingent labor in the department 
are adjuncts. In fall 2003, the department ran sixty sections of CCI, and of the 
thirty-two instructors teaching those courses, fifteen were returning adjuncts 
and five were new adjuncts. These numbers are typical for the department. 



72  Composition Studies CAN A METAMORPHOSIS BE QUANTIFIED?  73 

A NEW PARADIGM

 The three-stage pilot under discussion here was to determine if port-
folio assessment for the CCI course was logistically possible and whether it 
would provide a better method of assessment for CCI. What “better” would 
mean is whether portfolio assessment would achieve the goals normally as-
sociated with it. What the department wanted was an assessment process that 
complemented the process-based writing philosophy for its writing courses, 
that integrated assessment and teaching to improve individual instruction and 
provide a method of curriculum development that would acculturate adjunct 
faculty into the department, and that would maintain shared “writing standards” 
for CCI within the department. In addition to these very broad-based goals, 
portfolio assessment would have to be logistically possible in the demands it 
made in regards to time and work for all faculty.

The actual pilot began in fall 2001 and ran through fall 2002. Perhaps 
because I was the new hire in the department, and thus entered the department’s 
portfolio debate without a history, the pilot was placed under my guidance. 
Supporting the pilot were five other committee members. Preparatory work 
began in spring 2000. The plan was to begin slowly to identify and respond to 
the department concerns and recommendations about portfolio assessment that 
were gathered formally through surveys and informally through meetings and 
personal one-on-one conversations. After an initial planning period, the transi-
tion to portfolios began in fall 2001. For the first trial semester, the traditional 
exit exam remained in place; however, all instructors would implement portfolio 
pedagogy in their courses and have their students prepare portfolios. For spring 
2002, the second trial semester, large-scale portfolio assessment would run 
concurrently with the traditional exit exam. The spring semester was selected 
as the first dry-run of portfolio assessment because spring involved only a few 
sections of the course (generally seven sections as opposed to fifty in the fall.) 
Finally, in fall 2002 portfolio assessment would be fully implemented and the 
exit exam eliminated. 

The portfolio assessment pilot additionally included the formation of 
cluster groups. These groups would replace the department group-grading com-
ponent of the traditional exit exam. Each semester of the pilot, CCI instructors 
were placed in small groups. The major goal for cluster groups was for faculty 
to familiarize themselves with each other’s assignments, grading approaches 
and practices, and course goals so as to be able to read student portfolios within 
the context of their creation. At each stage of the pilot, information would be 
gathered (again formally through surveys and informally through meetings 
and conversations) to gather faculty reactions, to identify problems and elicit 
suggestions, and to gauge the success of portfolios. Ultimately, the goal of this 
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data gathering was to provide the department a method of self-reflection as the 
pilot developed and a foundation upon which the department could make an 
informed decision on the permanency of portfolio assessment.

It was not difficult to determine how a student’s portfolio would func-
tion in CCI. To pass CCI a student had to produce a passing portfolio regard-
less of any other coursework or any grades given by the instructor.  However, 
since the portfolio represented coursework, theoretically a direct relationship 
should exist between course grades and the quality of the portfolios, which 
was not the case for the exit exam. What was difficult was developing the as-
sessment process for portfolios. The goal for developing this process was to 
incorporate the best existing theories of portfolio assessment; there was no need 
to reinvent the wheel. Still, while adopting existing practices, the assessment 
process would have to respond to the specific situation and needs of the Writ-
ing Studies Department and students. In the process of developing the pilot, I 
became concerned, as many others might, that such an approach would result 
in a less than theoretically justifiable assessment tool. Still, the committee 
and I strongly recognized that our method of portfolio assessment needed to 
acknowledge “situation and context” so that “portfolios are valued and reliable 
within the classroom contexts in which they are created” (Belanoff 23). We 
also recognized, however, that certain principles would have to be inherent in 
the assessment design if the portfolios were to realize their claimed benefits. 

Developing a Portfolio System
While there are many claims for portfolios’ superiority as an assess-

ment tool, there is little hard evidence that portfolios achieve what they claim 
to achieve, especially in large-scale assessment. As many composition and 
rhetoric practitioners and scholars note, portfolios’ superiority has been ac-
cepted primarily on faith; the evidence has been theoretical, anecdotal, and 
often based on a feeling. As Liz Hamp-Lyons and Bill Condon have pointed 
out, there has been little “real evidence that establishes the portfolio as a more 
valid or reliable assessment instrument” (Assessing 277). For the Writing Studies 
Department’s faculty to achieve a positive consensus on portfolio assessment, 
faculty would not only have to be persuaded to buy into the pilot, but also to 
experience portfolio assessment in way that instilled faith in it. Moving, how-
ever, from an assessment method based on a single-essay exam to one based on 
portfolios represents a paradigmatic change in assessment and curriculum. It 
became very clear in the planning stages that there was a strong desire among 
some of the Writing Studies faculty to simply superimpose portfolios onto the 
existing single-essay paradigm without critically examining either system.2 

The methodology of single-essay assessment, however, would not work 
for portfolios. Single-essay exam evaluation followed an ETS-style method. Es-



74  Composition Studies CAN A METAMORPHOSIS BE QUANTIFIED?  75 

says were scored blind in a group-grading session where all faculty gathered in 
the same room and scored student essays using a numerically-based rubric (one 
through six). Every essay was read by two readers who were not the student’s 
instructor, and prior to group readings, sample essays were selected for the 
norming period that preceded the actual reading. To read or “score” portfolios 
in this manner would neither be effective nor efficient; furthermore, it would 
not accomplish the goals of programmatic assessment including faculty and 
curriculum development. To ensure that the portfolio system reaped the fullest 
benefits possible and would provide a feedback loop into curriculum and faculty 
development, it became clear that before the mechanics of how portfolio as-
sessment would be done, principles and goals for portfolio assessment needed 
to be identified. Otherwise, no criteria would exist to evaluate competing ap-
proaches within the department to portfolio assessment design or to compare 
the results of the pilot to the single-essay exam approach. Also, without such 
stated principles and goals, there was the real possibility that portfolios could, 
for our department, become only a collection device and not an active and 
dynamic form of assessment (see Bonita Wilcox’s “Writing Portfolios: Active 
versus Passive”). 

The principles and goals we defined for portfolio assessment were not 
in themselves innovative. What was important in having these goals and prin-
ciples, however, was to have a foundation based on the discipline’s scholarship 
and, thus, authenticity inside and outside the department. It was obvious that 
the portfolios should include multiple pieces of writing. Additionally, the port-
folios should reflect writing processes and, thus, emphasize revision. For valid 
assessment, the portfolios would need to contain work actually created within 
the context of the classroom and that, in doing so, would reflect the combined 
aspects of teaching and learning. To engage students in their own assessment 
and, thus, learning, students would have some choice about what to include 
in their portfolios. There were also practical considerations that all who have 
implemented portfolio assessment realize: the system had to be efficient. 

Two levels of what were defined as non-negotiable principles were 
established. Level one required portfolios to be

• Longitudinal in design
• Diverse in content
• Collaborative in ownership
• Reflective of writing processes

Level two required that they be
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• Demonstrably valid
• Demonstrably reliable
• Cost-effective

While all seven of these principles could be combined into a single list of prin-
ciples, a hierarchal ranking seemed preferable on several counts. First, it sorted 
the principles. Level one principles represent compositional concepts which 
affect writing instruction. Level two principles represent the methodology and 
necessary quantitative aspects of assessment as well as available resources. 
Furthermore, while portfolio assessment for the Writing Studies Department 
had to meet the criteria for all seven principles, the principles related to the 
quantitative nature of assessment could not supersede principles related to 
composition theory. In other words, assessment would not drive composi-
tional theory/pedagogy; rather, compositional theory/pedagogy would drive 
assessment—for example, cost effectiveness (or time) would not eliminate the 
portfolios’ emphasis on writing process.

In addition to the principles that would guide our portfolio process, 
what the department would want to accomplish with portfolio assessment was 
articulated. The goals for portfolio assessment were that they

• Involved students in the assessment system
• Decreased emphasis on student assessment and emphasized pro-

grammatic assessment
• Integrated assessment and instruction
• Were useful beyond the classroom by providing programmatic 

feedback for curriculum development, with the specific goal of 
increasing the cognitive complexity of the CCI curriculum

• Provided a check and method of accountability for teaching and 
improving the overall level of instruction

• Provided a forum for faculty development
• Provided an effective and efficient (in terms of time and cost) 

assessment program

These principles and goals were necessary for the department to transition into 
a new paradigm of writing assessment. Once acknowledged, these practical and 
theoretical concepts would provide a flexible foundation on which portfolio 
assessment would hopefully evolve and be sustainable for the long run. Still, in 
developing our model for portfolio assessment, faculty resistance and concerns 
had to be addressed—particularly the evaluation process (who would read and 
grade portfolios and how) and the role of the former exit exam essay. A new 
evaluation format would have to be developed since readers of portfolios dis-
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agree much more over a single score or value than readers of individual essays 
(see LaRene Despain and Thomas L. Hilgers).

As Peter Elbow states, when a portfolio gives us a selection of di-
verse pieces, and one writer’s selection process is different from another, it is 
vain to think that we can trust a single holistic score that pretends to sum up 
this diversity of performances by each writer and compare all writers along a 
quantitative scale (“Virtue”). Furthermore, Robert Broad implies that even to 
attempt to judge portfolios holistically and numerically actually undermines the 
concept of portfolio assessment: “To what exactly does the number assigned to 
a portfolio refer? How can requiring all readers to produce the same number in 
response to the same texts account for the differences among raters and their 
varying responses to the powerful content and context offered by the writing 
portfolio?” (“Portfolio” 266). 
 Many Writing Studies faculty found it difficult to abandon the familiar 
six-point scoring rubric used for the exit exam and perhaps understandably 
so. On the surface little had changed; instead of producing a single essay to 
pass CCI, a student now would simply produce a portfolio to pass the course. 
Additionally, since the portfolio would be closely tied to the student’s grade 
for the course, a scaled scoring system would in essence “grade the portfolio,” 
addressing department concerns about standards and grade inflation.  However, 
the argument that quantification and rubrics emphasize the sameness of writing 
and thus squelch the social context and difference of each student’s portfolio 
was ultimately persuasive. The department’s historical data already showed that 
single essay scores had minimal correlation to grades that students received on 
revised essays or final course grades and that these essay scores bunched around 
the middle two scores (or rather pass and fail). Thus upon closer analysis, the 
department realized that the primary purpose of the exit essay (for us and our 
students) was to identify failing students and provide them with additional 
writing instruction.3 It was also especially persuasive for the department to 
realize that if portfolios were to be numerically scored, all portfolios across 
CCI would have to be standardized, an approach that is often undertaken with 
portfolios in large-scale assessment. This option was extremely distasteful to all 
faculty. Thus the department agreed that student portfolios would be evaluated 
by a second reader on a pass/fail basis. 

A compromise had to be made, however, as to how much leeway stu-
dents would have in choosing their work for the portfolio. While many other 
institutions using portfolios require only two to three pieces of student writing, 
the Writing Studies Department wanted four, one of which would be an in-
class, common essay. The in-class, common essay essentially was the former 
single essay; however, now it would only be one of the essays evaluated in the 
portfolio. The argument for a baseline and the commitment the department and 
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individual faculty members had made to this essay through the years was so 
strong as to demand its inclusion in students’ portfolios.

THE PORTFOLIO PLAN AND CLUSTER GROUPS

 Based on data collected and the experiences of the first two stages of 
the pilot, a complete portfolio system was designed and presented to the faculty 
in summer 2002.  Students were required to prepare a portfolio that contained 
2300 words, four essays (three revised and the in-class, common essay) and 
drafts and revisions for three essays. All portfolios would be read and graded 
by the course instructor and second read on a pass/fail basis by another CCI 
instructor (from within the course instructor’s cluster group). To clarify and 
coordinate portfolio assessment across the department, two guides were pre-
pared—one for instructors and one for students. These guidelines outline the 
processes for portfolio assessment to their respective audiences. Additionally, 
they provided an introduction and rationale for portfolio assessment as well as 
support material to instructors for implementing portfolio pedagogy. 

Cluster Groups
Very early in the pilot, portfolios made their influence felt on faculty 

and curriculum development, instigating changes that the department might 
not have previously accepted. One such major innovation was the institution 
of cluster groups. Modeled on the cluster system developed by Liz Hamp-
Lyons and Bill Condon, these clusters broke faculty down into small reading 
groups. 

In the old system, after students had written the essay exam, a collec-
tion of model student work would be chosen by three or four faculty members. 
The entire faculty would then assemble for norming and reading. Small cluster 
groups were needed because it was clear that the norming process used with the 
single-essay exam system was incompatible with the principles or goals for port-
folios for several reasons. One was it lacked effectiveness and efficiency since 
reading portfolios would take much longer than reading a single essay. Another 
reason was it didn’t achieve the goals associated with curriculum development 
and integrating assessment and instruction.  If faculty were only concerned with 
the portfolio as a final product and only met after they were written, instructors 
would not be assessing as they were teaching. Additionally, meeting only to 
norm and to read offered little opportunity for discussion about curriculum or 
what instructors were actually doing in the classroom throughout the semester. 
Thus assessment and teaching would not be interactive activities. 

Also, it would be from within cluster groups that writing expectations 
would be defined and enforced, thus establishing and maintaining “writing stan-
dards” for students passing CCI. Evaluating portfolios would be very different 
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from evaluating individual essays with their numerous variables. These writing 
expectations (or standards), formed communally, would, across time, percolate 
throughout the department to become writing standards and expectation for the 
program as a whole. Thus the expected writing standards for portfolios would 
emerge from the process of “calibration,” a consensus-based approach, instead 
of the previous process of “norming,” a top-down, authoritative approach. Other 
goals for the cluster groups were to more fully engage contingent faculty in the 
department and to serve as a space where all faculty would share, discuss, and 
support each other in order to better define and achieve department curricular 
goals for CCI. 

As they currently function, cluster groups consist of five faculty mem-
bers with an intentionally different mix of teaching experience and positions 
(adjuncts, ongoing, junior and senior faculty). Each cluster elects a cluster leader 
who oversees the cluster meetings. Each of the four meetings has a specific 
agenda, in addition to faculty development and feedback to individuals on their 
classroom practices. 

Effects of Cluster Groups  
As portfolio assessment has evolved in the Writing Studies Depart-

ment, cluster groups have attracted the most discussion, with faculty seeming 
to express a love/hate relationship with them. From the beginning of the pilot, 
what faculty liked best, particularly adjuncts, was the interaction that cluster 
groups provided. Adjuncts stated that the effectiveness of cluster groups was 
that they “provided interaction with full-time faculty,” they “[helped me] design 
an assignment in a more precise way,” and they provided “a nice format for 
discussing problems and getting additional ideas.” Table 1 below shows that 
after the first semester, cluster groups were providing mentoring and support 
to faculty and that a majority of faculty felt cluster groups had potential as an 
assessment process.
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Table 1 Faculty Reflections on Cluster Groups

Percentage 
Agreed Totally 
or Somewhat

Percentage 
Disagreed 
Totally or 
Somewhat

Cluster groups provided the opportunity 
to discuss classroom practices. 66 33

Cluster groups provided useful informa-
tion on teaching and grading. 42 42

Cluster groups allowed me to interact 
with colleagues in a meaningful way. 67 33

Cluster groups could be effective in 
developing and maintaining department 
standards.

66 34

Cluster groups have potential but 
changes need to be made. 100 0

Creating a cluster group system that effectively and efficiently achieved 
the multiple goals of integrating assessment and teaching while also providing 
programmatic feedback and a forum for faculty development was a new process 
for the department—it was reflective, but it was also slightly chaotic. Still, 
very early in the pilot, through cluster groups, portfolio assessment began to 
affect curriculum for the CCI course, and was the impetus to changes that the 
department was previously reluctant to accept. Through cluster groups, faculty 
individually realized very early on that a significant variability existed in the 
complexity of tasks for portfolio assignments across sections. Overall, faculty 
realized that a major difficulty in shifting to portfolio assessment would be that 
students’ portfolios would differ across sections because of the difference in 
assignments and approaches of individual instructors, not to mention variation 
between students’ portfolios in the same course because students chose differ-
ent work to include and used different approaches to revision. Some faculty, 
initially, saw this as a flaw with portfolio assessment, one which proved the 
single-essay exam superior in effectiveness and efficiency to portfolios. The 
fact was that this variation was a curricular issue that portfolio assessment had 
made apparent to the department’s faculty. 

Daniel Koretz has pointed out that this variation in coursework, which 
is what our students’ portfolios were to now represent, is one of the major hurdles 
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in using portfolios for large-scale assessment. Our faculty realized, as Koretz 
says, that a student who gets a given score on an easy task may be much less 
proficient than another who gets the identical score on a much more difficult 
task. Similarly, differences in the difficulty of assigned tasks might lead to two 
students, whose actual proficiencies are similar, receiving very different scores. 
Through cluster groups, however, CCI instructors also discovered a significant 
difference in the level and type of writing feedback they gave student essays, 
which in turn affected the quality of student writing. 

Portfolios would, as Edward White has pointed out, more fully reflect 
the “complexity of an individual’s writing,” and, in doing so, “they also reflect 
the classroom teacher more” (22). And as Belanoff says, 

Portfolios engender the literacy within which they are created and 
evaluated: like language, portfolios both reflect and create the culture 
within which they communicate. As students produce the contents of 
a portfolio, the portfolio becomes an ever richer context for each of 
its elements. The teacher who reads and grades a classroom portfolio 
is forced to recognize the complexity of the author who produced 
the pieces. . . . [I]f this teacher shares portfolio reading with another 
teacher or teachers, the environment for the portfolios doubles and 
triples. (21)

The fact was that the difference in assignment design and instructor 
feedback, which had a direct impact on the quality of student learning and 
writing, had always existed in the department. The exit exam had only masked 
it. Portfolio assessment, on the other hand, was revealing the complexity of 
both writing and teaching writing, and providing feedback on teaching and 
differences within the program. In effect, it was achieving the desired goals 
related to programmatic assessment and instructor accountability, thus inte-
grating assessment and instruction. This revelation, however, while an “aha” 
moment for some, also created a degree of anxiety or unease among instruc-
tors for various reasons. Instructors of any subject enjoy a degree of autonomy 
and independence in their work. Once the classroom door is closed, we have, 
for the most part, no one, except our students, questioning our methods and 
approaches (which often is daunting enough). Sharing individual assignments 
and teaching methods with colleagues for evaluation and discussion placed a 
spotlight on classroom practices and complicated philosophical assumptions 
about the teaching of writing. 

This is not to say that all cluster groups have functioned or continue 
to function well. The major problems with cluster groups continue to be at-
tendance, leadership, and a willingness on instructors’ parts to engage in 
meaningful discussion with an open mind. As one instructor stated about her 
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cluster group’s experience, there were “too many resistant members in groups 
to help me implement portfolios; no discussion of differences, merely stated 
opinions.”4 

EFFECTS OF PORTFOLIO ASSESSMENT

One very persuasive result of portfolio assessment affecting the 
department’s decision to permanently adopt it was the effect that portfolios 
have on students, and regardless of their ideological stance on portfolios, all 
the Writing Studies faculty prioritize student learning. At the end of the first 
two pilot semesters (fall 2001 and spring 2002), 74% of faculty agreed that 
students were the primary beneficiaries of portfolio assessment. By the third 
semester of the pilot (fall 2002), instructors overwhelmingly responded that 
they felt students were writing and revising more, were writing better, and had 
improved attitudes towards writing, as table 2 below shows:
 

Table 2 Faculty Opinions on the Effects of Portfolios on Students

Percentage 
Who Agreed

Percentage Who 
Disagreed or 
Couldn’t Tell

Students write more 52 46

Students produce better writing 86 14

Students improve their writing 90 10

Students revise and edit more 86 14

Students’ attitude toward writing is 
improved

86 14

The above results reveal that the majority of faculty found through 
experience (if they hadn’t already) that portfolio assessment, and not the single-
essay exam, fostered improved writing pedagogy. The real test for portfolio 
assessment at Mid-Atlantic, however, was whether the department would real-
ize the promised benefits of portfolio assessment, which were the reasons for 
adopting it: Would portfolios and the communal assessment approach of cluster 
groups provide an effective evaluation of student writing? Would this approach 
integrate teaching and assessment? Would it provide a forum for faculty and 
curriculum development? From our experience with portfolios, we found that 
the answers to all three of these questions are a qualified “yes.” 

The Writing Studies Department has adopted, and for the most part 
embraced, portfolio assessment because it provides an effective way of evalu-
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ating student writing abilities while also improving writing instruction. The 
majority of faculty (81%) were convinced that moving to a pass/fail evaluation 
of portfolios within cluster groups provided an adequate assessment for pass-
ing students. Furthermore, one major change to assessment of the CCI was 
a significant number of faculty (57%) concluded that a second reading of all 
student work was not necessary. As a result, faculty agreed that only marginal 
portfolios should be read by a second reader.5 This was a dramatic shift in 
department philosophy, and two aspects of portfolio assessment appeared to 
be responsible for this opinion. One was the high agreement among faculty on 
what was a passing portfolio; the second aspect was the time required for second 
readings.6  Another faculty opinion, while in the minority (29%), recommended 
eliminating the in-class essay or, at least, allowing students to revise it for the 
portfolio. The general explanation for such a move, shared by several faculty, 
was that with portfolios’ emphasis on writing as a process, the in-class essay 
seemed an anachronism and difficult to justify to students.

 Furthermore, as a result of portfolios and cluster group experiences, a 
significant number of faculty reported that they were reevaluating and changing 
their approaches to teaching CCI. While part of this change would have been 
required by the shift to portfolio assessment in itself, and even while realizing 
that change does not necessarily, in itself, mean improvement, such faculty 
activity reveals a willingness to embrace the change. The changes that faculty 
reported were focused on course and assignment redesign, with the most com-
mon indicated below:

Table 3 Changes Implemented by Faculty 
as a Result of Portfolio Assessment

Percentage of Faculty

Length of Assignments 30

Type of Assignment 35 

Number of Assignments 35

New Grading Approach 22

Number of In-Class Essays 26

Additionally, the effects of portfolio assessment extended beyond in-
dividual classrooms and directly affected CCI curriculum, specifically in the 
type of writing students should engage in. Prior to portfolio assessment, CCI 
curriculum focused on expository writing, primarily mode-based, with students 
expected to write at least eight essays (which included the single-essay exit 
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exam). Portfolio assessment not only shifted the focus of CCI essays away 
from in-class essays and to revised essays; it caused the department to realize 
that 500-word, mode-based essays were insufficiently challenging; given the 
opportunity to revise, students were able to engage in more complex, developed 
writing. Of course, there is no inherent reason why the CCI student portfolio 
couldn’t contain three modal essays and the in-class, common essay (or even 
6 essays) except that portfolios were to emphasize process and revision. The 
majority of the faculty realized that if students were allowed unlimited revision 
opportunity, turning a mediocre 500-word, in-class compare-and-contrast essay 
into an above average essay would be a fairly easy task for most students. As a 
result, the department moved to looking at student writing expectations in a new 
way—one which wasn’t so concerned about the number and length but about 
the quality of essays, as the following new descriptors for CCI writing show:

• The essays are too complex to be successfully completed in one 
draft.

• They move students beyond their own personal experience/
personal opinion.

• They require students to use higher thinking skills: summary, 
analysis, and synthesis.

• They address complexities and subtleties of analysis.
• They allow students to see an audience (other than themselves) 

and purpose for their writing and/or they introduce students to 
different formats and audiences.

• Revisions will usually focus on issues of content, synthesis, analy-
sis, and organization, as well as style, voice, and mechanics. 

Essentially, portfolio assessment moved the CCI curriculum to an emphasis on 
fewer but more complex essays and on student writing that was purpose-driven 
as opposed to modal.

CONCLUSION

On the whole, the Writing Studies Department’s implementation of 
large-scale portfolio assessment was a success. We were able to replace the 
former single-essay exam with a portfolio system that has been accepted as an 
effective form of assessment by the faculty, students, and university adminis-
trators. In our approach to portfolio assessment, we have instituted a process 
that is reiterative and that “provide[s] mechanisms for 1) prompting readers to 
be aware of the process they are going through, 2) gathering appropriate data 
about the process, and 3) making the changes or accommodations which each 
new iteration shows are necessary” (Hamp-Lyons and Condon, “Questioning” 
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177). This success, however, is not unequivocal and it will take significant effort 
to maintain it. Additionally, we have achieved our goals of placing assessment 
within the context of the classroom, integrating assessment and teaching, and 
faculty development for ongoing and adjunct faculty. 

Transitioning from a static, linear, and well-entrenched system to what 
sometimes feels like organized chaos has not been easy. All the issues and 
problems associated with portfolio assessment itself have not been resolved in 
our department, but then portfolio assessment is a process, not a method, and 
ongoing change and reflection, as well as the appearance of new challenges, 
should be part of its nature. Central to our portfolio assessment are cluster 
groups, and they need continual attention to ensure they work. Faculty need 
ongoing motivation to participate while at the same time accountability for 
their participation. Our experiences have shown productivity is not always 
consistent across cluster groups, particularly in the areas of articulating writ-
ing expectations and faculty development. Reflective discussions about course 
goals, outcomes, and measurement and classroom practices take more time than 
the cluster meetings. Thus the department has recognized that cluster groups 
cannot and should not take on all these responsibilities nor operate in a vacuum. 
Cluster groups need organized forums where information from individual cluster 
groups can be shared with the faculty as a whole and curricular development 
can occur. Of course, these forums mean more meetings, which our faculty are 
very resistant to, even as they state a need for them. 

Another concern the department is addressing is the connection be-
tween portfolios and grade inflation. Recent data indicate that since portfolio 
assessment was implemented, students are receiving higher grades than their 
non-portfolio predecessors. Part of the preferability of portfolios to many is 
the emphasis on revision, and, generally, revision results in better writing and, 
thus, better grades. Our students have no restrictions on how often or how 
much they may revise their essays, and while some are concerned about how 
these students are revising (or rather who might be helping them), limiting or 
controlling revision is not an acceptable option (although many instructors have 
instituted policies as to the number of revisions they will review). However, 
some evidence exists that it might be instructor expectations for student writing 
which is resulting in higher grades. In rereading some early student portfolios, 
the department has discovered that writing expectations have shifted: we found 
that portfolios from 2001 would consistently receive lower grades if graded 
today. While this finding does not conclusively dismiss the issue of grade infla-
tion, it does indicate that one of the dynamic elements of portfolio assessment 
for student writing is ability and our expectations for it.7

 The good news is that Mid-Atlantic’s transition to portfolios can 
provide insight about how to validate portfolio assessment; the change in our 
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department has been real and tangible. This qualified success story, however, 
comes with two caveats. One is that an effective program of portfolio assessment 
depends on a carefully designed portfolio system that can achieve what it is 
intended to achieve. The other is that, while supporting the claims of portfolios, 
it is important for the composition community as a whole to realize the primary 
audiences for proving that portfolio assessment is effective are local: the faculty 
and students who will participate in it and the university administrators who 
must deem that it fills their needs for assessment. Local situations, history, and 
context are also important elements in designing portfolio assessment and the 
systems that move composition programs towards portfolio assessment. In this 
sense, the transition to portfolio assessment at Mid-Atlantic was more than a 
change in an assessment tool; it was a metamorphosis. 

Because the department was clearly conflicted, almost polarized on 
portfolio assessment, I initially thought that before the department would agree 
to such assessment, clear and hard evidence would have to be provided. Now it 
seems obvious that the Writing Studies faculty could not have been convinced 
solely by data analysis. They needed a felt experience, one where the tangible 
and intangible benefits of portfolio assessment could be personally experienced. 
Of course, such conclusions return us to the concern about the value of anec-
dotal evidence, but perhaps when it comes to portfolio assessment research, 
the anecdotal is too valuable to be dismissed.

Glassboro, NJ

NOTES
1 These justifications are perhaps universal to writing departments who 

rely or have relied on a single-essay exit exam and are certainly not unique to 
Mid-Atlantic, nor are they completely without some merit (either historically or 
currently).

2 Proponents of portfolios (such as Yancey, Belanoff, and Elbow) warn 
against the uncritical adoption or promotion of portfolios, even while claiming 
substantial benefits for them.

3 This additional instruction is provided either through the student repeat-
ing the course or enrolling in the Writing Lab Experience course where the student 
works one-on-one with a tutor to improve writing skills.

4 In the first meeting, held within the first three weeks of the semester, 
cluster groups review, discuss, and evaluate individual assignments. For meeting 
two, held shortly prior to semester mid-point, instructors exchange graded student 
essays to discuss evaluation and feedback approaches. Cluster group members use 
departmentally created evaluation forms and grade descriptors to calibrate grading. 
At meeting three, after student portfolios have been collected, cluster members ex-
change their graded student portfolios with their designated cluster reader. Currently, 
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instructors exchange a sampling of A through F portfolios as well as marginal and 
failing portfolios. At the final meeting, usually held the first day of finals, cluster 
groups meet to discuss second reads and any problem portfolios. There is also an 
appeal process through which disagreements about passing/failing portfolios are 
reviewed.  

Beginning in fall 2003, in addition to individual cluster meetings, the 
department has held CCI faculty meetings that expound on the issues discussed in 
each of the cluster meetings. In these meetings instructor assignments and student 
essays are shared with the faculty at large. Unfortunately, these meetings have met 
with limited success, primarily because they add another time requirement.

5 Still, when surveyed, 71% of faculty responded that cluster groups 
increased faculty interaction.

6 This opinion has been confirmed by statistical, historical data. In the 
three-and-a-half years of our portfolio assessment, the pass/fail rate of CCI students 
is comparable to the pass/fail rate of the last three years of the exit exam. Faculty 
agreed that only a sampling of CCI portfolios need be second read, along with all 
failing and marginal portfolios. The decision to read failing and marginal portfolios 
was made to give students a second opportunity for review and to integrate assess-
ment and instruction. In reading sample portfolios (five to six per instructor), second 
readers would additionally provide feedback on instructor practice (on grades and 
assignments), fulfilling a programmatic check on instructor practice, not a punitive 
assessment of student performance.

7 Below is the historical data on pass/fail rates for the last six years. Fall 
2001 was the last semester the exit exam was administered. Spring 2002 was the 
first semester for complete portfolio assessment. Students have been counted as 
failing if they withdrew from the course, failed the course, or received an incom-
plete (which in CCI is always associated with students who are placed in Writing 
Lab Experience due to marginal work).

Table 4 Statistics on Number of Students 
and Passing Failing Ranges 1998-2003

Fall Semester 1998 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Students Enrolled 965 1146 1098 1160 1228 1162

Students Passing 821 1001 967 1052 1087 1042

Percentage Failing 15 13 12 9 11 10
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Spring Semester N/A 1999 2000 2001 2002 2003

Students Enrolled N/A 369 212 166 195 150

Students Passing N/A 257 163 114 129 96

Percentage Failing N/A 30 30 31 34 36

Total Yearly Percentage 
Failing

19 14 14 13 14
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ENGLISH 200: 
INTERMEDIATE
COMPOSITION

COURSE DESCRIPTION_____________________________________

English 200: Intermediate Composition is a program elec-
tive for English majors and a writing-intensive elective for 
nonmajors at Southern Connecticut State University (SCSU), 

a comprehensive institution of 11,000 undergraduate and graduate 
(master’s level) students.  English 200 is described in the departmental 
course catalog as a course “in expository writing, focusing on rhetorical 
analysis of a variety of texts in our culture.”  Instructor approaches vary 
within a special topics format; the topic for this section was “Rhetoric, 
Argument, and the Law in Popular Culture.”  The course is capped at 
20 students and has a pre-requisite of English 112 (Composition II: 
Research Writing).
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INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT

English 200 was originally designed to assist sophomore-level students 
in the English department’s Secondary Education and Professional Writing 
tracks in “continued practice and instruction in the basic patterns of expository 
prose, including the research paper,” according to the original course proposal 
from 1979.  It claimed to serve “the general student” in writing as opposed to 
those with “special writing interests,” such as creative writing.  Assignments 
emphasized a modes approach; suggested texts included Plain English Please: A 
Rhetoric,  Reviving Prose, The Elements of Style, and On Writing Well.  Despite 
the proposal’s assertion that English 200 would be offered every semester, as 
of fall 2002, the course had not been offered for at least ten years due, in part, 
to lack of faculty expertise in writing and rhetoric and, in part, to the broad 
curricular goals governing the course’s content, which failed to clarify for 
prospective teachers or students how it differed from first-year composition.  

As Elizabeth Penfield argues in her discussion of what space interme-
diate and advanced  writing courses such as English 200 occupy, particularly 
in public, regional colleges like SCSU, “the teacher of advanced composition 
seems an anarchist and a loner.  The teacher . . . is often solely responsible for 
developing and stating course goals, the means by which they will be achieved, 
the standards by which the students’ writing will be judged, and the syllabus, if 
any” (20).  This historically vague shape of and inattention to courses labeled 
“intermediate” or, lacking that middle pedagogical ground, “advanced” compo-
sition that Penfield outlines may be indicative of Robert Scholes’s hypothesis 
that English studies, and by extension English major curricula, in the past 
twenty years have evolved such that “the term literature now excludes texts 
intended to persuade” resulting from “an opposition between the aesthetic text 
and the rhetorical text” (169).  So while SCSU’s English department offers 
a popular and successful creative writing and a smaller professional writing 
concentration in addition to traditional literary study, advanced writing and 
rhetoric courses have had no real home or explicit purpose in our curriculum.  
Our English 200 faculty were—and to some extent still are—those loners that 
Penfield describes.

The absence of English 200 from the regular SCSU course offerings 
also likely stemmed from the place the course has occupied in relation to 
our extensive first-year composition sequence.  Since 1985, all students have 
been required take English 112 (Composition II: Research Writing) as well as 
English 111 (Composition I), and/or English 110 (Composition Writing Lab, 
i.e., basic writing), depending upon placement exam results. When English 
200 first appeared in the course catalog, however, only two of these courses 
existed—English 110 and English 111.ı There was no second-semester research 
course now so prevalent among our sister institutions in the Northeast and else-
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where.  It’s likely that the original English 200 was thus in some respects a very 
different version of intermediate writing—a “remediated” elective in grammar 
and language—as the course proposal implies and as some have recognized as 
the fate of intermediate composition, given its troubled curricular positioning 
(see Gage, Olson).  It’s clear that while English 112 was not meant to replace 
English 200, the mid-1980s extension of the first-year sequence complicated 
what our department now meant by “intermediate” writing.  

Echoing the general debate in the profession about the function of 
writing courses beyond first-year composition, those of us interested in reviving 
the course as a study in rhetoric wondered what English 200 could be.  Could it 
rise to John T. Gage’s hope and “challenge the writing student to attempt higher 
levels of thinking” backed by a “more sophisticated context” than first-year 
composition (162)?  Could it mirror Michael Carter’s model for an advanced 
writing course which depends “less and less on explicit strategies and more 
and more on the intuition developed through the experience of writing within 
a particular rhetorical context” (66)?  

This was the local challenge in fall 2002, when some of our tenure-track 
faculty in rhetoric and composition, including myself, decided to revive English 
200 as one of our university’s “L” (writing-intensive) courses.  We found that 
the course filled a curricular gap, as many of our students sought continued 
coursework in expository writing not specifically rooted in literary study or in 
other writing-intensive or professional fields outside of English studies.  We thus 
revised the course’s focus to emphasize rhetoric and analysis, clearly marking its 
approach as advanced in comparison to English 112.  Like Penfield’s students 
at the University of New Orleans, our students in English 200 seemed to pos-
sess writing skills that they perceive to have “evolved so that they no longer 
worry about error and are ready to move toward effectiveness” (22) and, thus, 
needed a writing experience distinct from first-year composition.  

These students were not primarily from the humanities or at the sopho-
more (i.e., 200) level.  Between spring 2003 and fall 2004, the 137 students 
who enrolled in English 200 were largely juniors and seniors (60%) followed 
by sophomores (28.5%).  Students from popular major fields such as Psychol-
ogy (13%), English (10.3%), Nursing (9.5%), and Business (8.1%) dominated 
the enrollments.  More generally, students in other social sciences made up 
a large portion of the population (13%) as did students from fields in science 
and math (10.3%).   The course also attracted students in foreign languages, 
liberal studies, education, exercise science, communications, and fine arts (4 to 
6% of the enrollment total from each of these respectively).  Students who had 
yet to declare a major (17%) and/or were part-time or nonmatriculated (10%) 
also were a significant presence.  These statistics indicate that at SCSU, Eng-
lish 200 has been serving a very broad population similar to that of first-year 
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composition.  This is in contrast with the role of intermediate composition at 
other institutions nationwide, where frequently the course serves as primarily 
or even exclusively an English major elective (Keene and Wallace 99).

Our desire to reintroduce English 200, however, was secondarily fueled 
by our perception that SCSU’s English department was woefully behind the 
times in its writing course offerings as compared to other programs nationwide.  
Our only other undergraduate rhetoric/composition course was and is English 
405: The Teaching of Writing (for future high school teachers).  We thus wanted 
to revive English 200 as a course that emphasized the basics of rhetoric and 
rhetorical analysis within different frameworks (including other topics such as 
ethnography and computers and writing) so as to appeal to a range of students 
inside and outside English studies, avoiding the roadblock to learning that can 
occur in first-year composition whereby students have “no investment in the 
course and no ownership of it” (Penfield 28).  

Much as David Fleming has argued for attention to rhetoric as a 
“coherent and attractive course of study” in the university, where regrettably 
rhetoric as a subject is on a “continued decline” (169), we felt our undergradu-
ates also needed more exposure to rhetoric as part of their English degree and 
that the larger university community outside English could also benefit from 
more electives in writing and rhetoric past the required first-year composition 
sequence.  The revived English 200 course is, in our perception, a key building 
block for undergraduates who wish to pursue a career path that values rhetoric 
and rhetorical analysis as an area of study distinct from the writing and analysis 
done in the fine or literary arts.   

In 2000, at the University of Michigan, I also taught intermediate 
composition (English 225: Argumentative Writing), and this provided me 
with a secondary local context upon which to build my SCSU course.   That 
setting had included similarly diverse “pre-professional” students—in pre-law, 
exercise science, and business—for whom the course also served as an upper-
division writing requirement on a WAC model.  I structured the course around 
argument and the law to appeal to this group, making it clear in the syllabus 
that this was not a course in legal writing.  My resulting mixed experience at 
Michigan greatly influenced my desire to retool English 200 at SCSU with a 
stronger focus on the principles of classical rhetoric.   

In English 225, students used different texts (Lunsford’s Everything’s 
an Argument as well as different films rooted in legal drama, such as The 
Accused, Philadelphia, and A Civil Action) and a more traditional, argument-
based syllabus.  Students grappled with rhetoric in writing assignments and oral 
presentations, however, without ever actually interrogating the terminology, 
particularly in the analysis of linked visual texts (the students viewed one 
episode of a television series, and the films listed above, but no thematic 
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connection arose from these viewings).  This may be because I was primarily 
interested in developing broad skills in argument, assuming the pre-law students 
especially would bring in prior knowledge of some of the terminology. 

My Michigan course unfortunately followed what Fleming would see 
as the position of first-year writing in the academy: the “universal method for 
writing” course that settles “to the bottom” of the hierarchical field of rhetoric 
and composition studies, which pushes practical courses in writing to the 
first year and theoretical courses to the senior or graduate years, with little in 
between.  With no focus on the practice of rhetoric and its terminology, my 
English 225 illustrated Fleming’s theory of the “decline in rhetorical education” 
that comes with this current polarization in the field (172).  Upon offering the 
course at SCSU, I thus wanted to be cognizant of not just the shift in population 
between institutions and the considerations of that in my pedagogy, but also the 
critical space that intermediate writing could occupy in the curriculum.

SCSU students, who are approximately 60% female and 20% of color, 
largely come from working-class backgrounds, with nearly 50% being the first 
in their families to attend college.  SCSU students work on average 25-30 hours 
per week; many are part-time or returning nontraditional students and over 
50% live at home, within 10 miles of campus.  Nearly all are on financial aid 
and are tied to the local community such that most have no immediate plans 
to leave Connecticut.  In contrast to the Michigan students, SCSU students 
by and large lack self-confidence in writing and critical thinking due to poor 
preparation during their high school experiences and a local belief, perpetuated 
by our traditional curriculum, that writing is an “English” skill and that lessons 
learned in composition do not apply to other subjects or to the work world.  
Additionally, SCSU students, even future English majors, often have little 
facility with formal arguments or rhetorical analysis and additionally lack the 
benefits of elite college students’ home life, which may be augmented by reading 
or writing as a valued leisure activity.

Thus, my challenge in teaching English 200 was to work with factors 
that could be both limiting and liberating.  While my students’ work world 
experience and geographic world view could be an extremely positive element 
of classroom discussion and an asset to group perspectives, truly situating our 
classroom discourse as a local activity, these factors also limited the assignment 
of activities such as field research, travel to other libraries, or even analysis of 
extensive amounts of television programming as homework.  The students did 
have a keen interest, however, in analyzing television as a cultural product rich 
in argument.  My course design thus asserts that the study of classical rhetoric 
need not be limited to just division I, pre-professional students, those assumed 
to become learned men and women in the workforce.  As Scholes believes, 
“All good citizens must be rhetoricians to the extent that they can imagine 
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themselves in the place of another and understand views different from their 
own” (168).   I, too, believe that this displacement of self in the service of a 
larger communicative good is the highest reward available to writing students, 
and that this skill is especially important for first-generation, working-class, 
public-college students like mine, who overwhelmingly will be the majority 
of college graduates for the foreseeable future.

THEORETICAL RATIONALE

My focus on rhetoric and law in popular culture in this course was 
the product of three integrated assumptions about the teaching of writing and 
accompanying successful methods of student learning at the intermediate level.   
These are: (1) that television is an accessible, potentially intellectual medium 
that students may study, in close reading format and via frequent analytical 
writing assignments, and with which they may interact to examine the principles 
of many elements of popular discourse, including formal arguments; (2) that 
students can and should become conversant with the tools of classical rhetoric 
vis-à-vis a variety of textual formats, including visual narratives found in 
dramatic television programming; (3) that an intermediate writing course rooted 
almost exclusively in the analysis of these primary visual texts, rather than the 
triangular (and perfectly legitimate) dialogue between secondary critiques, 
primary texts, and student perspectives, is an appropriately challenging way 
to inculcate the principles of classical rhetoric. 

The Visual Texts: Rhetoric on TV
Many scholars argue for integrating visual rhetoric into our composition 

course pedagogies.  We often hear about the importance of visual technology
(computerized classrooms, internet study, and other electronic communication 
rooted in the visual), but we less frequently hear the championing of other visual 
mediums considered more historically “lowbrow” in our culture.  Behind these 
arguments, thus, is a more complicated series of questions: How do writing 
teachers integrate more traditional/historical visual texts such as television 
into our students’ writing and writing practices?  Do we use visual texts in our 
courses but only as supplements to the “real” material of the course, found in 
print texts?  Or do we create courses entirely rooted in the written analysis of 
the visual and, if so, for what reasons?  Certainly the popular opinion is that 
television is a vast wasteland that teaches our children to be violent, highly 
sexualized, and passive instead of active citizens.  Television keeps us from 
reading; television keeps us from regular social interaction; television keeps 
us, quite literally, under its power, to the exclusion of all other things.  Any 
faculty member teaching a class that utilizes television as text, therefore, must 
be aware of the public perception of such a course when constructing pedagogy 
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that privileges and even promotes the visual, even as the term “visual literacy” 
pervades many curricula today.  

Indeed, courses like English 200 likely raise questions with tuition-
paying parents who may wonder, why television to teach classical rhetoric?  
On the surface, the medium seems incapable of communicating the message.  
As stated in one popular newspaper read by the tuition-paying public, USA 
Today, “The one thing that television can’t do is express ideas. . . . It cannot 
convey reality nor does it even want to” (qtd. in Woiwode 85).  This is not so 
far from scholar Neil Postman’s theory that television is incapable of exempli-
fying public discourse, even in educational programs.  In Amusing Ourselves 
to Death, Postman argues that in order for television to be successful, “there 
must be nothing that has to be remembered, studied, applied, or, worst of all, 
endured . . . any information, story, or idea can be made immediately acces-
sible” (148) since television is not about education or retention of knowledge, 
but about entertainment or the momentary transmission of images.  

While television as a passive entertainment mechanism in our homes 
may indeed represent these anti-intellectual values, I have found through 
incorporating televised legal dramas as primary rhetorical texts, when used as 
an example of rhetoric in action, that television can accomplish more lofty goals 
and even interrogate rhetorical principles more clearly than can print texts, in 
that classical rhetoric developed from an oral, visual culture that television, in 
certain ways, has the power to replicate for today’s students. Ultimately, a great 
deal of classical rhetoric is being demonstrated in these legal dramas yet is going 
unrecognized in our classrooms, perhaps because we, as instructors, have our 
own subjective views of television as a one-dimensional site of entertainment.   
As Charles Hill argues regarding the perception of the visual, there is no “pure 
apprehension of objective reality.  Comprehending and interpreting any image 
. . . requires an active mental process that is driven by personal and cultural 
values and assumptions” (113).   For students, viewing television programs, 
even complex and highly rhetorical ones, remains a passive process until and 
unless those programs are repeatedly interrogated in an active, writing-intensive 
setting.

As such, television can challenge students to study and apply ideas if 
students are directed to analyze the way in which characters speak, are spoken 
to, and, importantly, how they develop positions on issues that become criti-
cal to their own moral and civic (albeit fictional) development.   In this way, 
television can be a teaching tool as opposed to a passive instrument designed 
to substitute for the teacher; television, I believe, can indeed be a text that 
employs memory, of all things, and continued interaction on the part of the 
students.  In English 200, while we spent four class periods watching episodes 
of Law and Order and The Practice (two episodes of each program), we did 
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so with the principle that shared viewing constitutes the ideal audience for any 
visual art form.  This principle is rooted in reception theory in Media Studies, 
which argues that the ultimate meaning of a film (or here a television program) 
is dependent upon the material and social conditions of viewing, including 
issues of audience identification (i.e., losing one’s self in a darkened room) 
and audience interaction (sharing ideas with other viewers as events unfold).  
While such a principle is challenged by the rise of cable television and movie 
channels that allow “on-demand” viewing and individual DVD/home video 
viewing in general, it is an important community issue I wanted to emphasize 
in this course.  

Allowing students to view programs as a group initially, then to view 
additional episodes privately when completing the writing assignments, better 
replicates the purpose of such programs’ original method of transmission (over 
public airwaves and shared viewing spaces).  After these group viewings, we 
spent equal class time discussing and reflecting upon what we had seen, rooted 
in students’ individual 2-3 page responses to each episode.  These responses 
were modeled on previously assigned reading responses, in which students 
sought out “real-world,” print (or living) examples of the rhetorical principles 
and terminology outlined in Crowley’s chapters, for example, enthymeme, 
syllogism, logical fallacy, and kairos, among many others.  Sharing these re-
sponses became the cornerstone of our analytical exercises as well as important 
prewriting activities for the formal essays in the course.  

Additionally, and most critical to a course on rhetoric, television can
express ideas, even recalling debates on moral and ethical dilemmas that have 
no clear answer or resolution.  Consider the “ripped from the headlines” content 
of many Law and Order episodes and the way in which those current events 
are often complicated or left unresolved in individual episodes or sequences 
of related episodes.  These become salient points of argument upon which to 
layer rhetorical tools, both in class discussion and in formal papers, and in 
facilitating small group work on the canon of invention in particular.   One 
half of the class could be asked to build an appeal inductively, using existing 
evidence, and the other half deductively, using the same evidence.  The fact 
that the episodes don’t promote a “right” way of thinking makes this sort of 
class task all the more legitimate as a real-world exercise in rhetoric and hu-
man interaction.   

Finally, the ideas on television are not static; they are opportunities for 
dynamic ideological interaction between the program and the students.  I found 
that otherwise shy or reserved students in English 200 were willing to comment 
on a visual text more readily than they would a written text, perhaps because 
the experience seemed more shared and the space thus more accommodating 
of possible “wrong” answers.  Additionally, a student with highly unpopular 
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views—such as my conservative, pro-life student in a class of otherwise mostly 
liberal, pro-choice individuals—was more likely to speak up about “Serena’s 
decision” or “Eleanor’s morals” than she might when discussing similar posi-
tions in a historical, written text, or the extended examples of abortion rhetoric 
in Crowley’s text.  In this setting, television characters with ideas could function 
much like literary characters in that students could transfer their opinions, which 
may conflict with others’, onto the visual text and, thus, more productively 
engage in a discussion of the origin of those opinions within the framework 
of dramatized rhetoric.

The Writing Assignments: Rhetoric in Practice
In designing my section of English 200, I wanted to offer students 

frequent opportunities to both practice the art of rhetoric in their own formal 
and informal writing assignments and, with the aid of a rhetoric textbook, to 
analyze the use of rhetoric in both written and visual documents, in this case 
documents focusing on legal discourse such as the television series Law and 
Order and The Practice, and films such as Twelve Angry Men. As someone 
with a background in both English and film studies, I believed that such a 
course would broaden students’ perceptions of a seemingly archaic subject 
(rhetoric) while simultaneously revising their notion of what a dynamic medium 
(television) can contribute to a community’s ideological discourse. With its 
hybrid design and focus, I hoped that English 200 might offer the students a 
truly unique course—an experience that would lead to a larger, cross-historical 
world view of persuasion and argument via current cultural artifacts.  When 
designing the writing assignments for English 200, therefore, I took as my 
premise that television is an active, creative medium, which may attract a more 
or less creative, active response in the viewer in kind, particularly depending 
upon the values and assumptions that Hill highlights above.  

Since I always prioritize student choice in designing writing 
assignments, providing two or three writing options wherever possible, I 
continued with that structure for this course.  In the first assignment, that 
choice was embedded in the stance the writer chose to take: an argument for 
whether logical or ethical appeals were the most important to Law and Order
as a television series.  Surprisingly, students were quite evenly divided in 
their responses, depending on their perspective on the series.  Those students 
who saw the design of the show, its larger physical and narrative architecture, 
as paramount typically viewed the series as one rooted in logical appeals, 
prioritizing the sequencing of law and order and believed in logos as the driving 
force in determining what is “true” in each episode.  One student, Amanda, 
argued that attorneys must privilege logos over ethos in order to win cases in 
which moral principles are up for grabs.  As Amanda noted, in one episode in 
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which a particularly sympathetic mother (who is also a killer), the Assistant 
District Attorney tells his colleague that in order to win,  “you [must] win their 
minds, [as] she’ll win their hearts” (“Ethical Appeal” 5). This student used this 
maxim of sorts to build her detailed analysis of how legal discourse, in her 
opinion, was all about logic, whereas the layperson’s reasoning typically is 
controlled by pathos, led by a strong ethos.

Those students who gravitated toward character construction and 
focused on the dramatic development of the complex personalities in each 
episode/plot tended to argue for ethical appeals as primary in the series.  These 
student writers saw ethos as a means of compelling characters to do the “right” 
thing, even if not the “truest” action in context.  Such an analytical standpoint 
required a greater attention to the viewer as part of the rhetorical triangle.  As 
one student, John, argued in his paper: 

Although logos is employed considerably in Law and Order, it does 
not surpass the effect that the characters’ use of ethos has on the 
audience.  While these characters use logic simply to gain knowledge 
or information, their use of ethos makes a colossal impact on the 
viewer’s morals; these fans wonder whether the characters’ methods 
were right or wrong, whether they themselves (viewers) would use the 
same methods, and what kind of standing the characters have in their 
communities due to this [their ethos].  (“Logos Versus Ethos” 2)

This first assignment thus enabled students—and myself—to see the way in 
which their own values as viewers allowed them, or prevented them, from 
being persuaded—how rhetoric is situationally specific, in other words, and 
not a fixed subject or endeavor.   
 The second major paper for the course invited students either to argue 

for the most important canon of rhetoric as evident in The Practice or another 
legally-focused dramatic program from their own perspective—in traditional 
essay format—or to play the role of Aristotle in arguing for the overall clear and 
successful presence (or absence) of the canons as evidenced on the program.  
I wanted students to have the option of really seeing the television series 
from the perspective of a rhetorician because I have found that, in writing 
courses, occasionally getting students to write from outside their own personal 
perspective allows for a greater sense of audience and purpose.  Since we had 
not studied or read Aristotle’s primary works, this was a formidable challenge.  
But I asked that the students try to immerse themselves in the thinking that he 
might do, rather than the language he might use, with the purpose of adopting 
a perspective from which to see the five canons differently, or more clearly, 
than they previously had.  Only a few students chose this more creative 
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option—perhaps not surprisingly, given students’ comfort level with such 
unusual writing tasks (especially in a noncreative writing course).  

This paper assignment in general, however, resulted in quite a few 
insightful analyses of individual characters and their rhetorical predilections 
and how the power of the canons sometimes worked against the character’s 
motives or their desired outcomes.  This was particularly meaningful to analyze 
in a program such as The Practice since the characters are defense attorneys 
who often represent guilty persons and/or persons of questionable character, in 
contrast to the characters on Law and Order, who prosecute such individuals 
and are invariably on the “right” side of the law. Focusing on the precarious 
position of the Practice attorneys, common student analyses dissected Jimmy’s 
poor employment of style, which often compromises his relationship with 
judges, as well as Bobby’s overreliance on delivery and  repetitive means of 
invention, which overvalue his own ethos and arrogance in recycling arguments.  
In addition, students focused on how more clearly ethical characters employed 
the canons, with varying results and complications.  For example, my student 
James argued that on the police drama NYPD Blue, which arguably dramatizes 
the law using an equally rhetorical, if less dialogic, structure, the lead detective 
Andy Sipowicz, even though a highly effective rhetor, sometimes minimizes his 
rhetorical effectiveness by his overreliance on the power of delivery because 
“he tends to establish independence from any type of reasoning process, and 
[thus] eliminates any chance for the use of the other canons” (“Everybody 
Loves Andy” 5).     

Finally, I closed the course by asking students to apply what they had 
learned about rhetoric and popular culture to a research project of their choosing.  
Per my usual final-paper guidelines, I asked that students formulate their 
research as a question and tie it to the subject of the course—if not specifically 
rhetoric and television legal drama, then rhetoric and some other public artifact 
in American culture.   This was the most traditional of the assignments but 
generated a wide variety of analyses from studies of individual programs (The 
Simpsons, NBC Nightly News) to broader cultural discussions (rhetoric and 
television war coverage; rhetoric and television situation comedies; rhetoric 
and medicine, specifically patient-doctor interactions).  Accompanying the 
final project was an oral presentation—which seemed logical, given what we 
had studied regarding rhetoric’s roots in oral argument—and an annotated 
bibliography.  I found this project to be perhaps the least satisfying component 
of the course for me as many students lost the tighter focus I had attempted to 
achieve in the close textual analysis of the programs themselves.  However, 
the range of the writing projects showed me that students were attempting to 
apply what they had learned in a larger context and were doing so using course 
terminology, sometimes in sophisticated ways.  One student, Chris, sought out 
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Karlyn Kohrs Campbell and Kathleen Hall Jamieson’s study Deeds Done in 
Words in order to understand how President Bush employs “war rhetoric” to 
persuade the American people that the Iraq conflict is not only right, but “good”; 
Chris outlined Campbell and Jamieson’s five characteristics of such rhetoric to 
analyze Bush’s use of these principles, particularly in his use of the television 
news media.  

Because of this extended primary interaction with the programs as 
texts in the major papers and because of the focus on outside research (which 
necessarily led to student interaction with existing scholarship as part of their 
investigations), I eschewed a type of text that usually I privilege: the critical, 
secondary readings that serve as intermediary between the student and the 
primary text.  In general, I require that my first-year composition students read 
a good deal of critical metadiscourse particularly when I structure my courses 
around a broad theme such as “education” or “work.”  Students often find these 
texts problematic because they believe such writing tells them how to think 
or otherwise interferes with their own learning process.  I have had the most 
problems with critical essays in film studies courses, where students want to talk 
about why they “liked the movie” before—or in lieu of—reading what someone 
else thinks about it.  While the debate over whether secondary readings thus 
have a legitimate home in lower-division writing courses is probably another 
investigation in itself, the question was an important one for me to answer in 
English 200.  After weighing the value and availability of potential secondary 
criticism on television as text, as cultural artifact, and as linguistic stage, I 
ultimately decided that television and rhetoric should meet in this course in 
the sparest of conditions—face-to-face, without intermediaries.  

Some faculty may see this pedagogical choice as an appeal to the 
weakest students in that secondary material is obviously more difficult to 
comprehend on a first reading, or even a second, and that, in the absence of 
secondary material, there is no triangular, scholarly effect in individual or col-
lective visual, textual dissection and comprehension.  But I would argue that 
my intentions were just the opposite: without metadiscourse afloat in the class-
room, students would have to engage the principles of rhetoric on their own, 
and they would have to apply them to the television programs in a similarly 
independent fashion.  There would be no Postman to insert himself into the 
students’ analytical processes and do some thinking (or arguing) for them.  And 
for me, as the professor, there would be no crutch available when terminology 
got tough for students or programs failed to answer lingering questions about 
concepts key to our course.  

CRITICAL REFLECTION 
Recently, one of my former English 200 students, Emily, stopped by 

to discuss why she was switching her major to English.   She passionately 
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exclaimed, “I miss rhetoric!” and wondered aloud whether she would ever 
again find rhetoric elsewhere in her studies.  This exclamation, though satisfy-
ing in its own way to me as a teacher, is obviously representative of a select 
student group but just as obviously communicates a failing in my own peda-
gogy.  While I know that this student did well in the course and embraced its 
structure, obviously her grief over “losing” rhetoric after the semester ended 
told me that I must do more next time to reinforce the universal principles of 
rhetoric beyond the classroom.

To believe, also, that all students perceived the course in this same 
inquisitive way, despite its limitations, would be a fallacy.  Certainly after I 
taught English 225 in Michigan, several bright, conscientious students wrote on 
their evaluations comments such as “it’s dumb to watch TV; this was boring,” or 
“My sister is a lawyer and these shows are so unrealistic!  Why are we watching 
them?” These comments challenged me to put more emphasis at SCSU on the 
terms of rhetoric and its direct applications over the general teaching of argu-
ment using these programs as broad examples (assumedly held as “real” by these 
students, who criticized their representations of the legal system). The SCSU 
student evaluations were far more positive overall; sample comments include 
“I finally learned what rhetoric is instead of having a general idea about it” and  
“(this class) turned potentially boring subject matter into something exciting 
and relevant to everyday life.”  Other students appreciated “the use of other 
media to help understand course material.”  Another student commented that 
writing the short responses was “a great way of measuring student knowledge 
about rhetoric.”    I’m sure that my teaching overall has improved in the ensu-
ing five years since the Michigan course, but even these positive evaluations 
failed to show me whether students were now seeing rhetoric as a presence 
in their everyday lives.  To borrow from the principle of Lunsford’s textbook, 
students may now recognize that “everything’s an argument,” but have they 
internalized the civics of why we argue in the first place? 

Some students clearly never grasped the crucial connection between 
analyzing rhetorical discourse via a popular medium and internalizing the form 
and function of that discourse at a personal, intellectual level to take into the 
world.   Some student papers, for example, did a great job of analyzing character 
motivation or plot contrivances in Law and Order or the relative believability of 
key character relationships in The Practice (a far more melodramatic program, 
appealing to many for this reason alone) but failed to see how those character 
relationships, motivations, or plot points were rooted in rhetoric.  Similar to 
an introductory literature course that seeks to teach students human values 
via narrative texts, using television to teach the principles of rhetoric allows 
weaker students to absorb themselves in the narrative, a common criticism of 
those who see media as a poor teaching tool.  For as many papers that insight-
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fully deconstructed the ways in which Aristotle might view the fictional legal 
discourse of The Practice, there were always papers that spent three of the 
five pages describing scenes and character actions (particularly concerning 
principles of delivery) in painful detail, leaving little room for actual analysis.  
Thus, while some students may indeed “miss” the presence of rhetoric in their 
lives post-English 200, I can point to a few amendable failings in my own 
pedagogy and in the class dynamic that will be considerations when I offer 
the course again.  

First, while I resisted the impulse to make this class a study in visual 
rhetoric, worried that such a layering would unnecessarily complicate our study 
of “pure argument” in the programs, in the future I plan to build in a small com-
ponent that concentrates on visual rhetoric at a very basic level.  This might be 
approached in any number of ways while staying true to the idea that analyzing 
primary source materials is a skill not emphasized enough in English studies 
today.  I might, for example, ask students to analyze the content and design of 
the program web sites that are created by both fans and the networks, similar to 
other instances in which I have asked students to analyze the rhetoric of other 
public, web-based documents.

 I might also ask students to employ basic principles of media analysis, 
which would require some additional readings in that subject, so as to decon-
struct the visual representations of persons and person-types such as the Prosecu-
tor, the Defense Attorney, and the Victim, in relation to their spoken rhetoric.  
While I don’t believe that these types are necessarily consistently drawn on 
dramas such as Law and Order—hence the power of the program overall—I 
recognize that students are becoming more accustomed to such readings of the 
visual in their regular television watching, especially where the so-called reality 
shows are concerned.  In these settings, students regularly deconstruct appear-
ances (“Will Richard win?  He’s not the most attractive.”) so as to designate 
intrinsic values in characters.  Once narrative elements are seemingly erased 
(in that such shows are not supposed to be scripted), viewers focus on intrigue 
of happenstance, particularly when what’s at stake (companionship, marriage, 
fortune) depends heavily upon the visual and interpretation of the core issues 
at hand.  It thus seems essential for me to take these viewing principles into 
account when teaching the course again so as to open up a small but crucial 
discussion of visual rhetoric in this specific context.

Second, I would think about supplemental course readings that could 
augment and support the Crowley text.  While I found this textbook to be the 
best for beginning rhetoric students among the many that I surveyed, some 
students found it too much of a textbook when used in near isolation and 
especially when held against the more dynamic television texts.  I did bring 
in newspaper and other short magazine and journal articles for spontaneous 
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in- and out-of-class reading and group assignments.  But students seemed to 
want a more substantial written text off of which to bounce Crowley’s larger 
ideas.  Here again, I think that web writing and/or discourse might be a helpful 
addition as this is a genre with which students might interact out of class and 
one that can be easily integrated into one of our high-tech classrooms.

Third, a practical consideration for future offerings: The Practice has 
been cancelled after many successful seasons (causing many of my students 
great sadness).  Therefore, I will need to think about adding another legal drama 
in its place, possibly The West Wing (assuming Law and Order itself is still 
on the air, a general hazard of basing a course on current television offerings).  
Or I might shift the focus to television drama in general, not just legal dramas 
specifically, as some students opted to do in their second analysis paper and/or 
their final research project.  This shift would compromise some of the attractive 
qualities of the course for me—specifically showing students the rhetorical 
foundations of our litigious culture and its artistic representations—but it would 
also open the possibilities for offering different television-related topics for the 
course in general.  The course could be more challenging for students if legal 
discourse were only one of the rhetorical approaches in the television dramas 
under study.   This wider approach would also allow for current shifts in the 
public’s narrative tastes; my use of Law and Order included, for example, taped 
episodes from one to three seasons past, which didn’t connect with students as 
well as did the current/new episodes airing weekly.  

All of these future considerations—more attention to visual rhetoric 
per se, greater use of written, counterpart texts and electronic discourse, and 
wider consideration of rhetorical elements of television drama as a whole—are 
considerations that can keep the course dynamic and current for students as 
well as keep the integrity of the relationship between rhetoric and popular cul-
ture intact such that the space of the intermediate writing course may remain 
integral to our burgeoning composition and rhetoric track, continuously viable 
as an attractive, university-wide elective and always intellectually challenging 
for both faculty and students.  Ideally, universities will continue to offer such 
courses in their curricula despite the problematic position of such offerings in 
this age of proficiency demands and bare-bones course budgets, so that when 
we ask students, What is rhetoric? they might surprise us by pointing to their 
televisions to carefully (and thoughtfully) illustrate their answer.

New Haven, CT

NOTES
1 Our composition course sequence has undergone renumbering effective 

Fall 2005.  Prior to Fall 2005, the courses were English 098, 100, and 101; as of 
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Fall 2005, the courses will be numbered English 110, 111, and 112, respectively, 
to accommodate a change in status for the basic writing course (098, now 110) 
from non-credit to credit-bearing.  Thus, my while my historical references to the 
sequence use the new numbers, for simplicity’s sake, readers should know that 
when English 200 was created, in 1985, the only courses in place were English 
098, a non-credit basic writing course, and English 100, a standard first-semester 
composition course.  
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English 200.01L
Intermediate Composition

Rhetoric, Argument, and the Law in American Popular Culture
Professor K. Ritter

COURSE OVERVIEW:
Why are so many popular television dramas rooted in the American legal 
system—with scenarios based in either the courtroom, the judicial process, or 
the criminal justice system?  Why are Americans fascinated with arguments, 
presented in these and other television programs, revolving around the law and 
transgressions against the law?  Furthermore, how do these arguments work in 
our culture, and how do they stem from something called “rhetoric?”

These are just some of the questions that students in this section of English 200 
will attempt to answer.  By the end of the semester, students will be conversant 
with the terms of classical rhetoric, and be able to identify how and why these 
terms are employed in one of our American cultural products, television legal 
drama.  Students will analyze these television programs as primary documents 
illustrating rhetorical strategies in both their design and their content.

PRE-REQUISITES:
Students enrolled in English 200 must have completed English 101 at SCSU, 
or its documented equivalent at another college or university, or have prior 
permission from the instructor.  

This course may be used to satisfy one or more of the following graduation 
requirements, depending upon the student’s major field of study: (1) One of 
the three required  L-courses (2) Elective in the Professional Writing track in 
the Department of English; (3) Elective in the Secondary Education track in 
the Department of English. 

COURSE TEXTS:
Crowley, Sharon and Debra Hawhee.  Ancient Rhetorics for Contemporary 

Students.  2nd Ed. New York: Longman, 1999.

We will also view episodes of the television dramas Law and Order and The 
Practice (in class), and the film Twelve Angry Men (outside of class), and discuss 
these texts as a large group.  We may also read other short handouts (including 
newspaper articles and similar publications) and view clips of commercials and 
other brief television programs for the purposes of discussion and illustration 
of terminology related to rhetoric and culture.
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WRITTEN AND ORAL WORK:
Three viewing responses of 2 pages each  (10%)
Five reading responses of 2 pages each  (10%)
Two analytical papers of 5-6 pages each  (30%)
One analytical, research-based paper of 10 pages (30%)
Annotated Bibliography for final paper  (10%)
Class participation and workshop participation (10%)

READING AND VIEWING RESPONSES:
At regular intervals throughout the semester, students will be required to write 
shorter, informal responses of two pages to the reading assignments, as well 
as the television programs and film under discussion.  The purpose of these 
responses is to generate discussion based on student writing, and to allow 
students to write about course ideas and topics in a more informal setting.  At 
the beginning of each class in which a response is due, I will randomly select 
two to four students to read their responses aloud.  Any student who does not 
have a response to read will receive an automatic “zero” for that response; all 
students are responsible for knowing the topics for the responses (see next 
paragraph), even if they are absent from class.    

MAJOR PAPERS:  DRAFTING AND REVISING:
Each of the three major papers in the course will undergo draft and revision 
before being submitted for a final grade from the professor.  The first and sec-
ond papers will be based on rhetorical analyses of components of the programs 
Law and Order and The Practice, rooted in principles from course readings and 
discussion.  The third paper will be a research-driven paper on a sub-topic of the 
student’s choosing related to rhetoric and popular culture, with an accompanying 
annotated bibliography that evidences the research process undertaken. 

Course Outline

Week 1 Introductions and Overview; in-class writing
Discussion: What is “Rhetoric?” How do we use it in our
everyday lives?  Reading:  Crowley CH 1 (pp. 1-19) 

Creating and Developing an Argument: The Canon of Invention 

Week 2 Principles of Rhetoric: Kairos and the Rhetorical Situation.
Stasis Theory: Asking the Right Questions
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Reading: Crowley CH 3 (pp. 30-43) and CH 4 (pp. 44-74)  
and pp. 362-365 (“Introduction of Law”)
Small Group Work; Reading Response #1 Due 

Week 3 The Commonplaces and Invention
Reading: Crowley pp. 44-74, continued, and CH 5 (pp. 74- 
104)
Small Group Work; Reading Response #2 Due

Week 4 Ethical Proofs and Ethos in Rhetoric
Reading: Crowley CH 6 (pp. 105-145)

    In-Class Viewing: Law and Order
Viewing Response #1 Due; Discussion of ethical proofs/
ethos in Law and Order 

Week 5 Logical appeals and “Good Reasons”
Reading:  Crowley CH 8 (pp. 163-182) and CH 9 (pp. 183- 
198)
Reading Response #3 Due; In-Class Viewing: Law and  
Order 

Week 6 Viewing Response #1 Due; Discussion of 
Logical proofs/logos in Law and Order
Essay #1 Draft Due; In-class draft workshops

Week 7 Essay #1 Revision Due; small group mini-conferences
Emotional Appeals and Pathos
Reading:  Crowley CH 7 (pp. 146-161); Reading Response  
#4 Due

 Week 8 In-class viewing: The Practice
Discussion of emotional appeals in The Practice  
Viewing Response #2 Due
Midterm Student-Professor Conferences

Positioning and Producing an Argument: The Other Four Canons of Arrange-
ment, Memory, Style, and Delivery: 

Week 9 The Five Canons of Rhetoric: Arrangement  
Reading: Crowley CH 10 (pp. 198-227)
Small Group Work; Reading Response #5 Due
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Week 10 Arrangement and Style, continued
The Five Canons of Rhetoric: Memory and Delivery
Reading: Crowley  CH 11 (pp. 214-228), CH 12 (pp. 229- 
263) and  CH 13 and 14 (pp. 264-289)

Week 11 In-Class Viewing: The Practice
Memory and Delivery continued;
Discussion of The Practice and the canons of rhetoric
Small Group Work; Essay #2 Draft Due; In-class draft 
workshops

Week 12 Essay #2 Revision Due; in-class writing 
Discussion of Twelve Angry Men (film to be viewed 
OUTSIDE of class)

Week 13 Research work day; Course Evaluations
NO CLASS—HOLIDAY (W and F)

Week 14 Final Student-Professor Conferences
Oral Research Presentations

Week 15 Annotated Bibliographies Due  
Essay #3 Draft due; in-class draft workshops; 
Essay #3 REVISION will be due at our scheduled final 
exam slot 

MAJOR WRITING ASSIGNMENTS (ESSAY #1 AND #2)

Essay #1: Logic or Ethics? Rhetorical Appeals in  Law and Order

Length: 5-6 pages minimum, 8 pages maximum, following format 
guidelines outlined in the syllabus.  

Select one episode of Law and Order for study.  You may choose an episode 
currently airing on cable (TNT re-runs) or network (NBC) TV, or use one of 
the episodes I have placed on reserve in Buley Library to answer the question 
below. You are welcome to refer to more than one episode, but be sure to keep 
your references clear and to not let the separate plots of the episodes dominate 
your analysis.
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Which is more important to and more successfully employed in Law and Or-
der:  ethical or logical appeals?  How is the series built around showcasing this 
particular type of argument?  Consider the show as a whole—its construction 
(how it looks; how it is designed, cast, promoted as a television program and a 
visual document of our culture) as well as its content (what its episodes argue; 
how its characters promote and construct their arguments; what its storylines 
imply or communicate).  

You should think about what Law and Order is typically arguing for, and how 
those arguments are invented, and why, as well as to whom they are directed.  
Use specific terms from our reading in your analysis.  Here are some issues to 
consider in your drafting/revising and in your viewing:

—What are the elements of an ethical appeal?  What does Law 
and Order say about ethics and the law?
—What are the elements of a logical appeal?  What does Law and 
Order say about logic/reason and the law?
—What characters gravitate toward what sort of appeals, and how 
do these characters thus control the overall appeals structure of 
the program?

You may bring in outside texts (reading, news events) to support your argu-
ment, but only insofar as these outside texts can be proven to actually inform 
the way in which Law and Order works as a television program rooted in 
rhetorical arguments.

Essay #2: The Five Canons of Rhetoric

Length:  5-7 pages typed, double-spaced, following standard format 
guidelines on your syllabus.

Choose ONE of the following three paper options:

1. Which of the four remaining canons of rhetoric that we are now study-
ing—memory, style, arrangement, or delivery—is the most important canon
that one of the attorneys in The Practice employs to construct his/her successful 
legal arguments, in or out of the courtroom?  In thinking about your argument, 
consider the following:
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—The firm does not always win its cases or, secondarily, its argu-
ments (with colleagues, clients, opponents in the courtroom).  Is 
this because it relies too heavily on the “wrong” canon of rhetoric?  
Or are the failures due to other flaws in its rhetoric?

—Who is the most prominent and/or successful attorney in the 
firm?  Is this status due to his or her work as a successful rhetori-
cian, or in spite of the fact that he/she is a successful rhetorician?  
In other words, how much is this attorney’s rhetoric affected by 
his/her status on the program?

—How are you defining “successful” in the context of this program 
and its use of rhetoric?

YOU MUST use specific examples from preferably two or more episodes, 
and you also must clearly define the canon which you believe the attorney 
employs, showing that you understand its history and meaning in the context 
of classical rhetoric.

2.  Pretend that you are Aristotle, and you have come back to life in 21st cen-
tury America, and have been told that The Practice is a perfect example of 
how your five canons work in our culture’s contemporary arguments.  Let’s 
set aside for the moment that you have never before seen television, assume 
that you are smart (you are, after all, Aristotle), and that you understand that 
The Practice is a popular cultural product and that it is widely known among 
the population.

Write an essay in which you either refute or support the idea that your (Ar-
istotle’s) five canons of rhetoric are, indeed, at work in The Practice.  Some 
issues to consider:

—You, as Aristotle, may argue that some of the canons are em-
ployed and not others.  

—You, as Aristotle, may argue that some or all of the canons are 
employed incorrectly or ineffectively in the program.  

Remember that even though you are Aristotle, you MUST USE SPECIFIC 
EXAMPLES from at least two separate episodes, and you MUST make clear 
that you understand the history and definition of the five canons in the context 
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of classical rhetoric.    You must also do your best to sound like Aristotle (or 
at least not sound like a student. . . . ).

3.  Apply the prompt for option #1 or option #2 to another television drama 
series  that employs rhetoric and is currently or recently on the air.  Some 
suggestions:  NYPD Blue, The West Wing, E.R..  You must clear your series 
choice with me (A.S.A.P.) before preceding with your essay draft.   I suggest 
choosing a series that in some way speaks to the law if possible; however, this 
is not a requirement.  
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The full-text versions of all Book Reviews are now available online, 
with a new search feature that allows you to browse by author, title, 
reviewer, or issue. 

The following reviews for this issue appear exclusively online:

Writing Genres, by Amy J. Devitt. Carbondale: Southern Illinois 
University Press, 2004.  Reviewed by Mary Buchinger Bodwell, 
Massachusetts College of Pharmacy and Health Sciences.

Rhetoric and Ethnicity, edited by Keith Gilyard and Vorris Nun-
ley. Portsmouth: Heinemann, 2004. Reviewed by Allison Brimmer, 
University of South Florida.

Rhetorical Education in America, edited by Cheryl Glenn, Mar-
garet M. Lyday, and Wendy B. Sharer. Tuscaloosa: University of 
Alabama Press, 2004. Reviewed by Carol Lea Clark, University 
of Texas at El Paso.

Teaching Academic ESL Writing: Practical Techniques in 
Vocabulary and Grammar, by Eli Hinkel. Mahwah: Lawrence 
Erlbaum Associates, 2004. Reviewed by Amy Dayton, University 
of Alabama.

Electronic Collaboration in the Humanities: Issues and Options, 
edited by James A. Inman, Cheryl Reed, and Peter Sands. Mahwah: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2004. Reviewed by Pavel Zemlian-
sky, James Madison University.

Historical Studies of Writing Program Administration: Individu-
als, Communities, and the Formation of a Discipline, edited by 
Barbara L’Eplattenier and Lisa Mastrangelo. West Lafayette: Parlor 
Press, 2004. Reviewed by Andrea Deacon Muldoon, University of 
Wisconsin-Stout.
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Response to Reform: Composition and the Professionalization of 
Teaching by Margaret J. Marshall. Carbondale: Southern Illinois 
University Press, 2004. Reviewed by Jami L. Carlacio, Cornell 
University.

The Center Will Hold: Critical Perspectives on Writing Center 
Scholarship, edited by Michael A. Pemberton and Joyce Kinkead. 
Logan: Utah State University Press, 2003. Reviewed by Dana Za-
skoda, Teachers College, Columbia University.

Multiliteracies for a Digital Age, by Stuart A. Selber. Carbondale: 
Southern Illinois University Press, 2004. Reviewed by Kim Done-
hower, University of North Dakota.

Writing New Media: Theory and Applications for Expanding the 
Teaching of Composition, by Anne Frances Wysocki, Johndan 
Johnson-Eilola, Cynthia L. Selfe, and Geoffrey Sirc. Logan: Utah 
State University Press, 2004. Reviewed by Wendy Warren Austin, 
Edinboro University of Pennsylvania.



Composition Studies, Volume 33, Number 2, Fall 2005

BOOK REVIEWS

Ethnography Unbound: From Theory Shock to Critical Praxis, edited by 
Stephen Gilbert Brown and Sidney I. Dobrin. Albany: State University of New 
York Press, 2004. 352 pages.

Reviewed by Susan V. Wall, Northeastern University

The history of Composition over the last forty years would be unthinkable without 
the contributions of ethnographers, case study researchers, and their theorists and 
advocates. But their work also has its own particular history. The first generation 
of qualitative researchers in the 1970s and 1980s successfully challenged the 
dominance of quantitative approaches to research on literacies and learning. They 
redefined writing as a process and gave us a body of research to show us how it 
might be studied and taught. By the mid-1980s, however, the practices of qualitative 
researchers were called into question as postmodern, poststructuralist, postcolonial, 
and feminist theories began to transform academic scholarship. This second stage 
of development, detailed in this volume’s final essay by Stephen Gilbert Brown, 
produced what the editors call “theory shock,” an onslaught of by-now familiar 
ontological, epistemological, political, and ethical challenges that call the very 
enterprise of ethnography into question. Ethnography Unbound both marks and 
makes significant contributions to the third, current stage of ethnographic research 
on writing and literacies. Unwilling to continue spinning in the postmodern vortex, 
its sixteen contributors from English and Education aim, the Introduction says, 
to “‘talk back’ to postmodern theory to answer the fundamental questions the 
postmodern assault on traditional ethnographic practice raised” (2).

The editors claim that critical ethnography is the kind of research best 
suited to offer that kind of countercritique and produce a revised research praxis. 
But since “critical” is defined here by so many different terms—“rhetorical,” 
“liberatory,” “place-conscious,” “political,” “transformative,” and so on—readers 
might usefully abandon hope of a coherent definition and, instead, appreciate the 
range of meanings these chapters offer. That would be more in the spirit of their 
authors, most of whom avoid arguing what ethnography “should” be. Instead, they 
typically ask what ethnography might become for particular researchers, informants, 
and readers who will bring different purposes and positions to the ethnographic 
“scene.”

The opening essay by Bruce Horner sounds this pragmatic note, and so 
do many of the following chapters. Horner observes that critical ethnographers’ 
response to the postmodern critique has been to raise an impossible set of ethical 
dilemmas about how to conduct and represent their work. Rather than call for 
yet more “strictures” to address these dilemmas, however, he argues that critical 
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ethnographers have actually failed “to be materialist enough in their conception 
of the work of ethnography” (13). Proposed solutions such as self-reflexivity, 
multivocality, and collaboration with informants define ethnography in terms 
of textual gestures and “good” character, residual idealisms that keep us from 
understanding ethnography as entailing different kinds of labor in the material 
world. An ethnography defined as socially negotiated praxis rather than individual 
ethos will allow us to develop an “ethics of labor” that would be not only more 
pragmatic but, I would add, far more rhetorical in nature.

The most important chapters that follow might be classified as (to 
borrow terms from Lance Massey’s chapter) either metamethodological essays 
or postethnographic reflections (271-72). In the first group, three essays propose 
definitions of what ethnography does and is. Mary Jo Reiff turns to theories that treat 
genres not as textual classifications but as forms of social action that function both 
pragmatically, to carry out a group’s purposes, and epistemologically, to reproduce 
and interpret those acts and the ideologies they embody. We can, then, define 
ethnography as a “metagenre,” at once a kind of text and a method of rhetorical 
analysis. Lance Massey identifies two strands of ethnography in Composition: a 
social science tradition that seeks more precise ways to analyze contexts; and an 
interpretive tradition influenced by postmodern theories that “problematizes the 
relationship among reader, text, and world” (270). Rather than demonize one or the 
other, Massey proposes that we read both kinds of ethnography as “imaginaries” that 
supply the terms through which Compositionists struggle over the identity of our 
discipline. Bronwyn T. Williams and Mary Brydon Miller call for “participatory-
action research” in which literacy researchers work with marginalized communities 
“to identify important issues, generate knowledge that belongs to everyone involved, 
and work toward tangible social change” (243). Their chapter offers a valuable 
overview of such projects, although they are more willing than other contributors 
to claim their favored approach is the right one rather than simply appropriate for 
specific purposes and contexts.

Two additional essays in this group address how we write and read 
ethnography. Janet Alsup explains how personal narratives emerged in ethnographic 
accounts to address issues of ethics and representation. She suggests that researchers 
can engage in “reciprocal” forms of self-disclosure with informants for “mutual 
understanding” and with readers to shape mutual expectations (229). Neither 
form of reciprocity will be effective, however, unless ethnographers realize that 
all subjectivities are “protean” and nonunitary, shifting among different rhetorical 
contexts and purposes. Finally, Min-Zhan Lu considers “The Ethics of Reading 
Critical Ethnography.” Just as researchers have ethical responsibilities toward 
their informants and audiences, readers can, as teachers and scholars, be said to 
participate in the research project and so share similar responsibilities: to become 
more self-reflexive about their expectations and material locations; and to respect the 
conditions under which the ethnography was researched and written and its intended 
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purposes and audiences. She writes, “How we labor as readers of ethnography 
matters” (296).

Three more chapters take up similar issues, but through the lens of particular 
research experiences. Invoking Kenneth Burke’s rhetoric of “identification,” Robert 
Brooke and Charlotte Hogg narrate how their ethnographic work has re-formed them 
as “regionalists,” enabling them to achieve a “consubtantiality” with their informants 
(Hogg) and co-researchers (Brooke) that made a difference to their research sites. 
Drawing on Gestalt theory that sees metaphor as the way our unconscious mind 
understands relationships and forms habits to deal with them, Gwen Gorzelsky 
suggests that writing ethnography can bring researchers’ own relational rules into 
consciousness and place their metaphorics in dialogue with those of the people they 
study. Recalling her work with a community literacy group, she argues that such 
dialogue can avoid paternalism and colonialism yet “potentially alter relational 
habits that perpetuate inequity, social conflict, misunderstanding, and disrespect” 
(86). Finally, Sharon McKenzie Stevens, in a double-voiced essay, alternately recalls 
her rhetorical research on debates over cattle grazing in Arizona and discusses issues 
of ethnographic writing, knowledge, and authority she encountered. Calling on the 
socio-epistemic rhetoric of James Berlin and on Donna Haraway’s metaphor of 
“refraction” to name “writing that makes a difference in the world” (169), Stevens 
argues that ethnographers produce different kinds of knowledge than the ones 
circulating in the communities they study. By putting their own cultural logics in 
dialogue with the logic of those communities, ethnographers alter the scope and 
terms of their arguments. All three chapters, then, suggest that revisions of the 
researcher’s ethos can effect real social changes, not just textual gestures.

Taken together, these nine sophisticated, complex, and thoughtful chapters 
make Ethnography Unbound a landmark volume for compositionists who are 
already immersed in the methods and issues of contemporary ethnographic work. 
compositionists concerned with the uses of ethnography in writing courses, program 
design, and educational research, however, may be disappointed. John Lofty’s 
study of teacher professionalism in the United Kingdom and the United States is 
fascinating, but little connected to issues other contributors raise. Five discussions 
about approaches to writing instruction—Christopher Schroeder on postmodern 
literacies, Christopher Keller on multisited research, Lynée Lewis Gaillet on civic 
rhetoric, Susan S. Hanson on critical auto/ethnography, and the second half of 
Reiff’s chapter on ethnography as metagenre—advance promising ideas, but their 
development seems thinner than many essays in Composition’s major journals. 
Most troubling of all from my standpoint as an educator, though, is this book’s 
failure to give teacher-research the same sustained consideration it gives to other 
forms of ethnography. Given that the teacher’s material labor makes her both an 
insider and a major “author” of the classroom context, how, then, might teacher-
researchers respond differently to the postmodern critique? How can their work 
be re-theorized? Is teacher-research ethnography? Whether this failure reflects a 
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theory/practice split in Composition, the segregation of college composition from 
K-12 teaching, or something else is hard to say, but it’s regrettable.

Despite these reservations, I still believe that this is a very important book, 
and not just for its arguments. While the editors portray critical ethnography as a 
“liberatory struggle of countercriticism against postmodern theory” (Brown 303), 
their Promethean rhetoric is not shared by most of the book’s other contributors. 
Their rhetoric is better described in terms of that dimension of ethos that the Greeks 
called phronesis, the “practical wisdom” a speaker displays in a given situation, 
inspiring confidence that what that speaker says will lead to sound decisions and 
wise actions. Modest, respectful, thoughtful, and committed to finding pragmatic 
as well as theoretically sound approaches to research in a postmodern age, the 
collective ethos of the authors represented here is evidence that the fate of 
ethnography in Composition is in very good hands.

Boston, MA

ESL Writers: A Guide for Writing Center Tutors, edited by Shanti Bruce and 
Ben Rafoth. Portsmouth: Boynton/Cook, 2004. 192 pages.

Reviewed by Amanda Espinosa-Aguilar, Washington State University

Five years ago I was directing a busy, mid-sized writing center at a mid-sized 
university in the midwest. Like any university, we saw our share of students for 
whom standard English was not their first language. It was hard finding resources 
to help my tutors avoid giving purely prescriptive feedback since most training 
guides, journals, and newsletters tended to overlook the essential differences—lin-
guistic as well as cultural—between tutoring an immigrant, international, or an 
American-born student of color. Since each of these groups was implicitly lumped 
together as ESL in the literature, the advice was rarely useful across those lines, 
especially for tutors. Finally, a book has been published that breaks that disturbing 
trend. With the release of ESL Writers: A Guide for Writing Center Tutors, editors 
Shanti Bruce and Ben Rafoth have compiled a series of essays that offer practical 
training advice as well as detailed explanations of the sociolinguistic and cultural 
contexts that always affect the tutoring of ESL students.

In their Introduction, Bruce and Rafoth define an ESL writer as “anyone 
whose native language is not English, who is visiting the United States from another 
country to study at a college or university, and who is in the process of learning to 
write (and speak) in English” (xiii). From the beginning, then, they acknowledge 
the immigrant, international and American-born student of color difference. They 
even wisely remind (or inform?) readers that native speakers of English come 
from all parts of the colonized world, and that the English varieties spoken in 
these countries are just as “right” as the western varieties. It is important that they 
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begin with these definitions because they set up Nancy Howard’s outstanding first 
chapter, which suggests that tutors must recognize that both the consultant and 
tutee’s cultural expectations “[h]ave everything to do with the success or failure 
of any tutoring session” (1). This chapter explains how cultural expectations form 
the basis of every person’s beliefs, values, and assumptions regarding analytic 
thinking, epistemology, body language, socialization, nativism, and our roles in 
a society. Tutors must understand that their own cultural expectations reflect or 
challenge those of the students with whom they work. In developing this argument, 
Howard introduces readers to the basics of the history of the English language, 
and to linguistic theories such as contrastive rhetoric, language acquisition, and 
the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis. Especially effective is her last section on intercultural 
communication, which examines how one’s culture affects one’s views about age 
and gender as authority issues. Howard writes, “Some ESL students may distrust 
younger tutors, feeling they do not have the experience and authority of older, more 
experienced tutors” (13). Doubt about tutor qualifications, especially by graduate 
students in the sciences and business, those seeking a second degree while study-
ing abroad, or by visiting foreign faculty can lead to embarrassment, shame, and 
reluctance in asking for help from the writing center.

In a brilliant follow up to chapter 1, Theresa Jiinling Tseng’s essay in 
chapter 2 explains core beliefs of linguistic theory in an almost colloquial way, 
including essential concepts such as the difference between competence and per-
formance, or that because every language is unique, none is inherently harder to 
learn than another, despite claims to the contrary regarding English. The chapter 
reviews the literature on classic conclusions, such as the idea that native speakers 
master the grammar of their language in the first few years of life without formal 
instruction, or that anyone attempting to acquire another language, especially those 
whose roots come from another language family, inevitably will have more dif-
ficulty learning it since their lexicon, syntax, grammar, and other features differ 
significantly. Tseng’s chapter succinctly introduces key linguistics theories that 
are essential knowledge for a true understanding of the difficulties that non-native 
speakers confront while learning English usage.

The next few chapters apply these theories in essays which suggest how 
tutors can best work with ESL students. In chapter 4, Paul Kei Matsuda and Michelle 
Cox are quick to point out that “[i]n many cases, reading texts written by English 
as a second language (ESL) writers is not radically different from those written by 
native English-speaking (NES) writers; tutors can use many of the same principles 
and strategies they use in reading NES texts” (39). In their own way, chapters 4 
through 6 support this claim by demonstrating that existing writing center strategies 
work with all students, ESL and NES alike. These techniques include setting goals 
together for using the time effectively; explaining the steps the tutor will take in 
leading the session; reviewing assignment requirements prior to reading the student 
text; focusing the discussion on higher order concerns; finding patterns of error 
instead of overwhelming the student by examining every one; having someone 
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(either the student or consultant) read the entire piece aloud before commenting 
on it; taking notes but not line editing without offering multiple suggestions for 
revising; reiterating or summarizing what the student will work on after she gets 
home; and inviting the student to come back after completing the next draft. This 
is an important point since tutors need to believe they can effectively tutor ESL 
students, without a mastery of grammar, usage, linguistics and the like. Having 
that training will only support best practices, not supplant them. While tutoring 
ESL students, consultants should use the same principles that are used with NES 
writers, remembering to adapt them when necessary.

In chapter 5, Carol Severino grapples with the tricky issue of appropriation, 
which she claims is actually an issue of control. When tutors or instructors change 
the writer’s text to the point that the author’s voice disappears, and the writer does 
not understand the rationale for the changes, the writer loses or abandons control. 
Severino suggests ten methods for avoiding appropriation by offering ESL students 
various ways of taking responsibility for the language choices made in their texts. 
Amy Jo Minett, in chapter 6, continues this argument claiming, “When we offer 
the writer a number of choices related to meaning, . . . it’s still the writer’s choice 
in the end to decide which word (and which meaning) he wants to convey. We 
might even see this as one way meaning is negotiated between tutor and writer, 
and second language research suggests quite strongly that negotiated meaning (1) 
facilitates learning, and (2) leads to better writing (and therefore, probably a clearer 
expression of meaning)” (66). Cynthia Linville agrees, arguing in chapter 8 that 
novice writers, especially ESL writers, often need a more experienced writer to 
demonstrate that there are many ways a sentence can be phrased, or a paragraph can 
be organized. Tutors who provide multiple solutions do not write the paper for the 
student; they model various solutions. Students can choose which best expresses 
what they were attempting to say. This ultimately brings more authority to the tu-
tors as well, since they demonstrate their expertise with native English usage.

While most chapters offer much about training tutors for working with ESL 
students, there are some shorter chapters written by the editors themselves that aren’t 
very useful. Bruce’s chapter 3 talks about making plans for a session and putting 
global issues first. However, Jennifer Staben and Kathryn Dempsey Nordhaus, in 
chapter 7, do a much better job articulating this, and provide a stronger utilization 
of theory and evidence to substantiate their claims. Rafoth’s essay in chapter 14 
also repeats concepts, including multiple English varieties used worldwide, English 
grammar being no more or less sophisticated than any other language’s, and that 
many English words are in fact borrowings from other languages and cultures. These 
chapters bring little to the conversation and, in fact, Rafoth and Bruce even refer 
readers back to the other chapters where these concepts are developed much more 
effectively and fully. The same could be said of the chapters with unfounded and 
unsupported assumptions. In chapter 9, for instance, Rafoth’s discussion of online 
ESL tutoring lacks a basic grounding within the existing literature on OWLs. I was 
notably surprised by the lack of evidence supporting the claims and suggestions 
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that conclude the essay, like the claim that “the tentativeness or hesitation writers 
hear in phrases like ‘you might want to think about. . .’ or ‘I wonder if. . .’ [and 
other] phrases a tutor uses to indicate nondirectiveness, others may interpret as 
wishy-washy” (102). It’s almost as if Rafoth hasn’t read the previous chapters that 
warn how some people find directness offensive and rude. He could qualify this 
by reminding tutors to watch for cues as to whether the student sees nondirective 
comments as an invitation or an undermining of their authority.

The book could also have been reorganized from a director and consultant’s 
perspective. Clearly the training chapters (like 4 through 8) are intended more 
for consultants than directors, while 1, 2, and 10 through 13 are devoted to the 
theory directors need to know for designing training classes, staff meetings, 
policies and even the layout of the space given some ESL students’ fear of being 
seen as inadequately prepared for college. Many essays are intended for both 
tutor and director, such as the excellent concluding chapter which gives voice to 
experiences of actual ESL students who used writing centers in the northeast, and 
the user-friendly glossary. Despite these criticisms, Bruce and Rafoth have, for the 
most part, selected essays whose scholarship will lead to this becoming the most 
indispensable resource available to writing center directors and consultants alike 
working with ESL students from all backgrounds.

Pullman, WA

Defining Visual Rhetorics, by Charles A. Hill and Marguerite Helmers. Mah-
wah: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2004. 342 pages.

Reviewed by Shane Borrowman, University of Nevada, Reno

There are terms, such as process and freewrite, whose general definitions are ac-
cepted by a majority of scholars in rhetoric and composition. As Hill and Helmers 
make clear in their preface and introduction, visual rhetoric is not one of these shared 
terms. Even a cursory examination of the literature of visual rhetoric published in 
recent decades in long-running professional journals reveals much. Perhaps the 
finest and most prophetic statement ever made on the study of visual rhetoric in 
English came from Richard M. Gollin in 1969: “[If] we bring film study into tra-
ditional courses of literature our colleagues regard us with genial condescension, 
as if we were harmlessly drunk” (424). Certainly this field of study has wavered 
and waffled and staggered as it has moved forward, frequently stumbling back 
over its scholarly steps and infrequently making headway. Consider the range of 
topics, methodologies, and scholarly rigor represented by a random sampling from 
the late 1960s to the mid-1980s.

In 1971, in CCC, Richard Williamson argued that departments of English 
ought to combine with departments of filmmaking to allow the “student to express 
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himself in the way he is most often communicated to” (134). William Costanzo, 
somewhat plaintively, echoed a piece of this argument fifteen years later, arguing 
that “Films are compositions, too.” At the midpoint between these two articles 
in CCC, College English devoted its entire April 1977 issue to considerations of 
“mass culture” in English studies, with individual contributions analyzing films, 
advertisements, and television drama and comedy. Six years later, in 1983, in only 
the third issue of Rhetoric Review, Robert J. Connors wrote of Cicero, font sizes, 
and paper quality. The list could go on, and Hill and Helmers cover much of the 
relevant literature in their brief introduction, including scholars as disparate as 
Charles Sanders Peirce and Roland Barthes (in a discussion firmly anchored in 
the analysis of 9/11 and its visual, rhetorical, and actual aftermath). All of these 
articles and their kin, with their disparate methodologies and topics of study, could 
be lumped together as the early literature of modern studies of visual rhetoric. But 
such lumping serves to prove only one important point: With a definition of visual 
rhetoric this broad, the term is effectively without meaning. While covering some 
of this same ground in its central essays, effectively anchoring itself in the literature 
of the field, Defining Visual Rhetorics moves the study of visual rhetoric forward 
in important ways, leveraging it out of the quagmire in which it has been spinning 
its wheels for three or four decades. Ultimately, the analyses that comprise the 
bulk of Defining Visual Rhetorics are as wide ranging in their topical foci as are 
past works on visual rhetoric, from analysis of film and advertising to analysis of 
memory and the politics of history/history of politics.

On its surface, David Blakesley’s “Defining Film Rhetoric: The Case of 
Hitchcock’s Vertigo” appears to be a perfect representative of the status quo in the 
swirling maelstrom of scholarship on visual rhetoric: an analysis of a single visual 
text with its scholarly oars planted in the waters of both English and film studies. 
But Blakesley’s contribution to Defining Visual Rhetorics (and to the analysis 
of Vertigo itself, for that matter) goes far beyond this simple surface level. Most 
significantly, Blakesley builds his argument on a definition of film rhetoric, lan-
guage, and ideology—an argument that culminates in the analysis of Vertigo that 
is a model of this type of analysis at work. The analysis is especially skillful in 
its blending of text and exemplary visuals, weaving the two together into a single 
cohesive and coherent line of argumentation. The same can be said of Diane S. 
Hope’s “Gendered Environments: Gender and the Natural World in the Rhetoric of 
Advertising.” Although it relies less on visuals, Hope’s argument, like Blakesley’s, 
is firmly built upon a consideration of the argument’s operative terms, placing them 
in their historical context and pulling them into the analysis of masculinity and 
femininity in the iconography of the environment. 

In one of the most intriguing analyses in this collection, Greg Dickinson 
and Casey Malone Maugh’s “Placing Visual Rhetoric: Finding Material Comfort 
in Wild Oats Market,” the analysis of visual rhetoric is extended beyond film and 
advertising to a consideration of place and postmodernity. Dickinson and Maugh 
range widely across their subject, covering topics as diverse as the dislocated self 
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of postmodernism, the produce section of the supermarket, and the production of 
community at the Wild Oats market. It is an argument rooted in both the locality of 
the particular store under consideration and the primary scholarship of two fields: 
English and Communications. The latter point in particular is worthy of note, given 
that, historically, much of the work on visual rhetoric done in English has relied 
only upon previous scholarship in English.

Continuing this analysis of “place,” Andrea Kaston Tange, in “Envisioning 
Domesticity, Locating Identity: Constructing the Victorian Middle Class Through 
Images of Home,” argues that “Victorian domesticity was importantly disseminated 
as a visual rhetoric that combined ideological significance . . . with physical images 
of homemaking in textual illustrations that reproduced this ideology in a consumable 
form” (277). Advancing this argument, Tange works through the most intriguing mix 
of visuals present in this collection, including drawings of “ladies’ work tables” in 
the 1844 Encyclopedia of Domestic Economy, floor plans from middle-class homes, 
and William Holman Hunt’s 1853 painting “The Awakening of Conscience” (with 
its scandalous-for-the-time portrayal of a “‘fallen woman’ at the point of moral 
crisis” [280]). In a very different interpretation of “place,” Charles Kostelnick, in 
“Melting-Pot Ideology, Modernist Aesthetics, and the Emergence of Graphical 
Conventions: The Statistical Atlases of the United States, 1874-1925,” writes of 
the development of the “visual language” of business, professional, and technical 
communication (215). More specifically, he examines the discourse communities 
in which these visual languages are developed over time for varying purposes and 
deployed to achieve their ends. 

Focusing on more current texts, J. Cherie Strachan and Kathleen E. 
Kendall analyze the rhetoric of various political candidates’ convention films, 
tracing the development of the visual rhetoric of politics from the first live coverage 
of nomination conventions in 1952 to the Gore/Bush films in 2000. As with the 
work of Dickinson and Maugh, this work of Strachan and Kendall is—in addition 
to being well reasoned and researched—strong in its interdisciplinary focus. The 
same is true of Janis L. Edwards’s “Echoes of Camelot: How Images Construct 
Cultural Memory Through Rhetorical Framing,” although the more narrow focus 
necessitates the use of a more narrow range of scholarly sources. In addition to 
analyzing the construction of cultural memories of JFK, Edwards examines the 
“appropriation and re-presentation” of key images from the assassination, including 
the panic of the First Lady at the moment of the shooting and the salute young John 
delivers at his father’s coffin.

In “Doing Rhetorical History of the Visual: The Photograph and the 
Archive,” Cara A. Finnegan focuses on the frozen image in its historical context, 
concentrating on LOOK magazine’s visual “rhetoric of poverty” during the New 
Deal (208). Most usefully, Finnegan constructs “a way of doing rhetorical his-
tory of the visual that accounts for three key moments in the life of photographs: 
production, reproduction, and circulation” and both proposes and models an ap-
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proach rich in its complexity and deeply rooted in historical, visual, and rhetorical 
scholarship (211).

Both Maureen Daly Goggin, in “Visual Rhetoric in Pens of Steel and Inks 
of Silk: Challenging the Great Visual/Verbal Divide,” and Craig Stroupe, in “The 
Rhetoric of Irritation: Inappropriateness as Visual/Literate Practice,” write of the 
tension between visual and verbal communicative methods, which, as Stroupe 
writes, “long predates the advent of digital culture” (244). While Goggin focuses 
upon the analysis of needlepoint samplers, providing along the way a brief but 
engaging history of this art, Stroupe focuses his analysis upon the appropriation of 
images on the Web, from “Plato’s Plan of Atlantis” to a creatively altered photo-
graph of Lee Harvey Oswald’s murder. Together, the two provide complementary 
historical analyses and methodological approaches for the examination of visual 
artifacts.

While the topics analyzed within this collection are broad and deep, 
the essays that bookend the collection move the scholarship of visual rhetoric in 
important directions and give Defining Visual Rhetorics a general cohesion that 
wide-ranging collections of essays often lack. The opening three chapters provide 
a solid foundation on which the internal essays build. In “The Psychology of 
Rhetorical Images,” Charles A. Hill analyzes rhetoric, psychology, and the connec-
tions between the instantiation of strong emotion and visual elements. Marguerite 
Helmers, in “Framing the Fine Arts Through Rhetoric,” considers the “perception 
and reception” that combine to make meaning in the arts (84). In “The Rhetoric 
of Visual Arguments,” J. Anthony Blair “address[es] the relationship among these 
three: rhetoric, argument, and the visual,” building smoothly and naturally upon 
the work of Hill (41). Blair traces the focus upon visual persuasion from Aristotle 
onward, contrasting visual arguments with other types of arguments and concluding, 
“It does not follow that visual argument is a mere substitute for verbal argument 
[although . . .] the visual brings to arguments another dimension entirely. It adds 
drama and force” (59).

In her conclusion to this collection, Sonja K. Foss, in “Framing the Study of 
Visual Rhetoric: Toward a Transformation of Rhetorical Theory,” draws connections 
among several of the contributions to Defining Visual Rhetorics and provides a brief 
but summative overview of the general approaches to visual persuasion detailed 
throughout the book. “The chapters in this volume,” she concludes, “represent 
the variety that exists in the analysis of visual rhetoric and provide models for the 
study of the rhetorical workings of visual artifacts [and . . .] lay out the primary 
components of the current framework of such study” (312). For these reasons—and 
Foss’s characterization of the work of this collection is perfectly accurate—Defining 
Visual Rhetorics is both a solid introduction for new scholars to this area of study 
and a valuable addition to the libraries of scholars already working on the history, 
theory, and application of visual rhetoric.

Reno, NV



124  Composition Studies BOOK REVIEWS  125 

WORKS CITED

Connors, Robert J. “Actio: A Rhetoric of Manuscripts.” Rhetoric Review 2 (1983): 
64-73.

Costanzo, William. “Film as Composition.” CCC 37 (1986): 79-86.
Gollin, Richard M. “Film as Dramatic Literature.” College English 30 (1969): 

424-29.
Williamson, Richard. “The Case for Filmmaking as English Composition.” CCC

22 (1971): 131-36.

Invention in Rhetoric and Composition, by Janice M. Lauer. West Lafayette: 
Parlor Press and The WAC Clearinghouse, 2004. 276 pages.

Reviewed by Maureen Daly Goggin, Arizona State University

Invention in Rhetoric and Composition by Janice Lauer is published in Reference 
Guides to Rhetoric and Composition (ed. Charles Bazerman), a monograph series 
developed to promote comprehensive but compact surveys of scholarship, teaching, 
and practice on major topics in rhetoric and composition. Organized into seven 
ambitious and packed chapters, Lauer’s book delivers on the promise of this new 
series. Indeed, as the first monograph in it, Lauer has set a high bar for all other 
authors to follow. 

The initial two, as well as the final two, chapters provide readers with 
instructional scaffolding for understanding the complex theoretical and pedagogical 
grounds of rhetorical invention that Lauer reviews in the middle three chapters. In 
her first chapter, Lauer explicates the triadic framework that guides her discussion 
of invention in chapters 3 and 4, namely the contested scholarly and pedagogical 
positions concerning the nature, purpose, and epistemology of rhetorical invention. 
As she rightly points out, theoretical and scholarly debates over these issues form 
a contentious space that in turn has important implications for both what is taught 
in composition and how writing is taught. The second chapter provides definitions 
of key classical, modern and contemporary terms related to invention that appear 
throughout the other chapters. For example, under classical terms, Lauer expli-
cates such crucial Greek and Latin keywords as kairos, dissoi logoi, topoi, stasis, 
and status. Relevant modern terms include epistemic, hermeneutic practices, and 
heuristics. Those identified with postmodernism, poststructuralism and cultural 
studies include intertextuality, signifying practices, subject, and cultural codes. 
As a primer for those new to the study of rhetorical invention, these beginning 
chapters offer a useful context for Lauer’s comprehensive and fair-handed review 
of competing—and often contradictory—theories, scholarship, and pedagogies of 
rhetorical invention from ancient through contemporary times. 

Chapter 3 traces the complex history of divergent rhetorical theories, 
practices, and pedagogies of invention from fifth century BCE up through the 
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nineteenth century, and is organized into two major sections: theoretical issues 
and pedagogical issues. Each of the major sections is further organized according 
to historical periods typical of histories of rhetoric: Classical Greek, Classical 
Roman, Second Sophistic, Medieval, Renaissance, and eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. Within each time period, Lauer treats major, canonical rhetorical figures. 
For example, under Classical Greek, the Sophists (primarily Gorgias), Plato, and 
Aristotle take center stage; under Classical Roman, Cicero and Quintilian; under 
the Second Sophistic, Medieval and Renaissance, Boethius, Augustine, Basevorn, 
Cassiodorus, Wilson, Ramus and Bacon; under eighteenth century, Blair, Campbell, 
Smith, and Siscar; under nineteenth century, Whately. As these examples suggest, 
Lauer’s focus is squarely on the Western rhetorical tradition with only three minor 
exceptions: references to fifth-century Chinese scholar Liu Xie, medieval Arab 
commentators on Aristotle, and Chinese philosopher Zhuang Zi. Moreover, Lauer’s 
treatment of women rhetors and rhetoricians from the classical period up through 
the end of the nineteenth century calls attention to their marginalized positions 
throughout history—subject positions that situate them as separate and unequal to 
their male counterparts. At the end of each historical section a separate paragraph 
titled “Subject Positions” lists women rhetors from that time period along with 
relevant scholarship on these female figures. These separate but not equal sections 
serve as a powerful reminder that much work is yet to be done to incorporate women 
more fully into the manly canon of Western rhetoric.

What makes this book so valuable to scholars and students, however, 
is that Lauer admirably weaves a review of landmark scholarship on the canoni-
cal rhetorical theorists to show how just as there is divergence among rhetorical 
theories at any given point in time, so too is there great divergence among how 
scholars approach and treat these various figures and theories across time. That is, 
just as rhetorical theorists disagree about the nature, purpose, and epistemology of 
invention, so too do the scholars who study these historical figures. Thus, Lauer 
picks up disparate historical and scholarly strands to create a readable picture of the 
complex theoretical terrain of rhetorical invention as it participated in the waxing 
and waning of rhetoric within and throughout the centuries. 

In the second half of chapter 3, Lauer circles back through the theorists 
treated in the first half to review pedagogical issues related to their theories of 
invention along with the scholarship on these issues. For this part of the chapter, 
she focuses on the treatment of (or lack of attention to) four pedagogical factors: 
art, imitation, practice, and natural ability. By art, Lauer means something akin to 
Aristotle’s definition of an artist as one who knows her knowing, and thus, some-
thing that can be taught. Pedagogies that are informed by this perspective promote 
the teaching of strategies for invention. By imitation, Lauer means pedagogies that 
promote imitating models as a way to teach writing. As she notes, “the popular-
ity of contemporary readers testifies to the longevity of this pedagogy” (45). By 
practice, Lauer means pedagogies that promote frequent writing as a method for 
learning to write. And by natural ability, Lauer means pedagogies that “provide 
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encouraging contexts, assignments that motivate students, feedback on completed 
texts or drafts, but avoid offering strategies or direct instruction on invention” (45). 
Lauer points out, and then demonstrates, that pedagogies throughout, and within, 
time have focused on one or more of these to the exclusion of the others, with the 
rare pedagogy entertaining all four.

Chapters 4 and 5 focus respectively on theoretical and pedagogical is-
sues on rhetorical invention in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, especially 
as these relate to the field of rhetoric and composition as practiced in departments 
of English. Given the lowly state of rhetoric in general in departments of English 
until the middle of the twentieth century, these chapters deal primarily with the 
revival and rise of rhetorical invention from the 1960s on. Chapter 4 divides the last 
century into three major periods: the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s, the mid-1970s 
to the mid-1980s, and the mid-1980s to the new millennium. The first section is 
given over to exploring the differences in the natures, purposes, and epistemologies 
of the groundbreaking work of Rohman and Wlecke; Corbett; and Young, Becker, 
and Pike. The second section reviews the landmark—albeit contested—scholar-
ship on rhetorical invention in cognitive rhetoric, philosophical rhetoric, classical 
rhetoric, tagmemic rhetoric, and epistemic rhetoric. The last section examines such 
divergent scholarship on invention as conducted in writing in the disciplines, social 
construction, socio-cognitive rhetoric, critical rhetoric, cultural critique, feminist 
studies, hermeneutics, and deconstruction, poststructuralism, and postmodernism. 
This chapter thus reveals the current fertile ground of rhetorical invention as a hotbed 
of debate over its scope, purposes, and role in creating/circulating meaning. 

In chapter 5, Lauer explores five issues in the teaching of rhetorical inven-
tion. First, she examines the pedagogy of invention in relation to the four factors of 
art, imitation, practice and natural ability, showing how one or more of these serve 
as the starting points for different pedagogies. Second, she explicates over a dozen 
strategies of invention typically taught in writing classrooms, placing them along 
a continuum that stretches from algorithmic (rule-bound) to heuristic (strategies to 
encourage but not guarantee results) to aleatory (chance-based) practices. Familiar 
to many readers, these strategies include, for example, journaling, freewriting, the 
Burkean pentad, tagmemics, the double-entry notebook, and collaborative plan-
ning. Third, she reviews the debate over whether invention is an individual or a 
social act. Fourth, she examines the dispute over whether invention is a productive 
or hermeneutical act or a combination of the two. She closes with a consideration 
of the debates over whether or not invention is an epistemic endeavor, and if so, 
what kind.

Lauer’s book ends with two pedagogical devices for students of rhetorical 
invention: a glossary of sixty-three relevant key terms, and a chronologically ar-
ranged annotated bibliography of thirty-six entries of the landmark scholarship on 
rhetorical invention reviewed in the book. Both are written by Kelly Pender. Like 
the first two chapters, these two serve as instructional scaffolding for those new 
to the study of invention. Hence, Invention in Rhetoric and Composition would 
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serve a variety of courses in rhetoric well and would make an excellent companion 
to one of the anthologies on rhetorical invention such as Richard E. Young and 
Yameng Liu’s Landmark Essays on Rhetorical Invention in Writing (Hermagoras 
P, 2004) and Janet Atwill and Janice Lauer’s New Perspectives on Rhetorical In-
vention (U of Tennessee P, 2002). This monograph will also be of great interest to 
writing teachers in its close attention to pedagogical practices. As a well stocked 
compendium of primary and secondary scholarship, Invention in Rhetoric and 
Composition is a book that all serious students of rhetorical invention will want 
for their personal library. 

Tempe, AZ

Rhetoric Before and Beyond the Greeks, edited by Carol S. Lipson and Roberta 
A. Binkley. Albany: State University of New York Press, 2004. 267 pages.

Reviewed by Teresa Grettano, Illinois State University

In November 2004, Susan Miller delivered the inaugural English Studies Lecture 
Series address at Illinois State University. In “What’s Love Got to Do With It: An 
Emotional History of Rhetoric, A Rhetorical History of Emotion,” Miller discussed 
the “false and boring” rhetorical tradition many in the field present as our founda-
tion and argued that rhetoric, despite how it has been represented in textbooks, did 
not start with Corax and Tisias arguing land disputes in Sicily; that in fact, com-
munication and the study of how it can be done effectively had been taking place 
long before that. Much like the recent revisionist efforts of Cheryl Glenn, Andrea 
Lunsford, John Poulakos, Edward Schiappa, and others, Miller discussed the need 
to extend our understanding of classical rhetoric by studying and applying voices 
of those outside the ancient Athenian Greek canon—including those of women, 
people in socio-economic classes other than the elite, and other cultures. Rhetoric 
Before and Beyond the Greeks is such an attempt to open the canon in what the 
editors’ characterize as an effort to better understand “other ways of being, seeing, 
and making knowledge” (4).

The collection analyzes rhetorical practices from three of the six regions 
that are recognized as established civilizations during the period 5000-1200 BCE 
(the Middle East, Egypt, and China) and is divided into sections according to areas: 
Mesopotamian Rhetoric, Egyptian Rhetoric, Chinese Rhetoric, Biblical Rhetoric, 
Alternative Greek Rhetoric, and Cross-Cultural Rhetorical Studies. The editors 
recognize access to historical texts from this period is problematic due to the lim-
ited number of texts recovered and translated. They acknowledge that translation 
itself is problematic, lending to the skewing of ideas and contents, and are quick 
to point out that while their collection works within this problematic framework, 
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the authors of the articles in the Chinese section are either fluent or conversant in 
the language, limiting the difficulties associated with translation. 

Methodology in general is always a factor, and the editors understand that 
much work that has been done in relation to ancient cultures favors Western inter-
pretations—skewing further the research in the area. They acknowledge the con-
tributions made by George Kennedy’s Comparative Rhetoric and Robert Oliver’s 
Communication and Culture in Ancient India and China, as well as others, but 
claim the texts use Greek culture as the primary lens of comparison. While some 
articles in the collection follow this comparative methodology, others attempt the 
hermeneutical, anthropological approach suggested by Xing Lu which allows the 
texts to “speak for themselves” and recognizes the differences among and within 
cultures. 

In addition to opening the canon of rhetoric, the editors hope to prob-
lematize or complicate our notions of the term itself. While “rhetoric” is largely 
understood as persuasion through argument in the field of rhetoric and composition, 
the collection illustrates that it did not mean this for all cultures at the time and did 
not mean it in the same way as it did in Athenian Greece (see articles in the collec-
tion by George Q. Xu, Yameng Liu, and Richard Leo Enos). The editors look to 
contemporary theories that approach rhetoric as the study of power relations and 
issues and offer alternative ways to understand rhetoric in these ancient contexts as 
discourse systems, communication norms, or principles of language use. Arabella 
Lyon, however, in her article “Confucian Silence and Remonstration: A Basis for 
Deliberation?”, suggests that applying the term “rhetoric” to cultures whose values 
differ from ancient Greece (and particularly from Aristotle and Plato) violates the 
term. James W. Watts’s “Story-List-Sanction” on the rhetoric of the ancient Near-
East challenges the idea that rhetoric is situated discourse by showing the use of 
similar conventions and patterns through combinations of genres among different 
cultures.

One of the first notions of rhetoric the collection challenges is the story of 
origin that Miller criticized. This is evident in William H. Hallo’s opening article 
“The Birth of Rhetoric.” In this revised version of his book chapter, Hallo posits 
that rhetoric began not with the Greeks but in Mesopotamia and that the canons 
of classical rhetoric can be applied to cuneiform literature. Roberta A. Binkley 
disputes the origins story in her discussion of Enheduanna—the poet, priestess, 
and princess recognized as the first named historical author—in “The Rhetoric of 
Origins and the Other.” Binkley’s article also is instrumental in the way the col-
lection calls into question the gendered history of rhetoric the field purports. She 
says studying Enheduanna’s work challenges images and ideas of the veiled East-
ern women and Platonic ideas of identity, materiality, and gender; Enheduanna’s 
composing process articulated in her writing illustrates a subjectivity with agency 
and the interconnectedness of the mind/body/spirit. 

In “Law, Rhetoric, and Gender in Ramesside Egypt,” archeologist Deborah 
Sweeney analyzes legal texts from Ramesside era (1300-1070 BCE), during which 
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time there were no professional lawyers and individuals represented themselves. She 
focuses on what the texts (which are summaries of dialogues during the cases) tell 
us about women’s rhetoric and finds that women and men spoke and were treated 
similarly in court, implying that rhetorical technique was more genre specific than 
gendered. C. Jan Swearingen in “Song to Speech: The Origins of Early Epitaphia 
in Ancient Near Eastern Women’s Lamentations” reinforces this notion, saying the 
roles for women as leaders/speakers were similar across cultures, and that these 
roles diminished only with the development of Athenian rhetoric. Carol S. Lipson’s 
“Ancient Egyptian Rhetoric: It All Comes Down to Maat” argues that Egyptian 
rhetoric relied heavily on Maat (the goddess who invented writing), both as a no-
tion and as a Bakhtinian superaddressee. The collection also extends some of the 
work done in the field (for example, Cheryl Glenn’s Unspoken) by de-gendering 
the rhetoric of silence—addressing it still as a culturally conditioned response but 
taking it out of the realm of “woman” (see the articles on Confucian rhetoric). 

The conflation of rhetoric and argument is challenged by this collection, as 
well. In “‘Nothing Can Be Accomplished If the Speech Does Not Sound Agreeable’: 
Rhetoric and the Invention of Classical Chinese Discourse,” Yameng Liu “points 
out that a restrictive equation of rhetoric with ‘argumentation’ or ‘naming’ limits our 
understanding. Instead, looking at rhetoric as a ‘productive architectonic art,’ and 
applying postmodern perspectives on the production of discourse, he demonstrates 
that the invention of classical Chinese discourse was dependent on the common 
assumptions of a highly developed rhetoric” (17). Richard Leo Enos also discusses 
the use of rhetoric to promote cross-cultural, cross-boundary discourse necessary 
for commerce in the port island of Rhodes in “The Art of Rhetoric at Rhodes: An 
Eastern Rival to the Athenian Representation of Classical Rhetoric.”

The collection will be important for scholars, teachers, and students of 
classical rhetoric, and it opens wide spaces for much needed future work in this 
area. The individual Works Cited pages of each article allows interested readers 
to access further readings easily. The greatest value of this collection, though, is 
its closing section, “Suggestions for Teaching Ancient Rhetorics.” Each author in 
the collection contributes to the section, putting the area of focus in context to the 
wider discussions in classical rhetoric, offering sources for background and future 
reading, suggesting goals and objectives for teaching units and questions of inquiry, 
and outlining unit designs. The section can be used both by faculty as a guide for 
how to expand students’ understanding of classical rhetoric by incorporating other 
rhetorics into graduate and undergraduate curriculum, and for graduate faculty to 
talk about pedagogy and course design while training graduate students to teach 
classical rhetoric.

Normal, IL
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City Comp: Identities, Spaces, Practices, edited by Bruce McComiskey and 
Cynthia Ryan. Albany: State U of New York P, 2003. 248 pages.

Reviewed by James Guignard, Mansfield University

In my view, writing that focuses on “place,” whether urban or rural, is compelling 
because of the possibilities for challenging students to think critically about the 
ways in which geographical areas become inscribed with meanings and, in turn, 
how places inscribe people with identities. At heart, City Comp is a book about the 
connections between urban places and writing, and how such connections represent 
multiple, often contradictory, perspectives appropriate for students and teachers to 
explore in composition classes through reading and writing. McComiskey and Ryan 
state that the “unifying thesis” of City Comp “is that practitioners of rhetoric and 
composition who learn to read and write and teach in urban spaces must understand 
both the common and the unique qualities of city contexts, responding in produc-
tive ways to the special exigencies, both opportunities and obstacles, presented to 
them in their own universities” (10).

The “opportunities and obstacles” faced by writing teachers in urban con-
texts are explained in the three-part organizational structure of the book, focusing 
on “identities, spaces, and practices” (10). “Negotiating Identities” refers to the 
“complex and varied” identities urban students bring to their writing classes while 
“Composing Spaces” examines how “universities, teachers, and students define 
their roles in connection to the material and social geographies of their cities” 
(11-12). “Redefining Practices” centers on the challenge found by teachers and 
administrators at urban universities “to serve both the students we encounter in 
the classroom and a broader population of urban citizens” (13). As these sections 
suggest, the opportunities and obstacles emerge from the same source, namely the 
understanding of and negotiation with a multiplicity of perspectives via the act of 
writing. 

According to the editors, the essays are influenced by “cultural studies, 
critical discourse analysis, and feminist media studies,” though traces of cultural 
geography and spatial theory can be seen as well (3). As a result of these influ-
ences, essays in City Comp connect the material conditions of urban areas with the 
teaching of writing, thus treating cities as texts. The book rests on the premise that 
students and universities are written by their urban surroundings while simultane-
ously writing those surroundings. 

In “Negotiating Identities,” the essays explore predominant historical 
narratives located in particular urban areas that play a role in constructing student 
or institutional identity, and then offer alternatives to that identity by constructing 
competing narratives. Elizabeth Ervin and Dan Collins’s “Writing Against Time: 
Students Composing ‘Legacies’ in a History Conscious City” uses the concept of 
the “rhetorical ecosystem” (40), which examines the relationship between place 
and discourse to examine the ways in which students from two schools challenge 
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the accepted historical narrative promoted by the City of Wilmington. Krista 
Hiser’s “A Paragraph Ain’t Nothin’ But a Sandwich: The Effects of the GED on 
Four Urban Writers and Their Writing” offers case studies of the ways in which 
students’ identities in San Francisco are entangled with their performance on the 
GED. As Hiser shows, GED test performance has a profound effect on the identities 
of students already struggling to get by, and such a test neglects what strengths the 
students have as writers. Though these essays are engaging and well-written, the 
issues raised are not restricted to only urban students or schools.

In “Composing Spaces,” the essays focus on how the understanding of 
urban spaces can be enhanced through the study and teaching of writing and in turn 
how the study of composition and rhetoric can enhance understanding of—and pos-
sibly change—urban spaces. Jeffrey T. Grabill’s “The Written City: Urban Planning, 
Computer Networks, and Civic Literacies” recounts his and his students’ efforts in 
a tech writing class to create a website that enables residents of Mechanicsville (a 
neighborhood in Atlanta, Georgia) to participate in the urban planning of the city. 
Grabill’s essay shows students actively involved in community building as they 
seek ways to make the website user-friendly for their intended audience. In “Speak-
ing of the City and Literacies of Place Making in Composition Studies,” Richard 
Marback suggests that the concept of “place making,” or connecting rhetorical 
practices with material conditions, can lead to a greater understanding of the ways 
in which ideologies constitute a part of the spatial conceptions of the city (in his 
case, Detroit), thus often controlling the distribution of resources and respect. Mar-
back focuses on Tyree Guyton’s Heidelberg Project, a found-art creation stretched 
over several city blocks that draws many visitors as well as mixed reactions from 
Guyton’s neighbors and city officials. In various writing assignments Marback asks 
students to uncover these contradictory perspectives and explore their historical 
and cultural significance.

 In “Redefining Practices,” essays examine how urban contexts can lead 
to change in institutional structures and practices when writing teachers and WPAs 
seek ways to capitalize on those contexts. In “Composition by Immersion: Writing 
Your Way into a Mission-Driven University,” David A. Jolliffe recounts how DePaul 
University implemented a class called Discover Chicago in which students choose 
to volunteer with an organization that aligns with their interests, say, in music or 
writing. Working with a DePaul instructor, students write extensively about their 
experiences volunteering, and, ultimately, take on a larger research project that 
grows from their “immersion” (159). Jolliffe suggests that, because students are 
“learning about” something, they take their composition class seriously (169). 
Complementing Jolliffe’s suggestion that composition classes can connect to the 
city in meaningful ways, Lynée Lewis Gaillet’s “Writing Program Administration 
in a ‘Metropolitan University’” discusses how her position as WPA at Georgia State 
University in Atlanta enables her to design composition classes in ways that take 
advantage of her university’s metropolitan status. She offers a brief description of 
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a pilot composition class, and then suggests what she would do differently next 
time around.

The essays cover a variety of urban contexts, and address the teaching of a 
range of students, from first-year composition students to secondary English teach-
ers to non-traditional, working class students. The editors claim in the Introduction 
that, in their experience, students in cities lead more complex lives or are more 
willing to tackle complex subjects than students who attend rural schools and are 
“happiest to play in the safe zone of freewriting and formal essay structures” (3). 
Having taught at a rural school in North Carolina, I have found this not to be the 
case, and I wonder about the effect such suggestions, however slight, may have 
on teachers’ views of students because it implies that students’ lives outside urban 
areas are simple. Non-urban students lead different lives, yes, but not less complex. 
Further, I wonder about the possibilities for such a suggestion to limit readership to 
those teaching only in urban areas. That would be unfortunate, because this book 
has much to offer composition teachers, whether urban, rural, or somewhere in 
between, in terms of thinking about the relationship between writing and places. 

One provocative element of a couple of essays rests on questioning the 
act of writing as a means to effect change in material and social circumstances. 
Paula Mathieu’s “‘Not Your Mama’s Bus Tour’: A Case for ‘Radically Insufficient’ 
Writing” questions the efficacy of writing to change perceptions and economic 
conditions of the homeless, and includes a riveting example from students per-
forming in homeless street theater. Mathieu concludes by marveling at the effort 
and collaboration undertaken by her writing students to produce their play, yet she 
laments how the students still have their student loans when the play closes. Hiser’s 
essay raises similar questions about the possibility for writing to enact change as 
well. Of course, the book contains many essays that show students participating 
in their urban contexts in positive ways. 

Although I have only touched on a few representative essays from City 
Comp, all the essays in this book are worth contemplating by a writing teacher 
interested in taking more complicated approaches to places. As a teacher at a small 
rural school in Pennsylvania, I find this book useful because it challenges me to 
re-think my writing assignments in which I ask students to consider how identities 
are linked to specific areas and how writing can help them understand how such 
identities are created. In addition to numerous examples of the ways discourse and 
urban spaces are inextricably linked, City Comp suggests ways to re-design classes 
that critically examine places and spaces, and students’ roles within them. Most 
importantly, McComiskey and Ryan have collected a batch of essays that show 
how students, schools, and programs in urban areas are continually in a process of 
becoming. These are interesting projects with social ramifications, but there is no 
reason any teacher could not do similar projects in non-urban areas. I am glad to 
have them as a guide. 

Mansfield, PA
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Writing Groups Inside and Outside the Classroom, edited by Beverly J. Moss, 
Nels P. Highberg, and Melissa Nicholas. Mahwah: Lawrence Erlbaum Associ-
ates, 2004. 264 pages.

Reviewed by Kurt Schick, James Madison University

Editors Moss, Highberg, and Nicholas initially intended this collection 
of original essays to be a sourcebook for writing groups, and, as the first book in 
a series sponsored by the International Writing Centers Association, to extend 
writing center scholarship beyond composition, even beyond academia. Each 
chapter attempts to connect literate action—teaching, tutoring, and writing—with 
theoretical discussions that help us understand practice. Such a wide range of case 
studies of successful writing groups in various contexts would be useful enough 
alone, either to writing center professionals or composition teachers. But Writing 
Groups also offers new perspectives on related topics, from collaborative learning 
and authorship to writing center theory and practice, composition pedagogy, and 
writing across the curriculum. Additionally, as a model for collaborative scholar-
ship, Writing Groups presents an array of research genres and methods, and just 
as diverse a cast of authors: professors of writing and literature, writing center 
professionals, technical and creative writers, graduate students, community writ-
ers, public school teachers, a youth minister, a printmaker, a vocal teacher. In total, 
nearly forty writers, teachers, and scholars contributed to this volume.

Each chapter examines a distinct writing group in a particular setting, 
comprised of participants as varied as conventional composition students, home-
less writers, prison students, adult creative writers, graduate students, and vocal 
artists. Some essays are composed by members of the groups themselves, others 
by observer-ethnographers; most are collaboratively written. Part 1 examines writ-
ing groups in academia, while part 2 looks beyond the classroom to the real world 
“extracurriculum,” where writing groups often flourish without teachers.

After an editorial introduction, the first chapters address classroom writ-
ing groups. In “Peer Writing Groups in the Prison College Classroom,” Rebecca 
Jackson examines obstacles to collaborative pedagogy in a composition course 
taught in a maximum-security male prison. Teachers in conventional classrooms 
might learn from this chapter how some students, especially males habituated to 
traditional (directive, hierarchical) teaching resist collaborative methods—some-
times for more rational reasons than we first imagine. Jackson concludes with a 
reminder that collaborative pedagogy is not ideologically neutral, and may not be 
appropriate for all students all the time. 

Thomas K. H. Piontek’s “Writing Groups, Messy Texts” shows how our 
choice of texts and the kinds of discussions they generate can affect the quality of 
peer revision. The value of this article, for composition teachers, lies in the connec-
tions Pointek establishes between reading and writing as reciprocal, collaborative 
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activities—something that writing instructors strive to achieve but sometimes fail 
to enact.

Julie Aipperspach Anderson and Susan Wolff Murphy’s “Bringing the 
Writing Center into the Classroom” bridges traditional writing center and classroom 
domains. This chapter presents a straightforward case study of writing center-
classroom partnerships, where writing tutors lead onsite group tutorials. While 
this chapter provides some needed theoretical context, its real strength lies in its 
practical suggestions and appendices of lessons learned that would be useful for 
anyone who wanted to adapt this program to a local setting.

Although Magdalena Gilewicz’s “Sponsoring Student Response in Writ-
ing Center Group Tutorials” addresses group tutorials in a conventional writing 
center context, her solutions to problems encountered in peer review would interest 
any classroom writing teacher. She focuses both on training tutors and educating 
student writers how to read each other’s essays. As with most chapters in this 
volume, Gilewicz provides a very useful bibliography. Another writing center 
collaborative is presented by Sharon Thomas, Leonora Smith, and Terri Trupiano 
Barry in “Shaping Writing Groups in the Sciences.” Their grant-supported project 
established writing groups with science graduate students in partnership with sci-
ence and writing faculty. The article discusses the setup of the program, but also 
provides a great resource for thinking about writing in the disciplines and the special 
needs of graduate student writers.

Crossing the outer boundaries of higher education, H. Brooke Hessler 
and Amy Rupiper Taggart’s “Community Service and the Writing Group” explores 
the issues of reciprocity with heterogeneous writing groups. Their case study 
involves a community service writing group in which college and elementary 
students collaborate to produce texts. This essay introduces “reciprocal-expertise 
pedagogy” as a tool that any composition instructor can adapt to move students 
beyond just “writing for the teacher”—to help students engage with authentic 
discourse, audiences, purposes, and occasions. Particularly useful is a final section 
of “cautions and suggestions” for dealing with the “obstacles and opportunities” 
presented by teaching via community service, namely issues of resistance, 
assessment, authorship, diversity, and logistics.

To transition between school writing groups and those beyond, the editors 
chose to close this section and open the next with more explicitly rhetorical, theo-
retical chapters. Kami Day and Michelle Eodice’s “Coauthoring as Place” studies 
collaborative scholarship at the professional level, examining the character of suc-
cessful partnerships such as Lunsford and Ede, and Blitz and Hurlbert. Importantly, 
Day and Eodice call attention to the kinds of personal relationships that potentially 
occur when scholars publish together. To some extent, this chapter also validates 
this entire collection, most of which is collaboratively authored. By grounding its 
discussion in rhetoric, specifically some imaginative and detailed interpretations 
of ethos, “Coauthoring as Place” delivers uncommonly well-integrated rhetoric-
composition scholarship.
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The second half of the book focuses on writing groups beyond academic 
settings, differentiated from school groups primarily by their exigency (self-spon-
sored) and their make-up (typically more diverse). Though Candace Spigelman’s 
“Deliberative and Epideictic Models” uses the lens of classical rhetoric to examine 
the interactions among members of a nonacademic creative writers group, her 
insights would also be valuable within school settings. Using an Aristotelian frame-
work, she characterizes two complementary and necessary “species” of feedback: 
deliberative (practical, constructive, directive) versus epideictic (validating, com-
munity building, praise and blame). Both, she argues, are essential for successful 
collaboration in writing groups.

“StreetWise Writers Group,” by Paula Mathieu and others, describes the 
challenges and benefits of a group of homeless and formerly homeless writers 
and their editors affiliated with a street newspaper. Besides illustrating a kind of 
nonacademic writing and process with which many of us are unfamiliar, the es-
say explores important tensions between collaborative authorship and individual, 
creative identities. These author-participants also remind us how writers might 
achieve a powerful political voice using publication as social action.

In “Physical Context and Role Taking,” Rebecca Schoenicke Nowacek and 
Kenna del Sol investigate how both physical and temporal spaces shape writers’ 
capacity to collaborate effectively. Like most of the chapters in this second half, this 
essay also provides lessons that can transfer easily to the writing classroom. From 
their study of two songwriting/performing groups, Nowacek and del Sol conclude 
with practical suggestions: clearly articulate group objectives; enable participants 
to change roles; and be attentive to physical and temporal working conditions.

Linda Beckstead and others’ “Thursday Night Writing Group” presents a 
montage of brief reflections by eight members of an eclectic, mostly creative writing 
group. Members discuss the less practical but powerful interpersonal benefits of 
collaboration: inspiration, validation, and encouragement. Participants also share 
a common, practical insight—how their writing group taught them what kind of 
response they want and need from their readers, and how to get it.

The last two chapters discuss issues of identity more explicitly than others 
in this collection. Terry Trupiano Barry and others’ “Women and Writing Groups” 
describes how a graduate student writers group provided space to balance their 
personal and academic female identities—embodied in process-oriented, nurturing 
collaboration—with the demands of individuated textual production (and compe-
tition) in a professionalized academy. In contrast, Evelyn Westbrook’s “Writing 
Group as Contact Zone” studies constructive conflict in a diverse group of creative 
writers. Her South Carolina Writers Workshop group redefines collaboration—not 
always as irenic mutual support, but as confrontation between writers’ perspectives, 
often along the lines of race and gender differences.

Writing Groups Inside and Outside the Classroom follows such landmark 
monographs in the field of collaborative writing as Peter Elbow’s Writing without 
Teachers (1973), Anne Ruggles Gere’s Writing Groups: History , Theory, and Im-
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plications (1987), Lisa Ede and Andrea Lunsford’s Singular Texts/Plural Authors: 
Perspectives on Collaborative Writing (1990), and Candace Spigelman’s recent 
Across Property Lines: Textual Ownership in Writing Groups (2000). The multi-
vocality of this edition makes it less conclusive, perhaps even a bit less coherent 
than less ambitious works; but, as the editors rightly suggest, the real strength of 
this volume will be the many questions opened for readers who care to jump into 
the conversation.

Harrisonburg, VA
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Demythologizing Language Difference in the Academy: Establishing Disci-
pline-Based Writing Programs, by Mark Waldo. Mahwah: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates, 2004. 224 pages.

Reviewed by R. Mark Hall, California State University, Chico

Mark Waldo’s case for discipline-based WAC programs housed in writing centers 
begins with an apt counter-reading of the Bible story of the Tower of Babel. God 
may have punished the ancient Babylonians with the confusion of tongues for at-
tempting to build a tower to reach the heavens, but such an ambitious structure, 
Waldo points out, could not have been achieved with one universal language in the 
first place. Building would have required communication in and among multiple 
discourse communities, including architecture, mathematics, brick-laying, carpentry 
and so forth, each with its own particular ways of imagining the project, thinking, 
and speaking. The university, Waldo argues, with its varied disciplinary special-
ties, is a Tower of Babel. In order to facilitate student writing amid the clamor of 
confusing and sometimes contradictory professional discourses, WAC programs 
should loosen ties to the assumptions and values about writing in composition 
studies and, instead, foster dialogic relationships with disciplines, helping them to 
identify and teach their own values for writing, not ours.

Waldo’s guiding assumption—that one writing doesn’t fit all—is not new, 
but is supported by decades of literacy research, which shows that writing is bound 
by the genre conventions of a particular context, with its own ways of thinking, 
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literacy practices, forms, and rules for writing. Writing is not a single universal, 
transferable set of skills, which once learned students may take with them anywhere, 
like items in a backpack, to apply to any course or writing situation. Writing is 
determined by its role in a particular activity in a specific circumstance. Novices 
learn by practicing writing in a specialized context, for a particular purpose, ad-
dressed to an actual audience. Waldo’s WAC reflects a university characterized 
by multiple language communities—each with contextualized values, purposes, 
and genres, with no single discipline’s values superior to another. WAC programs, 
including multi-layered, discipline-based writing assessments, should be tailored 
to the local, community-based needs of disciplines within a particular institution.

Chief among his targets, Waldo takes aim at the commitment in composi-
tion studies to writing-to-learn. In his view, writing-to-learn promotes the values 
of “process-expressivism,” including writing as a recursive process, peer response 
group workshops, free writing, journal writing, and developing the writer’s personal 
perspective. Writing-to-learn may be an option for disciplinary faculty who chose it, 
but its values may clash with learning to write in the disciplines. “Writing to learn,” 
Waldo asserts, “is a set of values for writing developed largely in the context of the 
discipline of composition studies. It belongs mostly to one discipline. Not shared 
across the disciplines, it cannot complement learning to write” (11). By contrast, 
learning to write in disciplinary-specific genres and conventions is a universal value. 
WAC should let composition do the work of process-expressivism and let other 
disciplines apply their own tenets for teaching writing. WAC should focus less on 
promoting disciplinary expertise in composition and turn its attention, instead, to 
learning and promoting the writing values and agendas of the disciplines.

Because writing centers are already uniquely positioned to facilitate student 
writing in multiple contexts via cross-curricular agendas for writing, WAC programs 
housed in English Departments should free themselves from the narrow perspec-
tive of English to join with independent writing centers in order to recognize and 
facilitate divergent values, purposes, and genres for writing across the university. 
Writing centers should be staffed primarily by experienced graduate students from 
across the disciplines, trained not only in writing in their chosen specialties, but 
also in recognizing differences in language use and genre conventions. Effective 
discipline-based tutors need also to be steeped in the theory and practice of cogni-
tive development, in particular, how language and writing are learned.

Waldo’s argument is compelling because it is based upon copious data 
gathered in his own writing center at the University of Nevada, Reno, since 1989. 
He has carefully analyzed an array of writing center statistics, tutor reviews, and 
hundreds of student interviews and faculty surveys. Additionally, Waldo makes a 
strong case for the material and ethical consequences of teaching writing in and 
across language communities. He ends by proposing an upper-division capstone 
course within each department, which would invite students to examine “the issues 
of difference between discourse communities, a disciplinary code of ethics, and 
a common language of collaboration” among specialties (165). For Waldo, there 
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is, in addition to the discourses of the disciplines, a universal or cross-disciplinary 
language that specialists must share in order to solve complex problems—such as 
global warming—collaboratively. In order to become responsible professionals 
and stewards of the earth and its resources, students must learn to communicate 
and problem-solve not only within specialties, but between them, and to become 
reflective practitioners, considering and acting upon the ethical consequences of 
their decisions even as they make them.

Where Demythologizing Language Difference in the Academy invites 
debate is in Waldo’s critique of writing-to-learn. Of course compositionists in 
WAC should learn and facilitate the writing values of the disciplines, but I’m not 
yet convinced that writing-to-learn is incompatible with learning to write. The 
weakness in Waldo’s argument stems from his narrow view of writing-to-learn as 
the helpmate of process-expressivism. If disciplinary genres are not merely forms 
for writing, but forms of thinking and acting, then writing-to-learn seems essential 
to developing understanding of key disciplinary concepts, influential theorists and 
practitioners, historical movements, competing paradigms, and so forth—in short, 
the thinking and activities of a discipline. Writing-to-learn need not be expressivist. 
Its purpose may be tailored to the discipline. For instance, while a learning-to-write 
goal in biology may be to practice the form and syntax of a lab report by writing 
up the results of an experiment involving gall wasps, a complimentary writing-
to-learn activity to develop understanding of the formal features of such a report 
might invite students first to examine an expert model, identify, and then write 
informally about the role of rhetorical features, such as analogies and metaphors 
in scientific prose. Students might collaborate with classmates to brainstorm analo-
gies and metaphors to distinguish the oak apple gall wasp and its gall from that of 
the oriental chestnut gall wasp. The purpose would not be to develop the writer’s 
personal perspective or “voice,” but to learn disciplinary concepts and to practice 
identifying and making rhetorical moves valued in biology.

I also question Waldo’s assertion that process pedagogy is the domain 
of composition studies and need not be a tenet of writing instruction elsewhere. 
While honoring the writing values of other professional discourses, as literacy 
specialists, WAC personnel should not ignore our expertise, which we should use 
occasionally to prompt disciplines to question and, at times, even modify their 
values. For instance, in Waldo’s list of values compiled by nursing faculty, sen-
tence-level correctness ranks first, while meeting the assignment takes last place. 
Waldo justifies this attention to form over function because in a court of law a 
poorly written treatment plan may cause a jury to doubt a nurse’s competence, 
not only as a writer, but as a medical professional. What Waldo overlooks is that 
nursing students are not professional nurses. They are novice-learners practicing 
how to write treatment plans, whose genre requirements, to the beginner, may ap-
pear quite mysterious. As learners, students need room to make mistakes. Indeed, 
mistakes may be evidence of learning. Research has taught us that when novice 
writers attend too early and too narrowly to sentence-level correctness, meaning 
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making suffers. What good is a treatment plan with no misspellings if the treatment 
described harms the patient? Expertise in writing pedagogy might prompt nursing 
faculty to reconsider their values. Discussions about the necessity of putting content 
before form might encourage faculty to devote attention to writing processes, to 
teach students strategies for proofreading and editing, and to maintain correctness 
an important goal, while accepting that error-free prose is unlikely—perhaps even 
an unfair expectation—of a novice. Such discussions might lead faculty to value 
student learning as more than merely the ability to produce error-free prose. In 
short, there are values we ought to encourage our colleagues across the disciplines 
to implement for more effective writing instruction.

What I found to argue with in Waldo’s text I also count among its strengths. 
In sharing his book with colleagues and talking to them about Waldo’s recommen-
dations, I found myself, again and again, in lively, provocative, and sometimes 
contentious conversations. As a writing center director at a university which has 
recently axed an effective WAC program, much like the discipline-based design 
Waldo advocates, his book confirmed our theory and practice, while helping me 
to imagine how I and others interested in improving the teaching and learning of 
writing on our campus might—once again—make a new case for this essential 
resource. Writing center and WAC personnel, including graduate students inter-
ested in program design and administration, will find Demythologizing Language 
Difference in the Academy engaging reading. With his careful research, graceful 
prose, and good humor, Waldo’s is an important perspective to add to any writing 
program library.

Chico, CA
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Bowling Green State University

Rhetoric & Writing PhD Program

Four-year funding for students who are committed to
writing instruction and have MAs in rhetoric, technical
writing, TESL, literature, creative writing, and related
fields. Five-year funding for very strong BA graduates.

BGSU’s program features seven composition and
rhetoric courses, supported by courses in linguistics,
criticism, and other electives. The program’s goal is to
develop scholar-teachers who understand the synergy
of mastering knowledge, advancing it through their own
inquiry, and sharing knowledge and habits of inquiry
with students in the writing classes and programs they
teach and direct.

Learn more about the department and its programs at:
www.bgsu.edu/departments/english

For information about the Rhetoric & Writing PhD:
Graduate Secretary                        PhD Program Director
Mary Ann Sweeney                              Richard Gebhardt
masween@bgnet.bgsu.edu     richgeb@bgnet.bgsu.edu

www.bgsu.edu/departments/english/rcweb/rchome.htm

Department of English
Bowling Green State University

Bowling Green, OH  43403
(419) 372-6864
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ANNOUNCEMENTS

Call for Papers: Journal of the Assembly for Expanded Perspectives on 
Language (JAEPL)

Dedicated to teaching and learning beyond traditional disciplines and 
interests, JAEPL invites submissions for its twelfth annual issue.  We solicit 
theory-grounded manuscripts that explore teaching and learning beyond 
traditional disciplines and methodologies.

Send by Jan. 31, 2006, electronic submission in rich text format (RTF) or 4 
copies of letter quality manuscripts (attach postage for mailing 3 copies to 
readers), MLA style, approximately 12-15 pages including works cited to 
Linda Calendrillo, JAEPL Co-Editor, College of Arts and Sciences, Valdosta 
State University, GA 31698 ltcalend@valdosta.edu.

Send editorial inquiries to Kristie S. Fleckenstein, JAEPL Co-Editor, English 
Department, Ball State University, Muncie, IN 47306 kflecken@bsu.edu.

Visit our website at: http://aepl.iweb.bsu.edu/JAEPL/

***

COLLEGE ENGLISH ASSOCIATION NATIONAL CONFERENCE 
San Antonio, Texas, April 6-8, 2006

Composition Strand of the Conference:
Composition, Rhetoric, and Grammar: Exploring New Regions
Deadline for all proposals: October 15, 2005. 

As coordinator for the Composition sections at the national College English 
Association conference, I am interested in receiving proposals for individual 
or panel presentations which address new approaches to teaching composition, 
rhetoric, and/or grammar. Possible themes include: the death of Freshman 
English; the role of imaginative literature in a composition course; new ap-
proaches to teaching grammar; college writing programs; composition classes 
and service learning; evaluating student texts; teaching visual rhetoric; new 
regions to explore in advanced composition and technical writing; writing 
centers and the teaching of writing/editing. 
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Proposals should include the following:
•  name 
•  institutional affiliation (if applicable) 
•  mailing address (include zip code) 
•  phone number and E-mail address 
•  title of the proposed presentation 
•  abstract of no more than 500 words 
•  a-v equipment needs, if any 
•  special needs, if any 

Proposals may be submitted by post, fax, or E-mail (include abstract in mes-
sage body).  If you are proposing a panel, the panel organizer should include 
the above information for all proposed participants. CEA limits presentations 
to 15 minutes; panels to 75 minutes (with 3 ro 4 presenters to a panel).  All 
presenters must join CEA by Jan 1, 2006, to appear on the program. No one 
may read more than one paper at the conference.  If you are willing to serve as 
a session chair or respondent, please indicate this in your cover letter. 

Send your proposal to Dr. Bonnie Devet, Department of English, College of 
Charleston, 66 George Street, Charleston, SC 29424-0001 devetb@cofc.edu.
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