volume 39 number 2

Department of English
Clemson University
801 Strode Tower
Clemson SC 29634

		

Composition Studies

Non-profit Org.
U.S. Postage
Paid
Clemson, SC
Permit No. 10

composition studies

Fall 2011

Volume 39, Number 2

The MLA Supports
Your Teaching
and Scholarship
In 2012, the MLA Annual Convention will be held
in Seattle from 5–8 January. We hope you will
join us to attend sessions, browse in the exhibit
hall, meet and dine with friends and colleagues,
and explore Seattle.

Visit www.mla.org and you can
• research career and job market information
• scan reports and surveys issued by the MLA on job
market issues, enrollments, evaluating scholarship,
and the state of scholarly publishing

The MLA Annual
Convention
5–8 January 2012
in Seattle

featuring a special
focus on Language,
Literature, and Learning

• learn about the MLA’s public outreach activities,
including the popular MLA Language Map
• download the Academic Workforce Advocacy Kit,
a tool for helping improve conditions for students
and teachers
• read FAQs about MLA style
These are some of the activities you support when
you become an MLA member. Graduate students may
join for $20 per year for a maximum of seven years.

MLA Member Benefits
The MLA offers members a
wide array of benefits, including
• subscriptions to PMLA,
the MLA Newsletter, and
Profession
• online access to the Job
Information List for ADE and
ADFL member departments
• priority convention registration
• access to searchable lists of members and
departmental administrators

Three easy ways to join
• Visit www.mla.org.
• E-mail membership@mla.org to request
a membership packet.
• Call 646 576-5151.

The largest gathering of teachers
and scholars in the humanities
now meets in January. Other
changes include
• new features, including more
roundtables and workshops
• more collaboration and
discussion
• more free time in the evenings
• special presentations featuring
renowned thinkers, artists, and
critics in conversation
• local excursions for registrants
• regular Twitter updates during
the convention
2012 members receive reduced
rates and special discounts for
the 2012 convention in Seattle.
Visit www.mla.org/convention
for more information.
Follow the MLA Annual
Convention on Twitter
www.twitter.com/
mlaconvention

Visit www.mla.org/membership for a
full list of MLA member benefits.

w w w.mla .org

Reviewers
All essay submissions are reviewed blind by two external readers; those listed
below are members of the active reader pool. We thank them for their critical
contributions to scholarship in the field.
Linda Adler-Kassner
Tom Amorose
Valerie Balester
Cheryl Ball
Nicholas Behm
Patricia Belanoff
Patricia Bizzell
Bill Bolin
Darsie Bowden
Colin Brooke
Robert Brooke
Nancy Buffington
Beth Burmester
Paul Butler
Mary Ann Cain
Carol Lea Clark
Kirsti Cole
Lisa Coleman
James Comas
Juanita Rodgers Comfort
Thomas Deans
Jane Detweiler
Ronda Leathers Dively
Sidney Dobrin
Whitney Douglas
Donna Dunbar-Odom
Lynell Edwards
David Elder
Janet Carey Eldred
Michelle Eodice
Heidi Estrem
Sheryl Fontaine
Helen Fox
Tom Fox
Christy Friend
Richard Fulkerson
Catherine Gabor

Lynée Lewis Gaillet
Alice Gilliam
Maureen Daly Goggin
Angela González
Lorie Goodman
Heather Brodie Graves
Roger Graves
Paul Hanstedt
Dana Harrington
Jeanette Harris
Cynthia Haynes
Paul Heilker
Carl Herndl
Anne Herrington
Brooke Hessler
Charlotte Hogg
Bruce Horner
Sue Hum
Brian Huot
James Inman
Asao Inoue
Rebecca Jackson
T. R. Johnson
Judith Kearns
Martha Kruse
bonnie kyburz
Mary Lamb
Donna LeCourt
Neal Lerner
Carrie Leverenz
Min-Zhan Lu
Brad Lucas
William Macauley
Tim Mayers
Lisa McClure
Moriah McCracken
Dan Meltzer

Laura Rose Micciche
Susan Miller
Ruth Mirtz
Clyde Moneyhun
Roxanne Mountford
Gerald P. Mulderig
Joan A. Mullin
Joddy Murray
Marshall Myers
Gerald Nelms
Jon Olson
Peggy O’Neill
Derek Owens
Irv Peckham
Donna Qualley
Ellen Quandahl
Kelly Ritter
Duane Roen
Randall Roorda
Blake Scott
Ellen Schendel
Carol Severino
Wendy Sharer
Steve Sherwood
Donna Strickland
William Thelin
Peter Vandenberg
Deirdre Vinyard
Zachary Waggoner
Kathleen Welch
Nancy Welch
Thomas West
Katherine Wills
Rosemary Winslow
Vershawn Ashanti Young
Janet Zepernick

Member of the Council of Editors of Learned Journals

composition
STUDIES
Editor
Jennifer Clary-Lemon
Book Review Editor
Asao B. Inoue
Editorial Assistant
Kirstian Lezubski
Former Editors
Gary Tate
Robert Mayberry
Christina Murphy
Peter Vandenberg
Ann George
Carrie Leverenz
Brad E. Lucas

Volume 39, Number 2
Fall 2011

Advisory Board
Linda Adler-Kassner
University of California,
Santa Barbara
Tom Amorose
Seattle Pacific University
Chris Anson
North Carolina State University
Valerie Balester
Texas A&M University
Robert Brooke
University of Nebraska, Lincoln
Sidney Dobrin
University of Florida
Lisa Ede
Oregon State University
Paul Heilker
Virginia Polytechnic Institute
and State University
James Inman
University of Maryland
University College
Laura Micciche
University of Cincinnati
Peggy O’Neill
Loyola College
Victor Villanueva
Auburn University

SUBSCRIPTIONS

Composition Studies is published twice each year (May and November). Subscription rates:
Individuals $25 (Domestic) and $30 (International); Institutions $75 (Domestic) and $75
(International); Students $15.

BACK ISSUES

Recent back issues are now available through Amazon.com for $12. To find issues, use the
advanced search feature and search on “Composition Studies” (title) and “Parlor Press”
(publisher). Photocopies of earlier issues are available for $3.

BOOK REVIEWS

Assignments are made from a file of potential book reviewers. To have your name added
to the file, send a current vita to the Book Review Editor at asao@inoueweb.com.

SUBMISSIONS

All appropriate essay submissions will be blind reviewed by two external readers. Manuscripts
should be 3,500-7,500 words and conform to current MLA guidelines for format and
documentation; they should be free of author’s names and other identifying references.
Electronic submissions are preferred: consult our Web site for details. (For print submissions,
submit three titled, letter-quality copies with a cover letter including the title and author
contact information, loose postage sufficient to mail manuscripts to two reviewers, and a #10
SASE for the return of reviewer comments.) Composition Studies will not consider previously
published manuscripts. We discourage the submission of conference papers that have not been
revised or extended for a critical reading audience. Those wishing to submit Course Designs
should first consult our Web site for specific instructions. Letters to the editor and responses to
articles are strongly encouraged.
To ensure a blind review, Composition Studies requests
1. The authors of the document have deleted their names from the text, with
“Author” and year used in the references and endnotes, instead of the authors’ name,
article title, etc.
2. With Microsoft Office documents, author identification should also be removed
from the properties for the file (see under File in Word), by clicking on the
following, beginning with File on the main menu of the Microsoft application:
File > Save As > Tools (or Options with a Mac) > Security > Remove personal
information from file properties on save > Save.
3. With PDFs, the authors’ names should also be removed from Document Properties
found under File on Adobe Acrobat’s main menu.
Direct all correspondence to:
Jennifer Clary-Lemon, Editor
Department of Rhetoric, Writing, and Communications
University of Winnipeg
515 Portage Avenue, Winnipeg, MB R3B 2E9
Canada
Composition Studies is grateful for the generous support of the Dean of Arts and the Department
of Rhetoric, Writing, and Communications at the University of Winnipeg.
© Copyright 2011 by Jennifer Clary-Lemon, Editor
Production and printing is managed by Parlor Press, www.parlorpress.com.
ISSN 1534-9322

www.compositionstudies.uwinnipeg.ca

composition
STUDIES

Volume 39, Number 2
Fall 2011

articles
Noetic Writing: Plato Comes to Missouri
Jeff Rice
Fraudulent Practices: Academic Misrepresentations
of Plagiarism In the Name of Good Pedagogy
Chris M. Anson

9

29

Aloneness and the Complicated Selves of Donald M. Murray 45
Thomas J. Stewart
Augmenting Literacy: The Role of Expertise
in Digital Writing
Derek Van Ittersum

61

The Elephants Evaluate: Some Notes on the Problem of
Grades in Graduate Creative Writing Programs
Rachel Peckham

79

Apprenticeship in the Instructor-Led Peer Conference
Kory Lawson Ching

101

course design
Taking It on the Road: Transferring Knowledge about
Rhetoric and Writing across Curricula and Campuses
Jenn Fishman and Mary Jo Reiff

121

book reviews
Genre: An Introduction to History, Theory, Research,
and Pedagogy, by Anis S. Bawarshi and Mary Jo Reiff
Kelly Kinney

145

Before Shaughnessy: Basic Writing at Yale and
Harvard, 1920-1960, by Kelly Ritter
Megan M. McKnight

147

Dangerous Writing: Understanding the Political
Economy of Composition, by Tony Scott 
Timothy Barnett

150

Metaphor and Writing: Figurative Thought in the
Discourse of Written Communication, by Philip Eubanks
Bradley Smith

154

Women and Gaming: The Sims and 21st Century Learning,
by James Paul Gee and Elisabeth R. Hayes
Kristina A. Gutierrez

157

Generaciones’ Narratives: The Pursuit and Practice of Traditional
and Electronic Literacies on the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands,
by John Scenters-Zapico
161
Sally Chandler
RAW (Reading and Writing) New Media,
edited by Cheryl E. Ball and James Kalmbach
Stephanie Vie
The Writing Program Interrupted: Making
Space for Critical Discourse,
edited by Donna Strickland and Jeanne Gunner
Cruz Medina
Diverse by Design: Literacy Education within
Multicultural Institutions, by Christopher Schroeder
Mathew Gomes
Reinventing Identities in Second Language Writing,
edited by Michelle Cox, Jay Jordan,
Christina Ortmeier-Hooper, and Gwen Gray Schwartz
Todd Ruecker

164

167

171

174

The Methodical Memory: Invention in Current-Traditional
Rhetoric, by Sharon Crowley
John W. Pell

177

A Taste for Language: Literacy, Class, and English Studies,
by James Ray Watkins, Jr.
Tara Lockhart

181

Undergraduate Research in English Studies,
edited by Laurie Grobman and Joyce Kinkead.
Kathleen Mollick

184

contributors

189

Noetic Writing: Plato Comes to Missouri
Jeff Rice
This article extends Walter Ong’s concept of noetic writing to the specific
space of St. Louis, Missouri. In doing so, it generates a digital writing
practice.

W

alter Ong tells us that the noetic—the rhetorical characteristics of
feeling, sensation, and intuition applied to a given communicative
situation or act—stems from the oral tradition. The noetic contrasts with
the print legacy of argument in which “teaching something is the same
as ‘proving’ it” (Ramus 156). Ong’s sense of the noetic deviates from a
rhetorical reliance on proof. Instead, it taps into the emotional feature of
expression by placing rhetorical exchange in bodies other than the textual
body, and thus it works from a logic of the personal as much as the textual.
Specifically, Ong draws attention to predominantly notable figures who
dominate a rhetor or writer’s memory, and who do so in emotional ways.
He calls their domination noetic. In particular, Ong notes that,
Oral memory works effectively with ‘heavy’ characters, persons whose
deeds are monumental, memorable, and commonly public. Thus, the noetic economy of its nature generates outsize figures, that is, heroic figures, not for romantic reasons or reflectively didactic reasons but for much
more basic reasons: to organize experience in some sort of permanently
memorable form. (Orality and Literacy 69)

Ong contends that the noetic dissipated with the emergence of print culture. “As writing and eventually print gradually alter the old oral poetic
structures, narrative builds less and less on ‘heavy’ figures until, some three
centuries after print, it can move comfortably in the ordinary human lifeworld typical of the novel” (70). Following Ong, we do not have to limit
the noetic or its emotional dimensions to oral culture; nor should we agree
that narrative has eliminated the noetic from expression and writing. Indeed, Ong’s claim points to a larger rhetorical issue: how does the noetic
allow for a shift away from a dependence on argument and a move toward
a writing whose characteristics are shaped by personal attachments to noetic figures? Ong’s point might reflect contemporary discussions of the
noetic, such as Brian Massumi’s definition of affect, “the virtual as point
of view,” for how this type of expression is not rooted in representation or
logical reasoning, but in the body (i.e., the figure) (Massumi 35). Though
it is only one facet of affect, emotion, Massumi writes, is its “most intense
(most contracted) expression” because of how it is not bound to one body
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or space (35). Affect “escapes confinement in the particular body whose
vitality, or potential for interaction, it is” (35). Affect organizes space in
ways similar to that of Ong’s noetic of the “heavy” figure. It dislocates from
one body (the rhetor or the subject of study) in order to locate meaning in
another body (the figure, or what Ong calls “the heavy character”). Affect,
therefore, is a type of heuristic.
The great, inspirational, personal, emotional and other types of “heavy
characters” Ong outlines aid or complete information organization in affective ways. They also generate meaning and thus present a type of invention
practice. Popular culture is the most notable space for this activity today. As
Barry Brummett writes regarding popular culture and rhetorical expression,
when making sense of experience, the tendency is to take the outside body
(a personality, celebrity, or fictional character) and to make it a personal,
or internalized, one.
The challenge for the average citizen today, then, is to personalize large and
complex issues in ways that make them understandable, without distorting
those issues so much that good decisions cannot be made. We personalize
issues when we translate vast and impersonal problems into smaller, more
manageable images, stories, and texts. Personalization, in other words, is
a strategy of textualization or narrative. (158)

What Ong attributes to oral culture, Brummett contextualizes for popular
culture. While we may not characterize our current literacy state as “oral”
we also cannot deny the oral’s role within a larger network of literacy practices we experience in the twenty-first century: orality, literacy, and what
many call the digital state of electracy. In other words, what Ong attributes
to the oral tradition, we can understand as a major part of the current media tradition we belong within (one that includes popular culture as well).
Ong argues in similar fashion when he writes, “To varying degrees many
cultures and subcultures, even in a high-technology ambiance, preserve
much of the mind-set of primary orality” (Orality and Literacy 11). The
digital tradition we live within shapes contemporary and everyday usages
of the noetic as a form of organizing experience whether or not one writes
to a computer space. Gregory Ulmer has long demonstrated this point; in
his work, digital theory is performed in print as opposed to only on the
computer. A digital noetic invention practice, then, can be done in this essay or online. Either medium can, in Brummett’s terms, offer a space for
the narrative personalization of noetic figures.
“With the control of information and memory brought about by writing,”
Ong argues, “you do not need a hero in the old sense to mobilize knowledge
in story form” (Orality and Literacy 70). And yet, heroic or iconic figures do
help us organize experience today; as Brummett notes, we cannot discount
nor simply reject their role in the ways invention operates within spatial
arrangements. Tabloids, pop art, websites, TV shows, newscasts, and other
media are often organized around heroic or notable figures. Barack Obama
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ran his 2008 presidential campaign, for instance, while accompanied by
a heroic image of himself with the word “Hope” boldly printed below his
face. During Obama’s campaign, Frank Shepard Fairey’s now iconic red
and blue, pop art-inspired image digitally made its way onto weblogs, posters, t-shirts, Facebook profile images, and eventually into an exhibit at the
Boston Institute of Contemporary Art. While Obama did not initiate the
image, its circulation by Obama supporters allowed for a specific type of
new media experience to be organized. Users of this image found its heroic
quality useful for a variety of compositional reasons. One reason, we can
suspect, was its noetic value; it generated an emotional and personal connection (the promise of hope and change, the excitement for a new type
of leader, the convergence of American flag colors with the promise of an
African-American president) that a different type of display would likely not
generate. Although the Associated Press challenged Shepard Fairey’s appropriation of its photo (originally taken by freelancer Mannie Garcia) based
on an economic concern, that concern was sparked by popular usage of the
image for disparate purposes of information organization: demonstrating
candidate allegiance, website design, and social networking identification.
The space of the campaign was greatly organized by this heroic image. The
space supporters found themselves in (online or in person) was organized
by this image and these supporters internalized and personalized Obama
as their own sense of hope. Continuing with Ong’s observation, then, we
can ask how the noetic, as shaped by monumental figures, might build on
such moments and help teach a contemporary rhetorical organization, a
way to invent and arrange expression through space in the age of media by
focusing on noetic figures.
By “space,” I mean the physical (where I am located), the rhetorical
(where I compose or speak to) and the conceptual (where I arrange and
organize). Henri Lefebvre, the great theorist of space, imagined the noetic
as the everyday element of space. “Is space a social relationship?,” he asks
in Production of Space (85). His response to his own question is affirmative.
Space is materialism, it is formalism, it is emotion, it is a “network of exchange,” he argues (85). If we can embrace a critical practice of the urban,
Lefebvre argues, it must be based in the everyday (like the everyday viewing of a campaign poster, for instance). Lefebvre’s critique is that space is
often controlled by decision makers: architects, urban planners, politicians,
or those who embody instrumental reasoning (often enacted through argument or proof). Only the everyday can deliver a critical practice capable
of overcoming instrumental thought, Lefebvre argues. Only the everyday
can overcome “the justification for assigning priority to what is known or
seen over what is lived” (61). Only the addition of the everyday, the noetic,
or what Lefebvre calls “strategy,” can assist the development of critical
practice. Strategy means that “spaces are produced” as a variety of forces
come into contact with one another on an everyday basis (84). We might
say, for instance, that these everyday contacts are associative in logic; they
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are not instrumental. “Strategy,” Lefebvre writes, “contains a key element:
the optimal and maximal use of technology” (Urban Revolution 143). One
element Lefebvre advocates regarding technology is the network.
Networks and their associative characteristics, however, have been defined largely as economic, structural, political or other modes of information
control and delivery; i.e. instrumental reasoning conduits. Very little attention
is given to the noetic nature of networks, those elements that do not fit into
a structural concept of a given network’s organization. Kai Eriksson writes,
“Structure is obviously one of the most central general metaphors against
which network is organized” (319). Indeed, an everyday network based on
noetic organization would not resemble the complex economic, computer, or
social network structures described by writers as diverse as Manuel Castells
or Albert-Laszlo Barabási. A noetic understanding of space—and the network organizational strategies that compose that space—would, I suggest,
be based on non-instrumental or non-structural modes of communicative
organization: feeling, sensation, and intuition. And borrowing from Ong,
I contend that this organization would employ the “heroic” or the “outsize
figure” that dominates memory, much in the way that the “Hope” poster did
for the campaign network Obama’s supporters built. Important moments
and figures within a rhetorical expression, in other words, can shape the arrangement of a given space. They can do so within networks of information.
One definition Lefebvre poses regarding the everyday is that any critical practice of the urban must segregate moments and activities, and out of
this segregation draw conclusions without a fixed object or subject, what
we would call a topos (Urban Revolution 140). In place of the fixed topos
as a tool for organizing space and meaning (i.e., this is a specific city, this
is the square, this is the economic makeup of a given neighborhood, this
is the history of a dominant figure who once lived in this space), Lefebvre
advocates the “problematic” (142). Lefebvre defines the problematic as “a
path, not a model of totality” (144). In other words, Lefebvre teaches rhetoric
to treat space as a path, rather than a fixed place of meaning. As a path,
the noetic—the intuition or feeling that drives rhetoric—is always moving.
Sensation drives writing, and sensation is not a static space of meaning. “I
shall no longer believe in interpretation,” Roland Barthes writes (A Lover’s
Discourse 215). Interpretation, for Barthes, is the dependence on topoi and
the rejection of sensation, what has “come to correspond to the specialty
of my desire” (34). In the type of spatial organization that Barthes and
Lefebvre advocate, meaning is not rejected; instead, the fixity of meaning is questioned. To compose without topos is to do the kind of rhetorical
work akin to Edward Casey’s understanding of the topos. In his critique of
Aristotle’s concept of place, Casey writes, “Since a minimal requirement of
place is to be selfsame—to be the same place for different things located
in it—Aristotle must add to the first definition the rider that place cannot
itself be changing or moving: it must be ‘unchangeable’” (The Fate of Place
55). Both Casey and Ulmer draw from Plato instead of Aristotle, noting
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how the forgotten Platonic rhetorical concept of chora rejects fixed spaces
of meaning and favors spaces that move. Chora is an associative, moving
site of meanings, not a fixed one. It can form networks.
Lefebvre makes a similar point when he argues that “We are confronted
not by one social space but by many—indeed, by an unlimited multiplicity
or uncountable set of social spaces which we refer to generically as ‘social
space’” (Production of Space 86). An unmoving place of the heroic, therefore, would be a composition of the figure in place; i.e., it would not be a
social space. Composing with the figure in place might be a biography of the
figure, an argument regarding the figure within society, an analysis of the
figure, a breakdown of the figure’s lack of equal access or representation,
or some other gesture that does not allow the figure to move or become
a social space. In that sense, such a composition would be less noetic, and
more instrumental in structure.
Thus, a challenge is posed for rhetorical organization and the overall
question of heuristics. What if I could isolate heroic figures—grand figures
who stick out in my memory for emotional reasons—and use them to compose a noetic space? Could I then engage in a spatial organization that is
neither wholly chora nor topos in structure, but that takes up the everyday as
critical practice? Could this gesture be extended more generally as pedagogy
or research? What I would do, then, is invent a method of organization
based on noetic figures that would generate a personalized narrative, like
the one that Brummett claims for popular culture or the one that the Obama
poster achieved for a specific group of people at a specific moment. Each
noetic figure I choose to isolate from my memory, when networked together,
would allow me to fashion a digital spatial organization. This challenge is
one I consider to be generalizable to the teaching and practice of rhetoric
in the age of the network. My project is rhetorical, for its concerns are with
the fundamental characteristics of rhetoric: invention, arrangement (or
organization), and delivery of ideas. And what space, in this experiment,
would I arrange so as to avoid what Lefebvre calls the generic “error” often
made when writing about space, the moments when we “consider ‘things in
isolation,’ as ‘things in themselves’” (Production of Space 90)? I am not looking to consider my figures in isolation of one another or only in themselves.
In this exercise and in this response to the “heroic” theorists I am working
with, I am looking for a way to organize with all of my figures at once in a
networked, associative manner. I need a space that is emotional, important,
and personal to some degree. To meet the challenge I pose, I have decided
to choose the city of St. Louis as the space of my writing.

St. Louis
Out of all the noetic sites to choose, why would I choose St. Louis? I
wasn’t born in St. Louis. I don’t live in St. Louis. I first encountered St. Louis
almost four years ago when we moved to Missouri. Every four to five weeks,
my wife and I follow I-70 East two hours from Columbia to St. Louis to shop
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for a type of “everyday experience”: to take our little girl to some place of
entertainment and to eat in a nice restaurant. What is, I might ask, my
overall connection to St. Louis beyond the desire to be a consumer in the
urban environment, one of the elements of the urban that Lefebvre sharply
criticizes? How does St. Louis generate the noetic for me?
My connection to this city emerges out of a series of personal juxtapositions and a network of moments that have interpellated me into a position
of wanting to write about this space (just as Ong claims for the noetic). The
city, as a heavy figure itself, calls me into an exigence of composition despite
my supposed lack of personal investment. St. Louis, as Barthes claims for
the text in general, “can wring for me only this judgment, in no way adjectival: that’s it! And further still: that’s it for me!” (Pleasure of the Text 13). By
wanting to write in the space called St. Louis, I follow a tradition of invention set out by figures such as Gregory Ulmer who calls the juxtaposition of
interpellative moments of experience the popcycle (see Ulmer, Heuretics).
The popcycle is an invention tool that allows a rhetor the space to organize
various moments of experience in juxtaposition (as its appropriation of
Plato’s chora allows for), rather than in isolation or complete segregation
of one another. Ulmer defines such everyday areas of experience as School,
Entertainment, Family (motivated by the anecdote), and Discipline. “Each of
these institutions has its own discourse, including a matrix of logics, genres,
modes, and forms relevant to function in the society” (Heuretics 195). The
popcycle is designed for digital writing whether a computer is used or not;
its principle organizational strategy is based on conduction, not deduction.
That is, associations move the everyday items organized via the popcycle’s
categories. Each area within the popcycle, on its own, provides a worldview.
But worldviews, Ulmer argues, are shaped by a variety of experiences in
relationship with one another, not as separate noetic moments in one’s life.
At their point of convergence, we find a pattern, and the pattern provides
insight. This insight allows a network (a digital space for composing), and
its various components, to be organized and delivered to an audience as an
idea. “The popcycle is so named to reflect the circulation of ideas or memes
through all the institutions, with any of the discourses being a potential
source for materials used in any of the other discourses” (Electronic Monuments 19). The categories Ulmer presents, the designation of each discursive
area, of course, are exchangeable. Any segregated moment or activity—to
quote Lefebvre—can be put in relationship with any other and allowed to
conduct, or shape, a space. Ulmer’s point is that invention, as a rhetorical
act, must allow for pattern formation at its core. Once you have discovered
that pattern, arrangement may take place. For Ulmer, such arrangements
take the form of narratives, not arguments. The topos of writing, argument,
is rejected as the only representation of meaning.
St. Louis is such a space of juxtapositions for me; it presents itself as a
potential narrative of networked noetic figures. If I were to compose a St.
Louis without a fixed topos, I would choose the heuristic of juxtaposition that
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Ulmer proposes, but I would do so without using the categories established
within the popcycle. Though my categories are spatially, not conceptually,
bound, the popcycle teaches me a method of invention relevant to the everyday, and applicable to my concerns with invention, arrangement, and
delivery. In other words, in order to meet the challenge the noetic poses to
networked organization, I can choose categories already tied to St. Louis, or
Missouri, in general. These are categories that I consider “heroic” because of
their place within my memory (someone else, organizing a different space
for invention purposes, would identify other types of figures based on her
memory). As an English professor interested in writing and technology,
my categories are also personal—they have emotional connections to my
professional experience and desire to invent writing practices for the age
of new media. Ong argues that Peter Ramus removed the personal from
scholastic practices—and particularly from the invention of new pedagogical
practices—by insisting that the object of study and the one who does the
studying be separated, segregated, from each other, and that no emotional
attachment be encouraged (the personal is rejected). “With all rhetorical
organization governed from outside rhetoric by this ‘arrangement’ (syllogism
and method),” Ong writes, “the role of voice and person-to-person relationships in communication is reduced to a new minimum” (Ramus 289). Put
into a visual display, Ramist organizational practices became the outline, a
method for spatially organizing experiences prior to composing. The outline
divided the writer from the area of study or space she desired to compose.
The outline established a writing antithetical to noetic rhetoric. It depersonalized composing and forced a writer to organize in a non-conductive
or non-associative manner.
I, on the other hand, want a totally personal motivation for my study,
a noetic methodology that can be generalized to others learning invention
and organization in order to compose networked spaces. I choose what
interests me, what feels right, not what is proof for an argument. I choose
what functions as an emotional response directed toward my body: that’s
it for me! “Intuition,” Ulmer notes as if arguing against Ramist thinking, “in
contrast to analysis, operates in a global or Gestalt mode, crossing all the
sensory modalities in a way that may not be abstracted from the body and
emotions” (Heuretics 140). My motivation, then, is more akin to Roland
Barthes’ method of study than that of Peter Ramus. My motivation is to
compose with categories that are not distinct or segregated from me, but
rather that reference me as much as they reference any other system of
meaning. As Barthes writes in Camera Lucida (his exploration of visuality
and meaning systems), I am the reference of every image (84). I, in other
words, am the reference of every noetic category I use. Thus, I do not seek
out representational categories (such as race, economics, government, etc.)
but instead I look for personalized or folksonomic categories (they are heroic
in the sense of ego as well). As Barthes describes his invention process: “I
wanted to explore it not as a question (a theme) but as a wound: I see, I
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feel, hence I notice, I observe, and I think” (Camera Lucida 21). A noetic
organizational practice juxtaposes one’s self with a given category or representation. I feel that representation (it is me) as much as I see it (it is in
another space, like St. Louis).
My heroic categories, which emerge out of my choice of St. Louis, are
localized; they have some kind of relationship (no matter how tangential)
to Missouri or St. Louis. From Theory (the category that informs thinking),
I choose Marshall McLuhan who taught at St. Louis University. From Writing (the category of professional work), I choose William Burroughs, who
was from St. Louis and is buried there. And from Rhetoric (the category of
a disciplinary practice), I choose Plato, who has no connection to St. Louis
but whose name appears as that of a small Missouri town, Plato, Missouri.
My decision to choose these heroic figures is intuitive and conductive: they
dominate my memory of St. Louis as they fit the three heuristic categories
I work with. I don’t write to reject or critique their presence in a space I am
composing; instead, I choose these items because they are noetic, personalized, everyday items. In what follows then, I will map out this noetic space
as an example for a networked organizational practice. The example is not
meant to be copied by students or other scholars, but to provide a possibility
for composing and organizing space with noetic figures. The rationale for
such a mapping is to engage with the critical practice of the everyday (as
Lefebvre teaches me) and at the level of a personalized rhetorical production
(as Ong, Ulmer, and Barthes teach me). The following example poses three
of my everyday St. Louis moments organized around heroic figures. This
organization, following the theory I have described so far in this lengthy
setup, juxtaposes noetic figures with personal areas of experience (family
trips to St. Louis). I narrate my map spatially (around figures) and temporally
(around dates) and allow the pattern that emerges out of these fragmented
moments to develop as my writing. I move, then, from theory (the first half
of this essay) to practice (the second half). My rationale is to discover a new
media practice of arrangement motivated by the noetic narrative, as opposed
to the instrumental basis of argument common in various pedagogical and
academic practices.

Spatial moment #1 Marshall McLuhan
1951. While teaching at St. Louis University, McLuhan writes his examination of advertising and media, The Mechanical Bride, with the promise
that his method of analysis will not offer “conclusions in which anybody is
expected to rest but are intended merely as points of departure.” McLuhan
adds, “Where visual symbols have been employed in an effort to paralyze the
mind, they are here used as a means of energizing it” (vi). The Mechanical
Bride, therefore, is not written as a totality of advertising analysis nor as a
way to alter behavior regarding advertisement reception. Instead, it begins
the process of media knowledge in general: how do we read the ad and
how do we respond to it? McLuhan connects the advertisement to a basic,
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everyday organizing principle, the ubiquitous status of celebrity. As McLuhan
comments on a print ad for International Sterling silverware entitled “First
Breakfast at Home,” “If the scene is from the village past of the leading
character, it must be such a past as never was, but it must be one suited to
the present eminence of the star” (The Mechanical Bride 112).
Now recognized as a book that predicted the cultural and social dislocation of the information age, The Mechanical Bride was conceived and
partially drafted just a short walk from St. Louis’s Grand Center, a location in
proximity to St. Louis University. McLuhan’s contention was that advertising
and media play roles in shaping cultural formations. Gary Genosko situates
The Mechanical Bride as the temporal and theoretical space between two
major theoretical movements associated with cultural studies: the Birmingham school and Walter Benjamin’s work (as a part of the Frankfurt School).
He writes: “Still, it is McLuhan’s Bride that serves as a two-sided signpost,
pointing toward both Paris and Birmingham from, of all places, St. Louis”
(34). We could say that McLuhan put St. Louis between two cultural cities,
creating a worldview in which St. Louis sits in the middle of European theory,
neither rejecting nor embracing one belief system over the other.
The Grand Center—where McLuhan wrote—references Europe (which
Birmingham and Paris belong within). One of the few remaining movie
palaces in the country, the Fox Theater, is in the Grand Center. The Fox alludes to the grandeur of an aristocratic Europe where entertainment culture
reigned. The St. Louis Theater on Grand may have been even more European in its design. Its “lobby resembles the Palace at Versailles—at least
it was architects Rapp and Rapp’s version of a European palace” (Bagley
32). The Grand Center also highlights the cultural tradition of food. Along
Grand Avenue, restaurants can be found, many of which are Vietnamese,
not European, thus suggesting a rejection of familiar European values for
the unfamiliar. Food, some might argue, is an emerging form of entertainment in contemporary, media culture. Within the Grand Center, this point
is obvious: one of its main tenants is The Hard Rock Café, a restaurant that
juxtaposes food with iconic and heroic artifacts of rock and roll history
(guitars, shirts, records). To eat at The Hard Rock is to be entertained as
much as it is to be fed. To eat at the Hard Rock is to sit among the artifacts
of an American version of aristocratic culture, rock and roll. In one section
on food culture in The Mechanical Bride, McLuhan writes about Coca-Cola.
“Coke as soft drink naturally started out to appeal to the soft emotions . . .
So that it would be hard to suggest a more central item of current folklore,
or one more subtly geared to evoke and release the emotions of life today”
(The Mechanical Bride 120). This emotion, McLuhan notes, is tied to the
image of “the American girl” who is read as “cokes, hamburgers, and clean
places to sleep” (118). The Hard Rock exemplifies such eating habits.
January 12, 2008, Grand Avenue, Lemongrass. At lunch, my one-yearold daughter Vered orders Vietnamese food. We were two miles from the
Grand Center, the area where McLuhan shaped his thinking. To order suggests
Noetic Writing 17

the grand gesture of organization (whether food or rhetorical expression).
“Does ‘freedom’ mean the right to be and do exactly as everybody else?”
McLuhan asks about a Quaker State print ad. “How much does this kind
of uniformity depend on obeying the ‘orders’ of commercial suggestion?”
(117). Contemporary dining organizes its experiences around the figure of
ethnicity and the suggestion that such dining allows for heterogeneity (the
foreign body) within an ordered and uniform experience (the local body):
Vietnamese, French, American hamburger. Later during our weekend trip,
we went to eat at the “aristocratic” European-styled bistro Franco (positioned
less than three miles from the Grand Center). Normally, Vered behaves at
restaurants. But at this age, restlessness kicks in, particularly when nothing
entertains her. To top it off, the restaurant, located in Soulard Market, had
no highchairs. We swapped her back and forth while we ate. The waiter
nodded affectionately and called her “little boy.”

Lemongrass, St. Louis.
In The Mechanical Bride, McLuhan writes, “And so it is that not only
labor saving appliances but food and nylons are consumed and promoted
with moral fervor” (33). The name of the part of the book where McLuhan
makes this point is called “Know-How.” In our Franco moment of consumption, we rush to finish with a moral fervor. We feel embarrassment or discomfort that we are not representing the grand dining experience, that we
are rejecting this practice in order to enjoy the everyday habit of a family
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eating together. We feel embarrassment and discomfort that Vered is not
read as an “American girl.”

Spatial moment #2 Burroughs
1959. William S. Burroughs’ rhetorical contribution to the vocabulary
of new media organization is the cut-up method employed throughout his
food-inspired title, Naked Lunch. “You can cut into Naked Lunch at any intersection point. . . I have written many prefaces” (224). Naked Lunch is a food
narrative as much as it is a cultural or new media one. Burroughs explains
the concept of Naked Lunch as “a frozen moment when everyone sees what
is on the end of every fork” (xxxvii). At one point in the novel, Burroughs
writes: “Illinois and Missouri, miasma of mound-building peoples, groveling
worship of the Food source” (11). A section devoted to A.J., financier of Islam,
Inc., revolves around dining. “A.J. once reserved a table, a year in advance
Chez Robert where a huge, icy gourmet broods over the greatest cuisine in
the world” (148). This cuisine is perfected by Robert’s brother Paul, who,
after Robert’s demise, rejects traditional haute (or European) cuisine and
concocts the notion of “Transcendental Cuisine.” It is described accordingly:
“Imperceptibly the quality of the food declines until he is serving literal
garbage, the clients being too intimidated by the reputation of Chez Robert
to protest” (149). A sample menu of Transcendental Cuisine features “Clear
Camel Piss Soup with boiled Earth Worms,” “The After-Birth of Supreme
Boeuf, cooked in drained crank case oil,” and “the Limburger Cheese sugar
cured in diabetic urine, doused in Canned Heat Flamboyant” (149).
Burroughs exaggerates food, as he does almost every element of cultural
representation, reception, and production in order to cause discomfort or
disrupt everyday practice, much as Lefebvre offers via the concept of strategy.
The noetic, for Burroughs, is an engagement with instrumental reasoning by
offering hyperbolic declarations and confusing narrative development as a
response. “There is only one thing a writer can write about: what is in front of
his senses at the moment of writing” (221). Sense of food, of rhetorical value,
of engagement, these are moments of the hyperbolic, what Plato critiqued
as “ornamentation and sophistry” (30). Taste, too, is a hyperbolic feature
of writing. Our sense of representation (how one image or term refers to
something else within a deductive or critical logic) is confused because of
taste, what Barthes calls “the murmuring mass of an unknown language”
that blocks “the regional and social origins of whoever is speaking, his degree of culture, of intelligence, of taste, the image by which he constitutes
himself as a persona and which he asks you to recognize” (Empire of Signs
9). Burroughs exaggerates representations so that we no longer maintain
familiar recognitions of ourselves or of our everyday habits. In Naked
Lunch, for instance, Dr. Benway presses Carl on how sexual taste is shaped
by noetic representation, showing Carl pin-up girl photos and watching the
ensuing pleasure. “You have good taste, my boy,” Dr. Benway tells Carl. “I
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may tell you in strictest confidence that some of these girls . . . are really
boys” (Naked Lunch 163).
In addition to these references in Naked Lunch, a great deal of Burroughs’
work is devoted to food. In The Ticket that Exploded, he writes: “Present time
leads to an understanding of knowing and open food in the language of life”
(100). And in Nova Express, he situates food as a method of delivery: “And
if there is one thing that carries over from one human host to another and
establishes identity of the controller, it is habit: idiosyncrasies, vices, food
preferences” (56). Food, a type of habit, defines the everyday for most of
us. Our everyday experiences revolve around a heroic or heavy figure topos
of food: dining out, take-out, and delivery. Or our everyday experience is
shaped by the icons of a quotidian fast food experience: Ronald McDonald,
Colonel Sanders, and Wendy.
September 7, 2008, The Cupcakery. The Cupcakery in St. Louis’ Central
West End is two miles from The Grand Center. In this establishment, the
cupcake represents an everyday food habit (birthday party favor, snack)
as an elegant or aristocratic experience (expensive, unique flavorings). A
framed picture in our dining room shows Vered at the Cupcakery, stabbing a
cupcake with a fork. This is the frozen moment I see every time we sit down
to eat at home. In this moment, she has recently learned to use utensils in a
manner that will allow her to eat with minimal mess. Burroughs situates the
meaning of cake as belonging within the space of discomfort and pedagogical mess. At the Interzone University, the Professor reads to The Students:

Cupcakery, St. Louis
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“She wake shivering in the gentle pink dawn, pink as the candles on a little
girl’s birthday cake, pink as spun sugar, pink as a sea-shell, pink as a cock
pulsing in a red fucking light” (Naked Lunch 86).
For Burroughs, our habits undermine us when they are media controlled.
Television, movies, novels, advertisements, arguments, narratives, and so on
control expression and behavior. They dictate the know-how of eating. Nova
Express begins with a cry against media control—thus evoking a strategy of
the everyday—by drawing on the giant figure of soft drink production as a
force that must be contained. “For God’s sake, don’t let that Coca-Cola thing
out” (3). Later, Burroughs asks, “But what in St. Louis?” His own response is
“Memory picture coming in” (20). To read Burroughs is to read with heroic
and iconic figures embedded in memory and not in argumentative structure.
Coca-Cola is a memory image; let out, it is a daily consumption. Vered stabbing a cupcake with a fork is my own memory image; let out, it controls my
parental feelings to protect and shelter her from problematic representations
(how women should differentiate themselves from boys) or from bad food
(fast food, of which I include drinking Coke products). Burroughs has his
own set of culinary and non-culinary figures whose memory images parade
throughout his work: A.J., The Rube, Dr. Benway, The Subliminal Kid. “Program empty body,” we are told (Nova Express 73). Bodies are empty so as
not to be things in isolation, things in themselves, memories without spatial
placements into social relationships or networked spaces. These bodies, these
figures, are networked codes for cultural behavior.
Indeed, Burroughs uses food to decode the cultural coders, to take up
McLuhan’s call in The Mechanical Bride: “Why not use the new commercial education as a means to enlightening its intended prey?” (Mechanical
Bride v). In other words, why not turn consumer culture—of which eating
is a part—back on itself? Such is the promise of the cut-up method Burroughs employs. “The first step is to isolate and cut association lines of the
control machine” (Ticket that Exploded 217). This gesture, too, is a form of
know-how. It suggests that we know the limits and possibilities of cultural
representation. We engage with the representation while also removing it
from context, refiguring its position, and resituating within a new context.
We allow, in other words, a topos to move. This type of know-how suggests
that we know how to eat, in a metaphorical yet rhetorical way. This type of
know-how allows a noetic composition to move with spatial and temporal
moments, cutting and pasting noetic figures and their writings, rather than
to depend on instrumental reasoning for the purpose of argumentation or
the offering of causal proof.

Spatial moment #3 Plato
I do not know if there are any restaurants in Plato, Missouri. I have never
been there. A Google Maps request of the town’s dining options reveals the
least European of foods as being available: Hardee’s, Sonic, McDonalds, and
Pizza Hut. I am not comfortable around fast food. I try to keep it away from
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my daughter. I feel more comfortable about Vered’s new daycare than her old
one because they refuse to serve the kids cupcakes, a popular snack at her
old daycare. As the previous photo represents, however, I have mistakenly
allowed her to eat a cupcake possibly because the establishment serving
them (The Cupcakery located in St. Louis’ Central West End) is represented
as an exaggerated “upscale” or sophisticated “taste,” and thus my sense of
representation shifts (some of these cupcakes aren’t cupcakes). We might
assume that Plato would not have been comfortable with fast food either,
as is evident by how he writes about food in order to reject rhetoric. In
Robin Waterfield’s translation of Gorgias, Socrates says, “So now you know
what I think about rhetoric. It corresponds to cookery: as cookery is to the
body, so rhetoric is to the mind” (33). Cookery is a knack, Socrates argues,
because “it lacks rational understanding.” (32). Unlike medicine, the area
of experience Socrates poses as an acceptable contrast, rhetoric “doesn’t
involve expertise”; it is “good for guessing” (30). It relies, we can infer from
this critique, on intuition or conductive association. “I call cookery a kind of
flattery,” Socrates argues, “because its aim is pleasure” (32).
What Socrates fears, it seems, is power, and the role pleasure plays in
generating discursive control. Rhetoric produces control over the everyday
for how it taps into the pleasure of everyday experience. When Polus asks
Socrates about rhetoricians, the exchange is as follows:
Socrates: I myself don’t think people have any opinion at all about them.
Polus: But of course they do! Rhetoricians are the most powerful members
of their communities, aren’t they?
Socrates: No, not if you believe that power is a good thing for its possessor.
(33-34)

“The writer of pleasure,” Barthes writes, “has the right and power to express it” (Pleasure of the Text 21). As Burroughs and McLuhan demonstrate
in this space I am organizing and calling St. Louis, power is the ability to
code or decode, to understand representation (hyperbolic or otherwise)
for its hegemonic role as well as to pose representation as an experience of
pleasure, of the noetic. The duality is a workable contradiction. Experiences are mixed with one another in non-causal narratives, as I am doing
here. The result is not a totality of meaning, but, as Lefebvre calls for, a
path towards teasing out possible meanings. There is, then, a rhetorical
rejection of totality at play.
Love Mary? – Fuck the shit out of me – Get up off your big fat rusty-dusty
– It’s a long way to go, St. Louis woman – prospect of red mesas out to
space – Do you love me? (Ticket that Exploded 44)

The pedagogical value of these types of pleasure contradictions (i.e., knowing the power of representation as it may oppress meaning, while not
entirely rejecting that power either), unlike what Peter Ramus taught, is
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found in the juxtaposition of personal and cultural experience as a type of
know-how. It is a way to metaphorically eat; it is what Greil Marcus calls
“a corpse in your mouth,” the consumption—and not the critique or rejection—of mass imagery on a daily basis. I consume the heroic figure (McLuhan, Burroughs, and Plato) and the personal narrative all at once.
Yet such consumption does not always yield coherent or rational narratives, a point evident in Burroughs’ disjointed writings. Peter Elbow, known
for rejecting control in favor of the free-writing heuristic that begins with
confusion (with the hope to eventually settle on a rational, clear piece of
writing), echoes Plato’s concerns with rhetoric when he writes, “At first I
thought that writing freely was the secret of cooking. If someone who has
always written in a controlled way takes off the editorial lid, he tends to
produce a burst of cooking. Yet often this is not enough in itself to produce cooking. Sometimes it just makes a barren mess” (48). It is clear that
Plato finds rhetoric to be a mess. “And what I’m saying about cookery is
that it does seem to be a branch of expertise, but in fact isn’t; it’s a knack,
acquired by habituation. Another branch of the same activity is rhetoric”
(30). Without expertise, what Ong claims Ramus would have called “normal
school exercises” (the repeated mastery, or totality, of an object of study)
the organization of meaning is deemed suspect or professionally rejected
because it lacks a fixed focus or subject (Ramus 154). Rhetoric, without
this vision of fixed subject and with its emphasis on, in addition to other
items, emotional appeal, is too messy, too disorganized. A reader of this
St. Louis narrative I am composing, at this point, may be feeling that sense
of Burroughs-styled disorganization even as I, the one who moves meanings through this space, feel the organization following patterns. A reader
may feel that including fragmented moments of eating with my daughter
along with fragmented moments of heroic figures is inappropriate; while I,
composing with my noetic figures, feel that this move allows me a noetic
methodology of writing that argument will not provide. It allows me insight
that argument might deny me.
Whatever is perceived as mess comes about partly because of delivery.
Just as Elbow is concerned with the pedagogical delivery of a mess, so is
Socrates concerned with a rhetorical delivery that flatters, that confuses,
that exaggerates, that is, as he repeatedly claims, a knack. “According to
my source, the story teller’s ‘sieve’ is the mind; he used the image of a sieve
to imply that the minds of fools are leaky” (Gorgias 81). Popular cooking
sieves that deliver cookery to an individual include the colander and the
cheese cloth. One content (milk, yogurt) passes through the sieve’s porous
path in order to produce another content (cheese). St. Louis’ contribution to
exaggerated food (such as that Burroughs presents) is Provel, a soft cheese
mixture of provolone, cheddar, and Swiss with a low melting point. “Last
round from St Louis melted flesh identity,” Burroughs writes (Naked Lunch
184). Provel tops the generic St. Louis pizza, if not a Missouri Pizza Hut’s
output. It is the least rational of all main stream cheeses. It makes no sense
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for cooks to use this juxtaposition of cheeses to top a pizza when so many
other, pure, melting cheeses are available.
When Plato denigrates rhetoric in a manner suggestive of Provel cheese,
a false representation of meaning (real cheese indicated by its purity and
adherence to specific culinary principles), he makes the Burroughs gesture
regarding representation (i.e., some of these girls are boys). He critiques
or rejects a type of know-how. In this type of critique, instrumental reasoning is the supporter of false representations (much as Lefebvre needs the
everyday to overcome urban planning’s errors—what he refers to in Urban
Revolution as “the blind field” [26]). Argument. Representation. These are
tools of instrumental reasoning, and they dominate pedagogy and institutional practice. They are the logical compositional choices we make when
representing thought in various spaces, from the essay to the website to the
urban city to parenting. Despite a theoretical culinary tradition of challenging
representation and argument, one which St. Louis sits between (Frankfurt
and Birmingham), the commonplace of academic writing is to work with
both. Instead of discomforting representations, as Burroughs might do or as
a noetic writing is doing for me, academics maintain representations through
arguments. Academic writing does not feel comfortable being identified as a
type of Provel cheese. A noetic narrative is, I add, one kind of such cheese.
Yet a representation like Provel does discomfort as it simultaneously
represents or symbolizes St. Louis cuisine (much in the way Burroughs does
with pleasure and critique). To eat Provel is to be disgusted (what is this
taste) and also to be within a space’s cultural code or representation (St.
Louis). I am interested in a metaphorical Provel arrangement, not the actual
cooking of Provel cheese. In pedagogy and in research, I am interested in a
discomforted topos, a path or strategy of sorts, that does not lead us so far
away from representation that we do not recognize the space we compose
within, but that still allows us to move topoi within compositions. For this
reason, I have discovered a rhetorical cookery in my juxtapositions of St.
Louis. In his fragmented and non-representational autobiographical narrative, Roland Barthes compares the rhetorician to a cook. In particular, the
metaphor allows him to be a rhetorician who follows stereotypes, but not to
keep such meanings in place. Barthes wants stereotypes to be topoi that move:
“Like a watchful cook, he makes sure that language does not thicken, that it
doesn’t stick” (Roland Barthes 162). The clichés we organize experience by
(the heroic figures of our memory) are not meant to thicken (i.e., to become
arguments), but they are tools for organizing meaning within a rhetorical
exchange. McLuhan argued that the “simplest definition of cliché is a ‘probe’
which promises information but very often provides more retrieval of old
clichés” (From Cliché to Archetype 55). The topos as stereotype, as a type
of cliché, is familiar to contemporary culture. The iconic figures who grace
our tabloids or newscasts are stereotypes as much as they are real people.
“Ryan to Wed Farrah, D-Day for Gosselins, Jen’s Hot New Love” read three
National Enquirer headlines in a row. Failed romance signifies the rejection
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of family values among celebrity culture. It is a fixed topos that headlines, as
they are organized around noetic figures, depend upon. Plato as the fixed
figure of rhetorical studies is another. McLuhan as the fixed figure of media
studies is yet another. In any given writing on space, one could find numerous, commonplace citations to function likewise. But how is the stereotype,
in general, familiar to the organization of rhetoric and food?

Stereotyped Organization
St. Louis as Provel is a culinary topos. It is a gastronomical stereotype.
August 2, 2008. My daughter played with the Provel cheese in a sandwich
served at Blues City Deli, near Soulard (four Miles from the Grand Center).
Iconic figures of rock and roll and blues culture graced the walls as folk art.
Vered threw the cheese on the table. She tossed the cheese on the floor. She
made a mess. The stereotype of the industrial city—like St. Louis or where
I once lived, Detroit—is ruins—the great industrial mess. Transcendental
economics destroys the urban environment, this stereotype tells us in a
variety of narrative forms. The stereotype of an academic paper is delivery
(reading an argument aloud to an audience, presenting an argument in written form for publication, or for the student, writing an argumentative essay
for a course). The stereotype of media arguments is decoding (as McLuhan
does in The Mechanical Bride or as the Birmingham School taught, beginning with the analysis of the heroic, noetic figure James Dean in the 1964

Blues City Deli, St. Louis
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Stuart Hall and Paddy Whannel book The Popular Arts). The stereotype of
organization for academic writing is causality.
But a noetic organization, as I lay out here, is a probe of sorts as well. It
is a type of everyday practice, a Lefebvre rejection of what is known or seen
over what is lived. It is the intuition of a conductive organization (for me,
the organizer of this space, it feels emotionally right putting three heroic
figures in proximity with each other and with myself and daughter). What
is more everyday than the cliché or stereotype? A St. Louis restaurant acting
like a European bistro. A child playing with her food. Quoting Plato when
writing about rhetoric. Associating St. Louis with two principle figures of
this space—McLuhan and Burroughs—is, after all, hardly novel in the world
of topos-driven writing. They are embedded figures in many narratives of
this city. Every city, indeed, functions by its iconic and heroic figures (“so
and so slept here”; “this is where so and so grew up”). My topos, however,
moves out of that embedded space. It moves with the emergent pattern of
food. Its food driven narrative does not stay still. “From Plato we learn that
receptivity is connectivity” Edward Casey writes (48). Casey rethinks the
topoi not as fixed places, but as places of connection. Carolyn Miller, too,
offers a similar position when she argues that the topoi are containers (or
spaces of decorum) while simultaneously being spaces where “novelty and
innovation are possible” (137). Miller emphasizes the moving nature of
topoi that do not settle on fixed or specified meanings as sites of invention:
To be rhetorically useful, then, as well as comprehensible, novelty must be
situated. Rather than offering the radically new, it must occupy the border
between the known and the unknown. It will be just that which cannot
be defined or specified beforehand but which can be recognized and understood afterward. The metaphor of the topos captures this requirement
by specifying a region of general conception without specifying its exact
contents or connections. (141)

Connectivity is the rhetorical act of organization and delivery in my narrative, and it is the basis of a type of networked pedagogy that teaches rhetorical invention, organization, and delivery. It is, to quote Plato, knackery,
for it does not rely on a sense of argumentative expertise but rather on a
noetic sense of intuition. I embrace that knackery for my own writing, but
also for the students with whom I work.
Our family trips to St. Louis are still organized around food. Where will
we eat? Should we stay overnight at a hotel so that we can eat at a specific
restaurant that only does dinner service and thus avoid a late night drive
home? I can’t help but think of my daughter eating in St. Louis. Vietnamese.
French. Deli Food. European-styled meals. “In a social and economic sense,”
McLuhan writes about media representations of the family, “success, it would
appear, means the virtual rejection of the parents” (65). My wife and I have
gone to great lengths regarding food delivery to steer our daughter towards
“good” food, hoping she will not reject our food habits. We try to set a cu26 Composition Studies

linary path for her, one which, our own parents tell us, will be problematic
and difficult to maintain as she grows older and is influenced by a variety
of culinary noetic forces and representations we reject fully, like Coca-Cola
and McDonald’s, or half-heartedly, like cupcakes. “You just wait,” my mother
warns me. “She will want a Happy Meal like you once did.” Vered ate her
first sweetbreads when she was one year old. She eats homemade ice cream.
She loves hummus. She likes olives, onions, and blue cheese (whose smells
discomfort many people and lead to culinary rejection).
If there is an exaggerated food topos learned from my noetic St. Louis, it
is to be found in the pattern I have already identified in this essay, rejection:
McLuhan rejecting advertising, Plato rejecting rhetoric, Burroughs rejecting
cultural representations of dining experiences. Academic writing rejecting
narratives (like the one I present here) that do not follow causal or argumentative organizational trajectories. Pedagogy, too, rejects models of writing not
based in argument or whose heuristics are based in affect and not reason.
Scholarship may reject a digital rhetoric composed on paper and not on a
computer. McLuhan sarcastically reads a Squibb Cod Liver Oil ad featuring a
mother glancing down upon her baby boy as an appeal to parental care and
familiar comfort. “The baby boy in the ad will grow up to say in a thousand
different ways: ‘Look, Mom, I’m dancing! I owe it all to you, Mom!’” (The
Mechanical Bride 78). The stereotype of the ad, then, is the boy rejecting the
father; consumerism rejecting the girl’s presence in her mother’s life (some of
these girls are boys). Following Lefebvre, the conclusion I can draw without
a fixed subject is that I am discovering how to move through a pattern or
network of rejections even as I hope to not encounter a final familial one
(the child rejecting the parent). I leave rejection open-ended, however, as
a networked narrative of noetic moments, not as a declarative totality. The
noetic space I write may produce rejection, but it also produces a type of
digital narrative we have not yet begun to explore as writing. This noetic
space provides a series of food hubs. A rhetoric of the noetic. An unfinished
practice. A pedagogy of writing. A critique of the everyday.

Works Cited
Barthes, Roland. A Lover’s Discourse: Fragments. New York: Hill and Wang, 1979.
Print.
—. Camera Lucida. New York: Hill and Wang, 1981. Print.
—. Empire of Signs. New York: Hill and Wang, 1982. Print.
—. Roland Barthes. Berkeley: U of California P, 1977. Print.
—. The Pleasure of the Text. New York: Hill and Wang, 1975. Print.
Bagley, Mary. The Front Row: Missouri’s Grand Theatres. St. Louis: Gateway Publishing, 1984. Print.
Brummett, Barry. Rhetoric in Popular Culture. Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 1994.
Print.
Burroughs, William. Naked Lunch. New York: Grove, 1959. Print.
—. Nova Express. New York: Grove, 1968 (1962). Print.
—. The Ticket That Exploded. New York: Grove, 1992 (1964). Print.
Noetic Writing 27

Casey, Edward S. The Fate of Place: A Philosophical History. Berkeley: U of California P, 1998. Print.
Elbow, Peter. Writing Without Teachers. New York: Oxford UP, 1998. Print.
Eriksson, Kai. “The Ontology of Networks.” Communication and Critical/Cultural
Studies 2.4 (December 2005): 305-23. Print.
Genesko, Gary. McLuhan and Baudrillard: Masters of Implosion. New York: Routledge, 1999. Print.
Lefebvre, Henri. The Production of Space. Trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith. Malden:
Blackwell Publishing, 1991. Print.
—. The Urban Revolution. Trans. Robert Bononno. Minneapolis: Uof Minnesota P,
2003. Print.
Marcus, Greil. “A Corpse in Your Mouth: Adventures of a Metaphor, or, Modern
Cannibalism.” Dead Elvis: A Chronicle of a Cultural Obession. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1999. 160-78. Print.
Massumi, Brian. Parables for the Virtual: Movement, Affect, Sensation. Durham:
Duke UP, 2002. Print.
McLuhan, Marshall. The Mechanical Bride: Folklore of Industrial Man. New York:
The Vanguard P, 1951. Print.
McLuhan, Marshall and Wilfred Watson. From Cliché to Archetype. New York:
Pocket Book, 1971. Print.
Miller, Carolyn. “The Aristotelian Topos: Hunting for Novelty.” Rereading Aristotle’s Rhetoric. Ed. Alan G. Gross and Arthur Walzer. Carbondale: Southern
Illinois UP, 2000. 130-46. Print.
Ong, Walter J. Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word. New York:
Routledge, 2003. Print.
— Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1983. Print.
National Enquirer. January 22, 2009. Print.
Plato. Gorgias. Trans. Roger Waterfield. New York: Oxford UP, 1998. Print.
Ulmer, Gregory. Electronic Monuments. Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 2005. Print.
—. Heuretics: The Logic of Invention. Baltimore: The John Hopkins UP, 1994. Print.

28 Composition Studies

Fraudulent Practices: Academic
Misrepresentations of Plagiarism In the
Name of Good Pedagogy
Chris M. Anson
This article describes analyses of three contexts (civic, business, and military) in which understandings of intellectual property differ from those
taught in the schools. In each of these contexts, it is possible to document
specific examples of unattributed material that would be considered to
violate most academic plagiarism policies. Yet in these contexts, entirely
acceptable purposes for non-attribution relate to the specific goals of the
communication; whether original authors stand to gain, in Latour and
Woolgar’s sense, either credit or credibility from their creations; and how
the broader community’s goals are defined relative to individuals working
within it (see Adler-Kassner, Anson, and Howard). After a brief synthesis
of this research, the essay returns to the problem of discursive representation and the honesty with which we teach students about worlds of written discourse.

The Reality of Patchwriting
Consider the following typical descriptions of plagiarism found at the
Internet sites of two universities:
[I]t is unacceptable to copy something out of a book, newspaper, journal
or any other printed source. The most blatant example of this is to directly
copy something word for word. It does not matter if it is only a phrase.
If it is not yours, either do not use it or place it in quotes and reference
it. There are different methods for doing this. The important thing is that
the reader can tell what is yours, and what is someone else’s. . . . If you
use something word for word it MUST be acknowledged. Things start
to get a bit gray when you paraphrase. There is one simple solution to
this dilemma. DO NOT PARAPHRASE! Only use someone else’s writing
when it serves a purpose. Only use someone else’s writing when you want
to quote precisely what they wrote. If this is not your goal, USE YOUR
OWN WORDS. (van Bramer)
Using verbatim material (e.g., exact words) without proper attribution (or
credit) constitutes the most blatant form of plagiarism. However, other
types of material can be plagiarized as well, such as ideas drawn from an
original source or even its structure (e.g., sentence construction or line of
argument). (“Plagiarism”)
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In the context of these explanations, now consider the following excerpt
from a section on “severe weather driving tips” at the Web site of the State
Farm Insurance Company:
Driving on Ice
•
•
•
•
•
•

Bridges and overpasses freeze first, so always slow down and avoid sudden changes in speed or direction.
Keep windows clear.
Keep your speed steady and slow—but not so slow that your car gets
stuck in deeper snow.
Use your brakes cautiously. Abrupt braking can cause brake lock-up and
cause you to lose steering control.
To make Antilock Brakes work correctly, apply constant, firm pressure to
the pedal. During an emergency stop, push the brake pedal all the way to
the floor, if necessary, even in wet or icy conditions.
If you get stuck in snow, straighten the wheels and accelerate slowly.
Avoid spinning the tires. Use sand or cinders under the drive wheels.
(“Severe Weather Driving”)

Elsewhere on the Internet, we find word-for-word replicas of this information without attribution. For example, at the Turner Agency, a small, independent company, the State Farm text appears to have been duplicated, but
with some slight editing. Text identical to the State Farm excerpt appears in
bold; deletions are marked by strikethroughs in brackets.
Driving On Ice
•

•
•
•
•
•

It’s always a good idea to head over to a large empty parking lot in your
neighborhood (i.e. mall or superstore parking lot) when the seasons first
snowfall hits. The reason for this is to give you a little time to re-acquaint
yourself with your winter driving abilities in an empty parking lot, and the
feel of your car on the slippery road.
Bridges and overpasses freeze first. Slow down and avoid sudden changes in speed or direction.
Keep windows clear of snow and ice.
Keep your speed steady and slow — but not [so] too slow [that
your car gets stuck in deeper snow]. In deeper snow, it’s often
necessary to use the car’s momentum to keep moving.
Use [your] brakes very cautiously. Abrupt braking can cause
brake lock-up, which causes you to lose steering control.
Antilock brakes are designed to overcome a loss of steering control on wet
or slippery roads. Yet they have little or no effect on ice. To make antilock brakes work correctly, or work at all, you should apply constant, firm pressure to the pedal. During an emergency stop,
push the brake pedal all the way to the floor [, if necessary, even
in wet or icy conditions]. There is an old saying... “If the roads are wet,
then drive like it’s snowing. If the roads have snow, then drive like they’re
icy. If the roads are icy, then don’t drive.” (“Automobile Insurance”)
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A comparison of the two texts shows that the State Farm material has been
slightly edited, but the order of the bullet points is the same. Although it is
impossible to know which is the “progenitor” text, we might hypothesize
that the much smaller Turner Agency appropriated giant State Farm’s material and represented much of it as its own.
In taking large parts of State Farm’s text, the Turner Agency also appears
to have added its own original contributions, such as the poorly-edited material in the first bullet point. However, this additional material also appears
at the site of another insurance company (NewCarInsure.com) that provides
information about specific automobiles, perhaps as a way to induce car
shoppers to sign up for a policy with the company. In the following excerpt,
notice that a reference to the Honda Accord has been spliced into the Turner
Agency text with some minor differences. Additional text about driving in
icy conditions is identical to the text at the Turner Agency site.
If you live in a cold area, and you have a new 2009 Honda Accord Coupe
It’s always a good idea to head over to a large empty parking lot in your neighborhood [(i.e. mall or superstore parking lot)]
when the seasons first snowfall hits. The reason for this is to
give you a little time to [re]acquaint yourself with your winter driving abilities in your new Honda Accord Coupe, and [the]
feel of your car on the slippery road. Remember bridges and
overpasses freeze first. Slow down and avoid sudden changes
in speed or direction. Keep your Accord Coupe windows clear
of snow and ice. Keep your speed steady and slow [but not too
slow]. In deeper snow, it’s often necessary to use your [car’s]
Accord Coupe’s momentum to keep moving. (“New Honda Accord
Coupe”)

RepCo, a firm in New Zealand, replicates the Turner Agency version
of the safety tips, not State Farm’s, again without attribution (see “Driving
Safety Tips”). We also find the Turner Agency text reproduced verbatim at
the site for the Kalavrita Ski Resort in Greece, which includes other information relevant to skiers and those who drive to the resort. At this site, the
following additional material on wind chill appears together with the tips
found at the State Farm and Turner sites:
“Wind chill” is a calculation of how cold it feels outside when the effects
of temperature and wind speed are combined. A strong wind combined
with a temperature of just below freezing can have the same effect as a
still air temperature about 35 degrees colder. (“HellasCams – Kalavrita Ski
Center”)

Curiously, this additional wind chill information appears verbatim at over a
dozen other sites (without the information on safe driving tips), including
several town or county sites with public information, sites that promote
emergency preparedness, and a site put up by the 1991 class of the United
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States Air Force Academy, which offers miscellaneous information and advice for soldiers.
In these and countless other examples found at hundreds of Internet
sites, text is freely copied and pasted without attribution, or with varying
degrees of attribution. In most cases, it is impossible to determine the source
of the progenitor text—the one originally authored by a specific person or
team. In some cases, multiple possible progenitor texts are spliced together;
in other cases, what appear to be modified progenitor texts become mixed
and matched with other progenitor texts and repurposed to fit the author/
copier’s rhetorical and informational needs.
This process of “patchwriting” (Howard 233) is especially common with
information disseminated in the public interest: how to handle meat safely
in the kitchen, what to do when a severe storm approaches, facts and myths
about lightning, how to fell trees, and so on. Often what appears to be a
government text (for example, material provided by the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration) is copied verbatim without reference, or appears in altered
form depending on the nature and source of the borrowing organization
(Adler-Kassner, Anson, and Howard 237).
The insurance examples represent the use of “public-interest” information by businesses that want to appear helpful or supportive to consumers.
Yet non-attribution and patchwriting also abound in the world of direct
business competition, which usually operates with great proprietary interest
and a litigious attitude toward the theft of logos, slogans, names, and other
artifacts of product identity. The descriptions of thousands of products—
texts written by the manufacturer or commissioned from advertising and
public relations agencies—are freely reproduced without attribution at the
sites of “brokers” who market these products and profit from small retail
markups. Consider, for example, this description of a digital camera found
at manufacturer Canon’s official site:
The ultra-powerful 12x optical zoom on the PowerShot S5 IS means you’ll
get the shot you want with no compromise, yet that’s only the beginning
of what makes this camera so exciting. (Canon Powershot S5 1S)

Without a hint that this text comes from Canon itself, Internet sales brokers
such as Pricegrabber.com, Dealtimejr.com, and Rssmicro.com all represent
the camera with the identical description. This “theft” of text is ubiquitous
in the marketing of hotels and resorts as well as homes and properties.
Descriptions of Disneyworld’s numerous resorts appear at the sites of hundreds of vacation brokers but almost never are these descriptions said to
have come from Disneyworld itself, which obviously paid for them to be
written. Real estate agents use the same process. Eager to divide the sale
commission with the listing agent, other agents replicate the listing agent’s
(or Multiple-Listing Service’s) text verbatim without attribution. Furthermore, parts or all of the descriptions found at home sale sites often appear
in the context of other homes, so that the lines between original text and
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boilerplate begin to blur. Yet such appropriations differ from the use of pure
boilerplate, common in the law because of the need for precise language
and the importance of interpretive precedence (see Ben-Shahar); rather,
each case here is a unique creation, although it may rely on some stock
phrases.
It is tempting to interpret these cases as blatant plagiarism, and therefore
as a sign of moral turpitude and the decay of respect for individual property
rights. This view, however, results when we adopt a singular conception of
plagiarism such as those quoted earlier. Instead, these cases represent varying textual practices based on social, economic, and educational purposes
that often subvert the simplistic notion that every text is written by a specific
author who deserves credit for what he or she has written.
With its roots in interdisciplinary perspectives on reading and writing
activities, scholarship known collectively as the New Literacy Studies helps
us to interpret these practices by moving beyond individualistic, cognitivelybased approaches and viewing literacy as a set of complex processes that are
fundamentally social and cultural in nature, determined by shared goals,
tools, genres, and expectations (see Russell; Street, Social). As Street puts
it, literacy and literacy learning are therefore not “autonomous” processes,
and don’t result in a “technical and neutral skill”:
[Literacy] is always embedded in socially constructed epistemological
principles.
It is about knowledge: the ways in which people address reading and
writing are themselves rooted in conceptions of knowledge, identity, and
being. It is also always embedded in social practices, such as those of a
particular job market or a particular educational context and the effects
of learning that particular literacy will be dependent on those particular
contexts. (“What’s ‘New’” 77-78)

Among the more important constructs of the New Literacy Studies, borrowed from the work of activity theory (see Bazerman and Russell; Russell),
is the idea that writing takes place within social systems where particular
practices evolve locally based on the purposes and goals of participants, and
represents both periods of stasis and normativity as well as flux, contestation, and evolution. To understand what goes on within various activity
systems, we need to adopt a sociocultural view of practice that considers
goals, motivation, histories, actions, norms, hierarchies, and other elements
of human interaction (see Prior). As Kostogriz puts it,
literacy learning is the result of the work of powerful discourses and practices that define what counts as knowledge and literacy. Social constructions of the institutional literacy learning activity and of its major components are materialised in texts that become organisational tools for this
activity system. They not only structure learning activity but also provide
ideological basis for the semiotic centre of activity (n.p.).
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The socially situated and mediated nature of literate activity is easily
revealed when we compare practices across cultures, but it is also apparent when what appears to be a violation of a norm within a culture, or a
practice “outside the mainstream,” turns out to be entirely acceptable and of
functional value within the community where that alternate practice occurs.
To understand what motivates the creation of these Internet cut-and-paste
pastiches, we must consider concepts that surround and determine the uses
of text, including motivation, authority, shared or individual goals, collective enterprises, traditions, and socially inscribed norms of textual behavior.
Why would any of the creators of thousands of Internet texts that include
unattributed material not want to cite their sources?

Disincentives to Attribution
In higher education, student plagiarism is usually blamed on a lack of
knowledge about the standards of authorship and attribution (see Wells),
excessive procrastination that leads students to risk violating codes of conduct
when failure is a worse option, or the conscious act of cheating one’s way
to higher grades. None of these motivations, however, applies easily to the
cases described above, considering the public nature (and broad exposure)
of the sites, and how easily their authors could include simple references,
links, or notes of attribution. Instead, practices clearly fitting the descriptions
of plagiarism quoted earlier exist in a domain of “cooperative competition,”
a tacit understanding between the creator and usurper of a text that both
are cooperating in a mutual desire for profit. It would be counterproductive
for Canon to sue Pricegrabber.com for the appropriation of a description
that Canon paid someone to produce as long as Canon is profiting from
Pricegrabber’s use of that text. This unwritten rule of plagiarism forgiveness
applies across vast landscapes of the business world.
That the progenitor company accepts the unattributed use of its text
does not, however, fully explain why a secondary marketer would still resist pointing a consumer to the original. To understand more deeply this
resistance to attribution, we must consider the concept of trust. When a
firm wants to profit from booking vacationers into a Disney property, citing
Disney as the source of its resort description breaks a bond it is trying to
establish with the vacationer: Trust what I say about the resort. Let me be your
guide. It avoids pointing the consumer to Disney itself for fear of losing the
consumer’s business. At the same time, the broker risks misrepresentation
if it creates its own description. Non-attribution allows the broker to have
it both ways, gaining the confidence of the consumer but risking nothing by
replicating the resort’s own description.
The concept of trust helps to explain situations in which one group
or entity fails—without malice—to cite the source of a text produced by
another. In one case, the University of Oregon copied parts of Stanford
University’s teaching assistant handbook, including its plagiarism section,
without attribution. (Oregon officials conceded the error, apologized, and
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revised their guidebook; see Morgan and Reynolds). From the perspective
of trust, we can understand Oregon’s reluctance to attribute the material;
students, parents, donors, and others might wonder why a large, respected
institution was so unable to produce its own text that it had to adopt that
of another, competing university. But as we will see in the context of the
armed forces, there is also no incentive for the Oregon to take valuable time
and resources to reinvent perfectly useable material. By adopting Stanford’s
text, Oregon could save time and resources; by adopting the text without
attribution, it could also save face.
Some degree of competition between these two universities, together
with the document’s subject, turned this case of appropriation into an amusing national scandal. Yet members of higher education institutions routinely
produce documents that are willingly shared, adopted without attribution,
or repurposed. Large national teaching conferences often feature tables of
sample assignments, course syllabi, instructional strategies, mission statements, and other artifacts free for the taking; some are identified by author
or institution, but many others are not. As these documents circulate and
undergo cycles of adaptation and revision, they lose their original authorship, blending into a textual world of shared goals and activities. Like real
estate agents’ descriptions of homes for sale, many university administrative
documents such as mission statements, learning outcomes, and strategic
plans offer language suitable for adoption (with modifications) at other
institutions or within different units of the same institution.
These and countless other examples of textual appropriation characterize the very context—higher education—that professes so deep a concern
about plagiarism and that has spent so much energy and resources on the
detection and punishment of students who commit it (see Anson, “Cops”).
How can one set of standards, operationalized in the routine work of these
institutions, coexist with another set of standards demanding that writers
cite even brief phrases they have taken from other sources? The answer to
this question lies in the distinction between text produced for communal or
common goals and text produced for the purpose of advancing an individual’s
or group’s individual “worth,” as measured through cycles of production and
consumption of intellectual property—a concept to which we’ll now turn.

Credit and Credibility
In their analysis of the system of rewards that operates within scientific
circles, sociologists of knowledge Latour and Woolgar document a cycle of
“credit and credibility” (Latour and Woolgar 189) that allows researchers
to gain reputation and capital. Credit is earned through material rewards
such as grants, royalties, honoraria, research assistants, and the publication
of books and articles. As this credit accrues, it yields increased credibility—
reputation and notoriety within the scientific community, name recognition,
frequent citation. In turn, increased credibility yields more opportunities for
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credit, such as income-generating speeches or consultations, book contracts,
larger grants, and positions on boards and important international councils.
Although based on ethnographic study of scientific communities, Latour
and Woolgar’s analysis describes the professional academic scene more
generally. In virtually every field, academics strive to gain name recognition
through their work, and the system of rewards and punishments in higher
education almost daily reifies their struggle. Accumulated credit garners
credibility through stages of promotion; greater credibility earns positions
on editorial boards, invitations to speak or join collaborative projects, election to positions of organizational leadership, and access to more resources.
Textual production and ownership in this cycle play a powerful role,
motivated as much by the desire for intellectual and material capital as by
altruism and the creation of new knowledge. In such an activity system,
academics form their professional identities partly through documents—
especially books and refereed journal articles—that carry their personal
insignia. For someone engaged in the credit cycle that drives most researchbased academic institutions, text ownership is sacrosanct. In this context,
plagiarism is a frontal attack on one’s worth, dignity, and professional recognition. Yet the passion of a scholar’s response to this violation increases
in proportion to the text’s contribution to his or her intellectual capital.
Very few academics would permit a paragraph from one of their research
articles or creative works to be included, verbatim and without attribution,
in another academic’s own article or public address, but will often readily
agree to “lend” a colleague a section from the policy statements in a course
syllabus, or would not be offended to see that section adopted by strangers
at other institutions without attribution. Such a text has little value to the
person’s scholarly reputation, only to the collective enterprise of education,
in much the same way as when the woodworker who (competitively) crafts
handmade furniture for a living donates time to build benches at a community center. The woodworker might hope that the donation is temporarily
recognized, but is willing to give up the otherwise crucial long-term branding of the furniture out of an interest in contributing to the common good.
In a similar way, authors of AIDS-awareness pamphlets hope only that their
work is massively circulated (with or without attribution and in any alternate
form); credit for authorship is beside the point.
As complex activity systems, academic institutions present a curious
blend of textual values. The multiple discursive communities that make up
colleges and universities place differential value on text depending on its
contributions to personal (or group) credit cycles or to communal efforts
in which individual authorship fades away by virtue of shared goals. Cases
of non-attribution in these settings sometimes exist at the borders of different discursive value systems and are especially difficult to characterize as
plagiarism or the acceptable use of text, even when the writers are students
(compare a student organization’s adoption of another organization’s bylaws with a student’s replication of another student’s lab report or history
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paper). Conflicts occur when an assumed ideology of text production and
consumption is invoked to interpret cases that should operate under a different set of assumptions, such as the Oregon/Stanford case cited earlier,
or the case of Southern Illinois University’s 2001 unattributed adoption of
large portions of a strategic plan produced at Texas A&M University in the
1990s (see Smallwood).
When we examine other activity systems, the terms of the credit cycle
often determine alternate values concerning the use and attribution of text.
For example, like most military organizations, the United States Army has
strict rules for professional conduct, imposes considerable control over the
behavior of its members, and represents a rigid positional hierarchy with
meticulously inscribed roles and rules for advancement. Written text is employed in this system to achieve countless purposes, yet unlike academia,
textual production is more often an activity designed to sustain and improve
the collective effort of the organization’s members than one that allows
individual members to accrue credit and credibility within the hierarchy
(see Anson and Neely). Sheldon, an informant in my research on written
discourse in the military, is an officer who has spent sixteen years in the
Army and now teaches writing at the United States Military Academy at West
Point. As he explains it, the Army not only encourages the free, unattributed
use of text but actually relies on a kind of internal plagiarism as part of its
credo of efficiency; repeatedly, he referred to texts written and circulated in
the Army as “tools” or “products” that are oriented toward pragmatic goals:
In general, we are expected to do so much in the Army that anything we
can “plagiarize” to make life easier is not only useful, but often encouraged. A general motto is “work smarter, not harder.” Nobody cares, particularly outside of a unit, where the tool or format came from. All that leaders care about is whether or not the product is effective and can reduce
time-consuming work. Time is a precious and exhaustible resource. If a
Soldier can produce a tool or format that the boss likes, fantastic. He/she
may ask if you made the product yourself if they’ve never seen something
like it before. If you created it, they’ll tell you “good job” and to pass it on
to your peers. You don’t care that the product will be used by everyone because it’s useful and will only make your job easier in the long run. What
tends to happen is something gets passed on between friends and a networking of useful ideas spreads across the Army. Then people gradually
improve upon the idea, and it mutates into something even more effective
than the original.

Among the artifacts Sheldon shared with me were several policy letters
sent to all company personnel. Sheldon explained that he produced all his
policy memos from scratch, relying on many other texts as he did so.
This policy letter is an example where people plagiarize until their heart is
content. I had to write 17 different policy letters to cover topics required
and inspectable by regulation. The regulation dictates what must be present in the policies, but the verbiage isn’t dictated. It is common for one
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commander to simply change the signature block at the bottom and the
date on the top if he/she keeps the same policy. There may be a tweak or
two of language or emphasis, but the majority will be completely plagiarized. I started out doing that, but the prior policy memorandums appeared to be written by a seventh grader, so I rewrote most of them. Some
I didn’t feel as if they covered the subject very well, so I added what I felt
to be important. I passed on these files to my replacement who promptly
changed the signature blocks and signed off on them. I was happy to pass
them on and didn’t care what he did with them.

Similar processes apply to operations orders, which are documents that
tell soldiers and their commanding officers what to do. Sheldon explained
that
Operations Orders (OPORDS) are another good example where parts are
definitely plagiarized if the opportunity presents itself. . . . It’s the officer’s
responsibility to read it for quality and consistency, but they don’t care
who wrote it, or if it’s original. They don’t have time. It’s all about time.
The 1/3-2/3 rule dictates that leadership has 1/3 the time available to
create and disseminate their plan in order to leave their subordinates 2/3
the time to receive it and plan their part of the execution.

Sheldon also explained that texts are continually modified even in the
midst of what looks like boilerplate copying.
A lot of times tools mutate to fit specific units, commanders and missions. Tools show up in several different formats, and then there are choices to be made as to which will be used. Then a commander decides he/she
doesn’t like something about it and “recommends” a change. Of course,
the change happens, and the tool is now modified from its original. You
might even have to combine different things to make something entirely
new. You end up seeing a lot of similar things, but their use and format are
unit/commander dependent.

As to attribution, Sheldon discusses how Army norms allow the free
adoption of others’ texts but not the accrual of credit from them.
If you didn’t create something, you don’t take credit for it. . . . Half the
time it’s more about what you did with your available tools than where
the tools came from or who created them. Credit for inventing a tool, or
system, or format usually is acknowledged on an evaluation report. But
it only counts for that one report period. After that, it’s old business and
something new and innovative needs to appear. I guess in this way we
encourage change and improvement on existing tools and formats.

Credit within the hierarchy obviously matters, and high up the chain of
command, certain texts are attributed. Sheldon explained that
What you produce at platoon and company level is different from battalion, brigade or division. The higher up the chain you go, the less pla38 Composition Studies

giarism you see because missions necessitate inventing the wheel to begin
with. Once a high-level staff creates something, the product is then disseminated to the applicable lower echelons. These lower echelons will
tend to use the same product or format, because you typically have to send
things right back up the chain at some point.

Like civic contexts, much of the textual world of the Army does not operate under the same norms of authorial attribution and ownership that we
find on the scholarly side of academia. However, in some ways the Army’s
textual world mirrors the organizational and administrative side of academia;
both contexts produce, borrow, recycle, repurpose, and cut and paste text
as needed for the efficient operation of the organization but with much less
concern for the strict word- and sentence-based attribution that characterizes student papers, research reports, journal articles, and scholarly books.

Representations of Plagiarism in Schooling
The social construction of plagiarism is generally shaped by notions of
textual ownership and intellectual property rights. Many of these come from
academia, a context passionate about the ownership and attribution of text,
for all the reasons of the accrual of material and reputational gain as well
as the advancement of knowledge through a paper trail of scholarship. But
in other activity systems, attribution is unnecessary or even unhelpful. If
no credit or credibility accrues from the production of texts, as in a collective enterprise, those texts become freely available to all. Accepting these
practices means taking a view of discourse as a set of constantly evolving,
contextually-mediated and contextually-determined practices, influenced by
social and institutional histories, conventions, and expectations (see Anson,
“Cops”). The “rules” are unstable, just as all social rules are. As Sheldon explained, students who must scrupulously follow plagiarism edicts in military
school find themselves in a completely different system if and when they
join one of the armed forces, and must “unlearn” those edicts in order to
perform effectively and efficiently.
When we teach students about the world of discourse, our descriptions
of the complex rhetorical and linguistic situations in which people write usually reflect the truth. Yet our teaching about plagiarism often misrepresents
the many ways in which people use text and the conditions in which they
provide attribution or deliberately fail to do so. Our misrepresentations first
arise when we confuse our own scholarly and academic values with those
that apply in a learning context. “Credit and credibility” for students begins
as a function of assessment—teachers want to be sure that students create
original material because we are charged with determining their abilities
and the outcomes of our instruction (see Anson, “Closed”). As students move
into higher realms of academia—especially into preprofessional work and
graduate studies—the assessment of accumulated knowledge and ability
gradually gives way to a concern for students’ adherence to standards of
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scholarly work in the professional communities they are joining. Plagiarism
no longer violates the credit associated with the assessment of learning;
now it violates the credit associated with the certification of an individual’s
contributions to the advancement of knowledge and the subsequent accrual
of intellectual capital. When we apply our own professional standards to our
pedagogy, we represent the uses of text from a limited perspective, implying
that all activity systems behave the same way.
Some will argue that as long as students are working in a specific
discursive community, little is gained by disclosing processes, values, and
behaviors that characterize other contexts. Yet among all aspects of rhetoric
and written communication, representations of plagiarism often suffer the
most from a kind of pedagogical myopia, and it is curious that we would
deliberately conceal the truth about how sources are or are not attributed
in the world of discourse in order to compel students to believe in a specific perspective, even if just for the time being. When we show students
the range of textual and discursive practices used in various contexts, and
help them to understand the relationship between these practices and their
underlying social and ideological sources, students begin to see plagiarism
not as “rules” to be memorized uncritically and without regard to situation,
but as socially constructed practices of utmost importance to the academic
community they have joined. This higher-level understanding inevitably
builds greater responsibility than simplistic dualisms rendered in threatening language associated with the control of behavior, not the creation of
thoughtful, responsible, and adaptive citizens.
The version of what is now called “post-process pedagogy” that sees
the composition classroom as a place not just to write but to learn about
writing holds promise for more intellectually substantive coverage of citation practices, text ownership, and plagiarism. As Downs and Wardle put it,
Though we complain about public misconceptions of writing and of our
discipline, our field has not seriously considered radically reimagining
the mission of the very course where misconceptions are born and/or reinforced; we have not yet imagined moving first-year composition from
teaching “how to write in college” to teaching about writing—from acting
as if writing is a basic, universal skill to acting as if writing studies is a discipline with content knowledge to which students should be introduced,
thereby changing their understandings about writing and thus changing
the ways they write. (553)

In such a course, students could learn about or even study contexts for
writing in order to deepen their understanding of the assumptions, processes, tools, values, discursive histories, and social practices that entail
there. The resulting metaconsciousness would be far preferable for students who move into and among different activity systems than sets of
isolated skills, such as learning how to write topic sentences.
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In the domain of plagiarism, for example, students could study specific
cases of citation practice to complicate their understanding of the factors
that led to accusations of plagiarism, such as the scandal surrounding the
Army’s 2006 counterinsurgency manual (FM 3-24), in which the values of
attribution described earlier came into conflict with the values of academia
when the manual was published by the University of Chicago Press (see
Anson and Neely). Dozens of other cases that blur the lines between acceptable and unacceptable attribution, falsification and parody, imitation and
theft, repurposing and appropriation, cooperative competition and copyright
violation, can serve to stimulate deeper and more critical explorations of the
relationships between socially constructed norms of behavior and varied communities of practice. In addition, emerging technologies continue to create
fascinating new questions about the nature and ownership of text, images,
sounds, and other artifacts of digital production—questions students must
ask if they are to be prepared to work in a world dominated by computers.
Within academia itself, students can explore a number of important
issues. In addition to the disparities between texts that do and do not lead
to enhanced credit and credibility (and the resulting attitudes toward ownership), students can explore the ways that scholars draw on prior knowledge in their work. One especially complex area concerns the attribution of
“known” or “assumed” knowledge and knowledge associated with particular
individuals. As new research is demonstrating, these decisions are not only
text- and domain-dependent, but also are affected by writers’ identities and
assumptions about their standing within a particular intellectual community.
As relative novices, students often use text in ways that try ineffectively to
mirror what academics do, but without an understanding of the deeper
functions of source work, they have no frames of reference to develop their
own practices (see Howard, Serviss and Rodrique).
Such explorations can be heuristically preceded by simpler but no less
thought-provoking vignettes or statements that students can analyze. For
example, students could be given a list of hypothetical situations (such as
“Susan pastes her own paragraph word-for-word from a paper she wrote
for another course without explaining where the paragraph came from” or
“Brian quotes some text and then includes its source in parentheses [as in
‘Smith, 2004’] but forgets to put quotation marks around the actual words”).
The students then could be asked whether these statements represent cases
of plagiarism, unethical behavior, or acceptable practice—and what other
factors would help to make those judgments.
Discussions resulting from these and other kinds of judgments almost
always break down the simplistic rules and admonitions students have
learned in previous instruction and rebuild them as part of a more complex
understanding of discourse practices as a function of social context. This
new awareness, alongside more precise instruction in how the values of the
academic community have formed the specific citations practices students
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are asked to use, promises to give students a framework from which to
make principled decisions about their writing, both in school and beyond.
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Aloneness and the Complicated Selves of
Donald M. Murray
Thomas J. Stewart
This article examines Donald M. Murray’s ideas about what he considered
the essential solitude of all writing and what happens within that solitude.
Murray, a pioneer of the process and modern expressivism movements in
composition, identified a number of forces that he felt were at work within
his mind whenever he wrote; this complicated aloneness strongly influenced his model of writing and his pedagogy. The author links Murray’s
aloneness both to the rhetorical self theorized by Jean Nienkamp and to
postmodern ideas about self and identity.

Writers must be comfortable with aloneness; free of guilt at delight in our
own company.
—Donald M. Murray, “One Writer’s Curriculum” (17)

A

s I write this, it is more than four years since Don Murray’s death, and
two decades since he grumbled in print that some already considered
his work “dated, yesterday’s news, old fashioned” and even “quaint” (“Our
Students Will Write” 87, qtd. in Ballenger 297). If they did, it is easy to see
why. Composition had taken “the social turn” in the 1980s, focusing, as
John Trimbur puts it, on the act of writing as “a cultural activity by which
writers position and reposition themselves in relation to their own and
others’ subjectivities, discourses, practices and institutions” (109). Murray, however, continued to explore what seemed to happen inside the lone
writer’s head, and to insist that each student be treated as a real writer
who could learn to control the writing. In simplistic terms, the aging pioneer of process and modern expressivism seemed stuck there, even as our
discipline moved on to a post-process paradigm recognizing the limits of
individual will and awareness, emphasizing the importance of culture and
context, and confronting the socially constructed nature of knowledge and
identity.
Yet as I re-read Murray today, I am struck by how well his descriptions
of the often struggling, always solitary writer align with some quite current
ideas about the nature of self—ideas not generally associated with Murray,
expressivism or process. These ideas take various forms, including notions of
divided, multiple or flexible selves. Their common trait is a rejection of the
unified and essentially rational self presumed in much of philosophy since
the Enlightenment (powell). This is the self of Descartes, Kant, and Locke,
among others. While there never was unanimous acceptance of the model,
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it was Freud who, in a sense, split the atomistic self when he theorized that
it had two components: the generally logical conscious and the desiring,
instinctive unconscious (powell). Decades later, the reverberations were still
being felt, as Tod Sloan explains in a 1994 article published in this journal:
As the observations of psychoanalysts and psychiatrists became more
widely available, [the] view of the self as coherent could no longer be affirmed. We became aware of the fissures, contradictions, fragments, and
splits within the psyche. Furthermore, the fields of cultural anthropology
and linguistics joined psychoanalysis in demonstrating that the psyche is
hardly autonomous but rather a socioculturally and linguistically constituted entity. While numerous other factors played a role in this conceptual
transition, considerations such as these planted the seeds for a variety of
current postmodern visions of the self that emphasize its incoherence and
cultural situatedness. (111)

While academics and philosophers moved to this newer view, the modernist unified self has remained “regnant” in general society (Meyers), where
multiple selves traditionally have been associated with disorder. The situation, however, may be changing. In an article on the science of happiness
and pleasure, Bloom reports that “[m]any researchers now believe, to varying degrees, that each of us is a community of competing selves” and concludes that “[w]e benefit, intellectually and personally, from the interplay
between different selves. . .” (92).
Postmodern ideas of self are tied, in our discipline, to both the social
turn and post-process. In his introduction to an anthology on post-process
theory, Thomas Kent writes that it has three underlying “assumptions about
the act of writing: (1) writing is public; (2) writing is interpretive; and (3)
writing is situated” (1). As a public act, writing is always undertaken by a
language user who is in some relation to other language users; it is never
undertaken by a rational Cartesian self separate from an observed reality.
As an interpretive act, writing is never the simple transfer of encoded information between autonomous individuals; it always involves an evolving,
interpretive “relation of understanding with other language users” (2). These
language users are always situated; they can never extricate themselves from
their time or place or community, and so these “outside” factors are always
present in (what feels like) their “inner” thoughts. The self presumed in
post-process theory, and in composition generally since the social turn, is
the complicated self of postmodernism.
Murray’s own notions of self emerge most clearly in the complicated
solitude that runs like a dark thread through his writings. Aloneness is
foregrounded in his autobiographical work: the central feature of a childhood in a dysfunctional family, a frequent retreat in adulthood, a feeling of
observant separation in social situations. Aloneness, too, is a key attribute of
the composition process that Murray describes in his articles and books. All
writers write alone, he contends; they are “explorers of inner space” whose
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first mission isn’t to communicate with others, but rather “to discover what
they have to say” (“The Explorers” 908). His emphasis on the self-guided,
solitary writer has left Murray particularly vulnerable to at least two criticisms
of process and expressivist pedagogies in general. First, as noted above, the
idea of a self-aware, self-sufficient writer rationally choosing her thoughts
and how to express them is, from a post-process or postmodern view, simply naïve. Second, Murray’s emphasis on introspection in the composition
course can be interpreted as downplaying the effort needed to produce good
writing—however such writing might be defined.
In this essay I will explore the image of the self that emerges in the
aloneness Murray considered so essential to composition, and in the forces
he identified within that aloneness. His solitude turns out to be an interesting place—a writing factory in which two “selves” cooperate and contend
as they produce a text, the text itself learns to think and talk and teach, and
ghosts watch from the shadows. I seek, first, to better understand Murray,
a professional writer who helped lead the charge for composition courses
focused on the writing process and “authentic” expression. Even in these
arguably post-process times, his influence can be seen. Hundreds of writing courses feature elements of the pedagogy that Murray and others have
advocated: a concern for personal voice, an emphasis on rewriting, and use
of the student-teacher writing conference. If aloneness is such a crucial part
of Murray’s model of the writing process, then a better understanding of it
may be important to our discipline. Second, I hope to do some theoretical
bridgework between Murray’s aloneness and one of the more intriguing
views of the individual subject: what Jean Nienkamp has theorized as
the “rhetorical self” (127). This link, I propose, helps to explain Murray’s
“speculations” on how writing happens and to ground it in theory. Finally,
I suggest that a fuller understanding of Murray’s aloneness should cause us
to reconsider some of the labels we have applied to him, and can be used in
the classroom to help teachers address the influence of social context and
to emphasize the disciplined work that writing requires.
Responses to earlier versions of this essay have made me aware of two
distinct cohorts within my audience. There are those who were in composition during the 1980s or earlier, when his influence was greatest. They
read him; they read about him; they discussed him. Whether they generally
agree or disagree with Murray, they feel they know him. In addressing this
cohort, I seek mainly to complicate Murray and to suggest that they reconsider and perhaps re-label him. The other audience consists of those who
came to composition more recently, and it is quite possible that many in
this group are only vaguely aware of Murray. For them, I seek to encourage
the same complex understanding of Murray, but my task involves providing
more background than the seasoned cohort might want. For both groups,
this exploration of Murray must begin by picking up the dark thread of his
aloneness where he tells us it began: in his lonely childhood.
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“Trained to Aloneness”
In his 2001 memoir My Twice-Lived Life, Murray traces many of the
characteristics of his adult life to the experiences of childhood. “[T]here
may have been moments when my parents felt joy, love, satisfaction, completeness in me, but I was not aware of a single time. I was a responsibility
to them, a duty, an obligation, a burden . . .” (152). Responsibility was not
his parents’ strong suit: “We lived a life of dignified fraud on loans and gifts
and charges against friends’ department store accounts. . . . When I was a
boy we never paid anything on time or in full” (18). He recalls the shame
of being enlisted in their deceptions, coached to lie to his father’s employer
for a salary advance (18) and to the landlord when the rent came due
(20). Meanwhile, his parents took their angers and frustrations out on him.
Murray recalls beatings from the age of four (4) until he grew tall enough
as a teenager “to tell my father that if he hit me again, I would coldcock
him” (37). His father and an uncle used a leather shaving strap for these
beatings; his mother used “the back of her bone hairbrush, wetting it so it
would hurt more” (43). There were other types of physical abuse. His mother
sometimes shoved cut-down bars of Ivory soap up his rectum. “She told me,
with grim satisfaction, that it would cure—or prevent—constipation” (37).
Murray describes his mother as an unhappy, emotionally ill woman who
“constantly ridiculed her only child’s appearance. He was, in turn, too fat,
too thin, too fat, too thin, then finally, in adulthood, too fat. He slumped,
dressed funny, mumbled, was funny looking” (148). His father worked most
often in department stores, was frequently fired, but always had big plans.
He once opened his own store, which failed. Over and over, Murray learned
that he could not trust these parents for honesty, let alone support. When
in his early teens Murray got a job at a local grocery, he found his parents’
names on the “bad-debt, give-no-credit list,” and when he asked for his first
50-cent pay, he was told his mother had already borrowed against it (21).
He saved $600 from various jobs as a youth, but discovered that his mother
had emptied his bank account (135). She did the same thing later with the
Army pay he saved during World War II (120).
Murray was a sickly child. During many convalescences, he would “lie
abed reading, listening to soap operas on the radio, drawing and writing,
. . . making believe, drifting from sleep to wake and back so that the line
between night dream and daydream blurred” (64). Even when healthy, he
was an only child in a house filled with the tension of two parents who “lived
a life of rage” (142). He was often left with only his imagination for companionship: “I secretly lived with a family in the wall where I had brothers and
sisters, young parents, real dogs, and a life far different from mine” (62). He
became comfortable with solitude. “I am surprised, reliving my childhood in
memory, how happy I was to be left alone and, once trained to aloneness,
how all my best memories are of being by myself” (65).
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Murray’s childhood shaped him in profound ways, three of which echo
strongly in his views of the composition process. First, it taught him selfreliance, and gave him the work ethic that would keep him from depending
on others. He wrote of pride that he could do “grown-up jobs” (207) as a
teen. A dropout and flunkout from high school (32), he later finished on
his own and put himself through junior college and the University of New
Hampshire. He became a celebrated writer, yet attributed his success more
to his work ethic than to any writing abilities. “Early on I knew how to work.
I didn’t know if I had the talent to be the writer I wanted to be. I did know it
was hard work to make writing come easy . . . I could plant my rump in the
writer’s chair and keep it there . . .” (72). As we shall see, this emphasis on
self-directed hard work would become a keystone of his writing pedagogy.
Murray’s childhood also left him with a central loneness, a mental
separation from others that took the form of self-conscious distance in
social situations and comfortable introspection in solitude. He tells of a
“childhood ability to detach myself from my family” (5). In adulthood he
sought solitude often, as during a family Thanksgiving celebration when his
daughter found him “standing alone on her porch between the turkey and
the pie courses, fleeing to aloneness” (67). Murray diagnoses a contradiction
within himself: a self-described shy person who would “work the room” at
a local restaurant, who taught, gave speeches and even hosted television
shows: “[T]he public Don Murray must be a natural me at some level, but
that person was cultivated, and I was never quite comfortable in his skin”
(66-67). This idea of two selves within one mind will also appear in Murray’s theory of composition.
A habit of observing others and chronicling what he sees and feels is the
third legacy; this loner who feels so separated from others is not uninterested
in them. He describes himself in the memoir as “a writer who always has
part of his mind at a distance, observing, taking note . . .” (175). He also
writes of this compulsion in The Lively Shadow, which recounts the death
of his middle daughter, Lee. “As a child in an uncomfortable family full of
tension and silence, I became a watcher early on. . . . I know that my training as a reporter began before I could even read the paper” (60). As Lee is
dying of Reye’s Syndrome, Murray can not “stop myself from taking notes,
but I feel guilty” (61).
Murray grew up to be a professional writer, first as newspaper reporter
and Pulitzer Prize-winning editorialist, next as a staffer for Time magazine,
then as a free-lancer and ghostwriter. At the age of 39 Murray accepted an
invitation to teach writing and start the journalism department at his alma
mater, the University of New Hampshire. Over the next four decades, he
would develop and explain an influential model of how writing happens
and how it should be taught. As I next explore that model, we shall see how
personal it is.
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Murray on Writing
“I do not see writing from the exterior view but from within my own
mind and my own emotions as I try to write every single day of my life,”
Murray declares in 1970 (“The Interior View” 21). Twenty-four years later,
he laments that some have interpreted his inward observations as more than
what he meant them to be: “From the beginning it was clear to me that my
answers were speculations—guesses. Informed guesses but not TRUTHS.”
(“Knowing Not Knowing” 61-62). These speculations changed over the years,
he notes unapologetically, as his view of his own writing process changed. “I
have not been restricted by any need for consistency,” he explains (A Writer
Teaches Writing 9).
Yet certain principles of his model of writing never changed, and in
reaching them he builds outward from his own experience to a general
model. Regarding motivation, Murray feels “I write because I must” (“One
Writer’s Curriculum” 18), and so he reasons that all writers “are compelled
to write to see what their words tell them” (“Teach the Motivating Force”
56). Regarding error, Murray finds that, in his own revisions, “I did not so
much correct error as develop what worked”; he concludes that writing
instruction, too, should move the focus from fixing what’s wrong to expanding what’s right (“Teaching the Other Self” 146). A third example can be
seen in his depiction of mental solitude—even in a crowd—as central to the
writing process. “At the moment of writing the writer has a fundamental
aloneness,” Murray writes. His evidence:
Although I have written in the city room, suffered group journalism at
Time, worked with a collaborator, I have always found that at the center
of the process I am alone with the blank page, struggling to discover what
I know so I can know what to say (“The Interior View” 22).

Solitude also must be a part of the writing curriculum, he contends: “This
then is what we must give our students: insulation from the external world,
time to be with themselves, instruction in reflection” (“One Writer’s Curriculum” 17). The aloneness that Murray contends is central to writing is
also central to my project today, and I turn to a fuller description of it next.

The Aloneness of Writing
Early in his teaching career, Murray lays out his understanding of the
writing process in 1970’s “The Interior View: One Writer’s Philosophy of
Composition.” He emphasizes the solitary nature of writing, and some of his
statements seem to indicate that Murray sees writing as the straightforward,
unilateral act of a person pursuing a goal. Murray first posits a one-sentence
statement meant “to capture the essential process of writing . . .: A writer
is an individual who uses language to discover meaning in experience and
communicate it” (21). Later, Murray offers a statement meant to illustrate
“what the student writer should go through” in the composition course: “A
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student writer is an individual who is learning to use language to discover
meaning in experience and communicate it” (24). In both statements, note
Murray’s choice of “an individual” as the predicate nominative. If these
statements define writer and student writer, they leave no room for collaboration; co-authorship would not be writing. The statements do not address
issues of social context at all, leaving readers to conclude that he does not
consider such issues important. In fact, the only reference to anyone other
than the lone writer is merely implied: to the reader or readers to whom
the writer communicates.
In dissecting these statements, Murray paints a writer with power,
purpose, and agency: “The good writer . . . must be self-centered,” alone
deciding which criticisms and traditions to accept and which to reject (22).
The writer uses language as a “living tool” wielded “to lead him [sic] to understanding” (22). Murray grants the student writer similar license: “[T]he
writing course should have one central purpose: to allow the student to use
language to explore his [sic] world” (24).
Yet even in this portrait of the solitary, seemingly unconflicted writer
crafting and controlling the writing, Murray adds two brush strokes that hint
at something more complex. Here is the first: “During the process of writing
the writer has, in a sense, been communicating with himself” (23, emphasis
added). Since communication involves the sending and receiving of some
message, and here it happens within the writer, then the writer is playing
both roles—sender and receiver. In the next sentence, Murray suggests the
presence of another actor on the stage: “And if the words on the writer’s page
reveal the writer’s meaning to himself through language, the writer then can
reveal what he has discovered to others . . .” (23, emphasis added) Meaning
is revealed through writing, but this sentence states that it is being revealed
to rather than by the writer. And who or what initiates these revelations? On
its own, the second sentence indicates the words are doing the revealing.
If the sentences are considered together, Murray’s implication is that the
words are more than intermediaries in the communication—that something
is communicated from the writer, through the words, to the writer. The
writer gets back more than she sent out; the self-communication yields new
meaning. These two sentences merely hint that Murray sees any complex
communication going on during the writing process. For stronger evidence
I turn elsewhere, first regarding what Murray means by the writer “communicating with himself,” then regarding the question of what the written
words do to the writer.
Murray most fully explains the intrapersonal communication of writing in 1982’s “Teaching the Other Self: The Writer’s First Reader.” Here he
leaves no doubt that he sees the communication as an interaction between
two separate quasi-beings—the self and the other self—each with its own
essential job:
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The act of writing might be described as a conversation between two workmen muttering to each other at the workbench. The self speaks, the other
self listens and responds. The self proposes, the other self considers. The
self makes, the other self evaluates. The two selves collaborate . . . (140).

Of the two, he sees the self’s role as more straightforward. The self does
what most people think of as writing: coming up with ideas, choosing form
and language, plowing ahead with the task. But Murray believes that to
produce good writing, the self needs the other self to fulfill its more complex roles. The other self is the writing self’s “first reader,” providing “a
sophisticated reading that monitors writing before it is made, as it is made,
and after it is made” (141). The other self tracks the writing from a distance
that allows evaluation, and provides feedback as both “critic” and “supportive colleague” (142). Yet the other self must also precede the writer, acting
as “an explorer, a map-maker,” tracing a trail “between where the writer is
and where the writer intended to go” (141).
Murray sees the other self as enormously important in the writing course.
The teacher’s primary job is to bring the other self into existence (143),
make it articulate, and help the writing self learn to heed its counsel. Murray’s pedagogy is based on the one-to-one writing conference, and in this
article he shows that the teacher deals with both the student’s self and other
self during conferences. “When the student speaks and the student and the
teacher listen, they are both informed about the nature of the writing process
that produced the draft” (143), he writes. Clearly, at any moment either the
student’s self or other self is talking, and the other is listening (along with
the teacher). During the writing course, the teacher’s job is not to determine
the path to better writing, but instead to “stand behind the young explorer,
pointing out alternatives only at the moment of panic” (142). Eventually,
“the other self can take over the function of teacher” (143). Though both
the creative self and the critical other self are integral to Murray’s writing
process, he warns in A Writer Teaches Writing that they sometimes pull the
student in opposite directions. “It is the task of the writing teacher to monitor this tug of war, to encourage the creator or the critic at the appropriate
time, to make it possible for the writer within the writer’s own self to learn
how to deal with these dual forces” (149).
Murray’s solitude becomes even more crowded in “One Writer’s Curriculum,” in which he likens his writing to daily attendance at “a one-room,
one-person school house . . . where I am both teacher and student . . .” (16).
As he composes in this school house, Murray feels the presence of an audience
of “companion readers”—real people he knows or has known—“standing
in the corner of my mind,” watching and subtly influencing the writing:
At the beginning of each day’s lesson I am alone but as I write my classroom is packed with the living and the dead, those I know will laugh at
this line, grow sad at that one, nod at the significant detail, appreciate
how this line turns, how that word surprises. (20)
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The process of writing, as Murray describes it, includes yet another active
participant: the text itself, the revelatory words on the writer’s page. Murray
repeatedly describes what is being written as something with voice and will.
He declares that writers “are compelled to write to see what their words tell
them” (“Teach the Motivating Force” 56) and that student writers should be
taught to hear “the whisper of the emerging text” and see how it is “pointing
the way toward meaning” (“One Writer’s Curriculum” 17). Murray is most
explicit about the seeming independence and intelligence of the text in A
Writer Teaches Writing. He portrays the writing conference as “a trialogue
between student, teacher, and text” in which the text plays an equal, and
sometimes dominating, role. “The evolving text is itself learning during the
conference. In a very real sense, it is discovering its own meaning” (150).
The co-reading of the text in conference, Murray writes, “demystifies one
of the most mysterious feelings that the writer has: that the text talks to the
writer and tells the writer what to do and what not to do” (151).
These descriptions show us that when Murray finds aloneness in which
to write, he is alone only in the physical sense. In another sense, the exterior
quiet allows him to call to order, observe, and participate in a purposive
meeting of forces within his mind. Three of these forces—the creative self,
the critical/evaluative/supportive other self, and the emerging, increasingly
powerful text—constitute a quorum. Murray feels writing can not happen
without interaction among all three. For Murray personally, this interplay
also is influenced by his “companion readers,” the spirits of real individuals
whom he imagines to be watching and evaluating the writing as it happens.
In the composition course, the teacher also plays a role, coaching the student
writer to “hear” what the other self and the text are saying.
I note here that while solitude is a necessary condition for Murray’s
model of writing, it is not in itself sufficient. He emphasizes that this crucible
won’t produce meaning unless the writer first gathers necessary raw material: “Effective writing is produced from an abundance of specific information. The writer needs an inventory of facts, observations, details, images,
quotations, statistics—all sorts of information—from which to choose when
building an effective piece of writing” (A Writer Teaches Writing 10). “Lack
of development—an insufficient amount of information—is the writer’s
primary problem.” (“Teach the Motivating Force” 59)

Regarding Theory
As discussed above, Murray is most strongly associated with two overlapping encampments on the terrain of composition theory: process and
expressivism (or expressionism, as some prefer). Most histories of these
movements (e.g., Gradin, Tobin) identify Murray as a pioneer and influential proponent of both. He is, of course, one of the first to call for a process
approach to composition—turning the primary attention away from what
the final, cleaned-up product should look like, and instead focusing on the
messy, recursive activity of composing itself. As Murray argues, “Instead of
Aloneness and the Complicated Selves of Donald M. Murray 53

teaching finished writing, we should teach unfinished writing, and glory in
its unfinishedness” (“Teach Writing as a Process” 15). Murray never calls
himself an expressivist, yet his insistence on each student finding her own
path to meaning and authentic expression places him at expressivism’s
core—so much so that Irene Ward refers to his “reputation among many
scholars as the model expressivist” (21).
Modern expressivism and process began in the classroom—as revolutions
against the way composition was being taught—and even some leaders of the
movements admit they were short on theory at first. Tobin recalls returning to
graduate school in the early 1980s, a time when the process movement had
been on the ascendancy for more than a decade. Process-based pedagogies
were already popular, he writes, but they “hardly represented a theoretically
consistent or unified approach” (8). Thus, Tobin wasn’t alone in committing
to the movement with “an experiential, empirical belief in process but no
real scholarly basis for my approach” (8). And if some early process believers were complacent regarding theory, early expressivists were downright
averse to it, according to Burnham. “Expressivists distrusted theory because
it often distracted attention from students and teaching” (28), he recalls.
So, Murray’s pedagogy can be regarded as undertheorized in part because of the expressivist and process-focused company he keeps. Yet Murray
brings it on himself, too—by emphasizing the subjective and speculative
nature of his observations, by publishing scholarly works with few or no
references, and especially by emphasizing the contradictions he professes.
His titles advise writers to “Write Before Writing” and to be comfortable
with “Knowing Not Knowing.” Below the titles lurks more apparent illogic,
as in his landmark “The Listening Eye,” in which he declares that the less
he teaches, the more his students learn (14); that his role is “teaching my
students what they’ve just learned” and “trying not to interfere with their
learning” (16); that he doesn’t know how to correct most papers (17); and
that he has “to fight the tendency to think I know the subject I teach” (18).
Murray, the former journalist, reports extensively on the complicated
aloneness of writing, but generally leaves it up to others to decide whether
his “speculations” fit within more formal theory. This is an important consideration. If his aloneness doesn’t “fit” theoretically, then it can be dismissed
as nothing more than the subjective testimony of one writer. If, on the other
hand, there is a theoretical fit, then the theory offers a foundation for others
to build upon Murray’s “informed guesses.” I next propose one such fit: to
the “rhetorical self” theorized by Nienkamp.

Internal Rhetorics
Nienkamp’s Internal Rhetorics: Toward a History and Theory of SelfPersuasion begins with the common notion that we all “talk to ourselves” in
one manner or another, often with a persuasive purpose. For most people,
this is an unexamined feeling, part of many cultures’ folk psychologies. Yet
Nienkamp’s work shows how often the idea has been examined and written
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about by philosophers as far back as Isocrates (18) and Plato (29). In the
20th century, Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca discuss “inward deliberation”
involving “at least two interlocutors” (14; see also Nienkamp 84). In A
Rhetoric of Motives, Burke envisions a whole “parliament” within the mind in
which “rival factions” make and counter claims (38; see also Nienkamp 100).
In building her theory, Nienkamp posits two types of internal rhetoric, primary and cultivated. Primary “goes on virtually all the time in our
subconscious minds” and is a naturally occurring internalization of social
language practices (127). Cultivated internal rhetoric is what we think of as
talking to ourselves; Nienkamp describes it as an “art” (xii) “which rises to
consciousness when circumstances warrant” (125-26). This communication,
she theorizes, occurs within a “rhetorical self . . . made up of a colloquy of
internalized social languages, interacting rhetorically to adapt attitude and
behavior to personal, cultural and environmental demands” (127). In Nienkamp’s model, the rhetorical self is strongly influenced by social norms via
internal rhetoric, yet internal rhetoric’s deliberative and hortative features
also give the self the means to modify and resist such pressures (126). As
such, Nienkamp offers internal rhetoric as a bridge between traditional
rhetoric’s view of a unified, intentional, persuasive self and the postmodern
view of a conflicted, unaware, socially determined self. Nienkamp’s rhetorical self both acts and is acted upon via internal rhetorics. As she puts it,
“(E)ach human being is a site of both rhetorical dissension and concerted
rhetorical action” (127).
In many ways, Murray’s writing process aligns with Nienkamp’s model.
His writer’s learning to listen to the voices of self, other self and text can be
seen as a special instance of her cultivated internal rhetoric. Her rhetorical self is consistent with his image of the writer dealing with sometimesconflicting advice from various internal “voices,” pushing the writing toward
a desired goal yet often leaving the writer surprised where it ends up. Her
internalized social influences may act, on a conscious level, through at least
two of the internal influences he identified. First, the other self, the censor
who is “the writer’s first reader,” embodies the writer’s conception of audience
and, more generally, society. When the censor says a bit of writing works or
doesn’t work, it is the writer’s preconceived, perhaps subconscious, notion of
the audience’s view that is talking. (We know it isn’t the writer’s own view
because the judgment would change depending on audience; the censor
makes different decisions about language in a letter to a lover than in a term
paper for a professor.) The second way that social influences are manifested
in Murray’s writing process is in the form of the “companion readers” who
show up as he writes. Murray describes them as encouraging and appreciative, which is one form of influence. Yet it is also easy to imagine Murray
looking up from his writing and seeing the disapproval he saw so often as a
child. Either way, the characters within Murray’s aloneness certainly provide
opportunities for Nienkamp’s internalized societal influences to be voiced.
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There is one way in which Murray’s aloneness in writing doesn’t immediately seem to fit within Nienkamp’s model. For Nienkamp, internal
rhetorics are as her title suggests: self-persuasion. Her study is about “the
persuasive techniques we use on ourselves” (ix). Yet Murray does not describe the writer’s internal discussion as involving persuasion (in the most
common sense of that term). Picture his analogy of self and other self as
“two workmen muttering to each other at the workbench.” We imagine such
workers cooperating, deliberating, evaluating, criticizing—taking various
actions to move their work forward—but generally not trying to persuade
each other. Extending Murray’s metaphor, it is as if each writing session is
a shift in a factory. The workers show up. In the experienced writer, they
have worked together before, and they know their own jobs and what their
co-worker does. Their common task is to construct meaning from raw information, then send it out the door as communication packaged in some
sort of text. As they build the text, its evolving shape increasingly limits
what the workers can do further with it—yet, again, its growing influence
does not seem to involve persuasion. Murray’s “companion readers” watch
this process, evaluating and thus influencing it, yet they do not speak. If he
sees their role as persuasive, would they remain silent? Murray depicts this
interplay of forces more as rational deliberation than as persuasion, which
fits with his general view of writing as “after all, a rational act” (“Teaching
the Other Self” 143).
Yet this surface disparity need not prevent us from identifying Murray’s
inner writing process as a different perspective on Nienkamp’s internal
rhetorics. Certainly, today’s view that rhetoric is a function of all language
use would encompass deliberation and decision-making. Within cultivated
rhetoric, Nienkamp specifically includes “reasoning through choices and
dilemmas presented to us on a daily basis” as an example of “intentional
(self-) persuasion toward a desired end” (4). She even uses a composition
example (“a writer trying to decide whether to approach her next sentence
one way or another – or to take a break and eat chocolate” [4]) in illustrating how primary and cultivated rhetoric are both present in many internal
deliberations. Finally, let us juxtapose the acknowledged subjectivity of
Murray’s philosophy of writing against the frequently subconscious nature
of Nienkamp’s primary internal rhetoric. He is reporting that the inner communication about writing feels rational and logical. Her model allows this
conception in the foreground even as self-persuasion by internalized social
influences happens in the background. Thus, I propose that her theory of
internal rhetorics explains and situates his view of the composing process,
just as his view provides subjective testimony regarding the importance of
internal rhetorics in the composing process.

Re-Labeling Murray
As I said above, my objectives include better understanding of Murray
and perhaps complicating him—at least convincing compositionists to re56 Composition Studies

examine the work he produced and the labels they have put on it. Specifically,
I disagree with the implications of two of those labels.
Stephen M. North, who in his The Making of Knowledge in Composition
offers a useful taxonomy of knowledge-makers in the discipline, labels Murray as a composition practitioner (341) rather than any type of scholar or
researcher. What does this label mean? North devotes a chapter to the way
practitioners relate to knowledge of their craft; his description is not unsympathetic, but it is not flattering, either. “Practitioners are regarded essentially
as technicians: Scholars and especially Researchers make knowledge; Practitioners apply it,” he writes (21). The main type of knowledge that they
contribute is what North (and others) call lore: “the accumulated body of
traditions, practices, and beliefs in terms of which Practitioners understand
how writing is done, learned, and taught” (22). In explaining his use of the
term, North indicates he is not adopting lore’s “negative, even denigrative
connotations” involving wizards, herbal healers, witches, and alchemy, and
he writes that it is “driven by a pragmatic logic” (23). Yet he proposes that
lore has three central functional properties that are quite illogical: “literally
anything can become a part of lore” (24); “nothing can ever be dropped
from it” (24); and, whenever practitioners adopt knowledge from their own
ranks or from researchers or scholars, they “will make it over in a way that
suits their needs” (25). In other words, the practitioner community to which
North assigns Murray can come to believe anything, will not stop believing
something that has been proven wrong, and probably cannot be trusted to
apply legitimate knowledge without mucking it up.
Let me say first that I do not agree with this description of practitioners
or of the way they make and use knowledge. More to the point in this paper, I do not agree that Murray should be labeled only as a practitioner who
happens to write. As I hope to have shown above, Murray’s lifetime research
agenda was to learn as much as he could about how writing happened and
how it might be taught. His primary method in this quest was examining,
questioning, and recording what seemed to happen in his own mind as he
wrote. Such research is both experiential and phenomenological, and certainly cannot be assumed to be generalizable—yet it does build knowledge
that should not be dismissed as lore.
Murray also has been tagged with the “process” label, and of course the
tag applies. However, I disagree that one common post-process criticism of
the process movement applies at all to Murray. This is the knock that the
movement assumes the existence of some generalized writing process, and
that if we study this process enough we can produce composition instruction
that always works. As Gary A. Olson puts it:
The problem with process theory, then, is . . . that [process scholars] are
endeavoring (consciously or not) to construct a model of the composing
process, thereby constructing a Theory of Writing, a series of generalizations about writing that supposedly hold true all or most of the time. . . .
This is what Thomas Kent and other post-process theorists mean when
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they complain that process scholars . . . are attempting to systematize
something that simply is not susceptible to systematization. (8)

Again, I am not convinced that this is a valid general criticism of the process movement, but I am quite sure that it does not apply to Murray. Yes, he
thought writing processes should be the central focus of our research and
scholarship, and that those processes should be studied in many ways. Yet
his entire body of work is based on a rejection of the idea that writing is in
any way systematic or predictable. Its unpredictability is why, after decades
of successful writing, he declares in My Twice-Lived Life that he still considers himself an “apprentice” (29) to the craft and still feels “the terror of the
blank page” (76). This is why he moves away from knowledge-dispensing
lectures to a one-on-one pedagogy in which he first listens to the student to
learn where she finds herself in a particular writing project, and only then
suggests what might help.

Classroom Possibilities
I suggest there are two ways that a more thorough understanding of
Murray’s aloneness can be useful for writing teachers. First, by emphasizing
the disciplined agenda for this solitude, and the work that must precede it,
teachers can ensure that students appreciate the rigor that writing entails. A
process-focused course needn’t be, as Tobin lists in a summary of the critiques
of process, “too soft, too touchy-feely, too student-directed to do its job:
teach students how to write” (11). And an expressivist course can encourage
voice and agency yet stop short of underwriting what Covino calls “unfettered (and by some lights, unlettered) self-expression” (37). For students
who would attempt writing before they’ve learned enough about subject,
genre, and context, Murray’s model shows the missing element: knowledge
gained through effort. For others who have gathered the raw materials yet
are frustrated because they don’t simply fall together on the page, his model
shows how to proceed: writing, then reading; switching between self and
other self; watching the text take shape and listening to what it learns to
say. Second, Murray’s experiential descriptions of what goes on in a writer’s
mind, combined with Nienkamp’s theoretical work, can provide a starting
point and some useful terms for classroom conversations about issues of
social context. Here, I agree with Gradin that an expressivist writing class
needn’t be politically naïve, that it can help students become aware “of how
the self is socially shaped” (115). Toward that end, classroom discussion of
Murray’s self, other self and companion readers, and of Nienkamp’s internal
rhetorics, can focus on what these phenomena represent, how they influence
a writer, and how the writer might resist.

Final Notes
While I contend Murray’s ideas about the aloneness of writing have real
value in the composition course, I also think he was wrong in letting those
58 Composition Studies

ideas lead him to a pedagogy in which the class rarely met. It is not that
Murray saw no value in classroom interaction; it is just that he saw more
value in student-instructor conversations. As valuable as those conversations
might be, a pedagogy ignoring other interaction is stunted. It denies students
the chance to participate in conversations with each other that can include
just as much surprise and discovery as writing does. Murray’s move to a
conference-only course seems inconsistent with his own oft-stated belief that
students are real writers. If they are, can’t they work with and learn from
each other? Wouldn’t such interaction be valuable practice for a lifetime of
writing outside class? The best writing instruction, I think, would feature
both student-teacher conferences and class meetings that allow the type
of “dialogic/collaborative interaction” with each other that Kent advocates
(“Paralogic Hermeneutics” 38).
Still, I feel Murray was right in seeing a “fundamental aloneness” in writing. Since the social turn, our discipline has shifted its primary focus from, in
Patricia Bizzell’s terms, “inner-directed” to “outer-directed” theorizing (215,
217). I believe this redirection was necessary, and one of the many good
results that came from it was identification of just how socially influenced
writing is. Yet, as Bizzell points out, writing is both inner and outer. Nothing
gets written without context, but nothing gets written without cognition,
either. And these are not two independent universes: context and cognition
interact whenever we write. Understanding this interaction, and discussing
it with our students, is a worthwhile undertaking for composition scholarteachers. Murray’s aloneness—with its self and other self, texts that talk
and think, and ghosts that watch from the shadows—can help with that.
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Augmenting Literacy: The Role of
Expertise in Digital Writing
Derek Van Ittersum
This essay presents a model of reflective use of writing technologies, one
that provides a means of more fully exploiting the possibilities of these
tools for transforming writing activity. Derived from the work of computer
designer Douglas Engelbart, the “bootstrapping” model of reflective use
extends current arguments in the field regarding the role of technical expertise in writing. Individually, and as a discipline, we can use Engelbart’s
example as inspiration for assembling unique systems of tools that extend
our sense of what is possible in terms of producing and distributing texts.

I

’m currently writing this paragraph in the word processing program
Pages, part of the Apple iWork ’09 software suite. Also open are
DevonThink, a database program holding all of my reading notes from the
past several years, and Tinderbox, a difficult-to-encapsulate program that I
have used here for brainstorming (creating visual maps of notes and links)
and outlining. Many of the relevant notes for this article were copied from
DevonThink into Tinderbox and moved about in various maps until the
maps cohered into finished-for-now outlines. While I reviewed the reading
notes in DevonThink, the program used its fuzzy searching algorithms to
suggest notes that it believed were related. As I write in Pages on one
monitor, a second monitor displays several Tinderbox windows (with the
outline and a map) and the DevonThink window is hidden behind these.
While at one level the writing process described above is ordinary
enough (notetaking, synthesizing notes, outlining, drafting), the specific
practices and programs are likely unfamiliar to many readers. This is not to
say, however, that they are highly specialized or require programmer-level
computer expertise. Many writers likely have customized digital workflows in
a similar fashion, but they would seem equally obscure because writers rarely
share their practical knowledge in any formal or systematic fashion. While
computer classes or workshops could be one area where computer writing
expertise would be shared, they are almost always dedicated to learning
the features of a particular program rather than detailing how users might
best exploit an array of software for a wide-ranging activity like writing.
Furthermore, descriptions of the instrumental sides of digital literacy
remain few and far between in rhetoric and composition scholarship.1 By
relegating development of technical expertise with the tools of contemporary
composition to hallway conversations and accidental revelations, rhetoric
and composition scholarship reinforces popular beliefs about the ease and
intuitiveness of these tools. These beliefs generally lead to increased frustraComposition Studies 39.2 (2011): 61–77

tion for users when tools designed to be intuitive turn out to be anything
but easily learned (see, for example, Dilger). As Barbara Mirel has shown,
when computer software attempts to be intuitive, what results are simple
tools inadequate for complex activities. When ease of use is privileged over
other qualities, such as usefulness, it becomes difficult to judge between a
uselessly difficult program and one whose difficulty mirrors, and engages
with, the complexity of the task. In this way, valuable programs that may
require training are dismissed. Even worse, training becomes denigrated as
an indication of an inferior user who finds difficulty with “easy” programs.
Since the particulars of software use are not frequently discussed in
the field, some may assume that writing software is inconsequential for
writing or is straightforward to use, thereby requiring no explicit training
or development of skills. Those that come across challenging programs or
rewarding digital writing practices are left to wonder whether they alone feel
challenged and rewarded or if they are alone in using such software. Many
writing teachers and scholars, though, look to computers not for a challenge
to existing practices, but, as Stuart Selber has argued, to “simply transfer
wholesale to the screen their existing assumptions, goals, and practices” (23).
The history of computing shows that many people, not just writing
teachers and scholars, have adopted a similar approach to computers. Many
early computer designers focused on the ways computers would automate
everyday tasks instead of how these tools might alter such work. For example,
J.C.R. Licklider, an early proponent of interactive computers, wrote in 1960
of his attempt to “keep track of what one moderately technical person [i.e.
Licklider himself] actually did during the hours he regarded as devoted to
work” and found that “[his] ‘thinking’ time was devoted mainly to activities
that were clerical or mechanical” and thus determined that “the operations
that fill most of the time allegedly devoted to technical thinking are operations that can be performed more effectively by machines than by men”
(133-4). Computers, under this formulation, should do the drudge work of
running calculations and plotting graphs, thereby freeing up the human mind
to work creatively. This same attitude can be seen behind the contemporary
preoccupation with “ease of use” and so-called intuitive interfaces. Developing expertise with a computer program or learning new working practices
required by software often seems like tedious or tangential work, and thus
flies in the face of a perspective that sees computers as solely tasked with
eliminating our drudge work.
Some computer designers, though, have attempted to promote perspectives that counter the dominant focus on eliminating drudge work. One
such designer is Douglas Engelbart, known popularly as the inventor of the
mouse. Engelbart’s research into computing, along with the systems his lab
developed in the late 1960s and early 1970s, set the stage for personal computing at a time when computers were mainly used for mathematics. Engelbart argued for the creation of systems that would enhance, not eliminate,
everyday work. Making similar observations as Licklider, Engelbart and his
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colleagues came to different conclusions. They note that “specialized work
. . . while vital to [knowledge workers’] effectivness, probably occupied a
small fraction of [their] time and effort” and that the “bulk of [their] time . . .
would probably be occupied by more general knowledge work” (Engelbart,
Watson, and Norton 10) such as composing written documents or telephone
communication. Rather than proposing that general knowledge work could
or should be automated by computers, Engelbart proposed computers as
a means to “augment” that work through the development of new “information-handling . . . techniques, procedures, and systems” (“Conceptual”
2). Most important for my argument here is Engelbart’s focus not simply
on designing new computer systems, but also new working techniques. He
understood that new tools were not enough—people needed to develop the
instrumental expertise necessary to make the most of new technologies and
means of knowledge work.
Engelbart’s focus on writing as the first activity to be transformed through
computing gives his work continued relevance for the field of composition.
By focusing on Engelbart’s research and technologies, I will show how his
efforts to develop writing technologies to transform everyday knowledge
work provides a model of computing that has been submerged in rhetoric
and composition, and in popular representations of computing more broadly.
By countering approaches that seek to make computing skills invisible or
inconsequential, Engelbart’s work shows the benefits of developing expertise
with tools that transform writing activity. My aim in drawing on this history
of computing is, ultimately, to find ways to more fully balance our approach
to computer writing software and its use and instruction by positioning computer expertise as an integral component of contemporary literate activity.

Technical Expertise
Several scholars within rhetoric and composition have begun the work
of reframing expertise and computer literacy to better fit rhetorical practice.
One of the central contributions of Selber’s Multiliteracies for a Digital Age is
its reappraisal of functional literacy. Primarily through an in-depth analysis
of the “tool metaphor” dominant in conceptions of computer use, Selber
argues that the field needs to break out of a tendency to see computers
solely as neutral or overdetermining. “As a human extension,” he writes,
the computer is not self-determining in design or operation. The computer, as a tool, depends upon a user, who if skilled enough can use and
manipulate its (non-neutral) affordances to help reshape the world in potentially positive ways. (40)

Functional literacy, then, is not an insignificant skill to be ignored in writing classrooms, nor a dangerous orientation blinding writers to the political
consequences of computer use. It is an inseparable component of ethical
and effective communication.
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Selber’s argument resonates strongly with others concerned with the
disappearance of “know-how” in the realm of tool use. Robert R. Johnson,
for instance, seeks to re-emphasize the knowledge users have in an effort
to counter current tendencies by designers to view computer users “as idiots who must have the technologies ‘dumbed down’ to their level, a level
that has no knowledge of its own” (13). Bradley Dilger traces the cultural
assumptions that tie together ease and technology, noting the dangers for
writers in the long-standing belief that technology should be transparent and
effortless (118). Jenny Edbauer Rice has recently identified composition’s
resistance toward instruction in functional literacy as a conflation between
teaching rote grammar exercises (mechanics) and rote technical skills (367).
In upending this negative view of mechanics, Edbauer Rice privileges rhetorical production, which requires a wide variety of technical skills. All of
these scholars work to show that expertise with digital composing tools is
an integral rather than separate component of writing.
Researchers in technical communication have already begun to detail
the kinds of productive expertise required for complex writing tasks. Clay
Spinuzzi has traced the productive work of computer users who customize
their workspaces with texts such as sticky notes (1). Through analysis of
videos of technical writers at work, Shaun Slattery has outlined the components of “textual coordination,” a set of practices that function
as an attempt to control the environmental conditions in which [writers]
do knowledge work. Those writers who are best able to control environmental conditions and maintain operational fluency are best able to stay
focused on achieving higher-order goals (357).

In other words, skillful manipulation of software and print documents by
these technical writers enabled successful rhetorical performances. As the
work of these scholars has shown, technical skill in using writing technologies is inextricable from the forms of rhetorical production our field most
values. Yet writers outside these technical fields are faced with “dumbeddown” software that positions them as idiots without technical skill or are
discouraged from wasting time learning the “mechanics” of more complex
software that is seen as controlling and autonomous.
Some in rhetoric and composition have sought to avoid the challenges
posed by the instrumental demands of new software and technologies by
returning to print-based techniques. Peter Kratzke, for example, has recently
argued that the technique of recopying text between drafts promotes revision “in the truest sense of the word—to re-see expressions and ideas” (9).
Because word processing encourages editing existing text on the screen, “the
physical concept of a draft has radically changed” (10). Resisting this change
by printing out drafts, Kratzke argues, makes “recopying a six-line run-on
sentence . . . all but impossible. . . A nonsensical paragraph dissolves before
our fingers hit the keys” (17). While I might quibble with the certainty of
these claims (recopying is no more of a magic bullet for improving student
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writing than any other computer or print-based technique), I certainly can
appreciate the value of such a practice and the goal of improving students’
ability to revise. What troubles me is the overarching argument that such
print-based practices are all that is needed to help students “learn to use
the technology better” (9), Kratzke’s purported goal. Recopying may teach
students to revise better, but I can’t see what it teaches them about the use of
computers for writing beyond avoiding and distrusting the many computer
tools available that may help with revision. Scholars like Kratzke, and writers
in the popular media such as Nicholas Carr, promote human empowerment
through limiting or even eliminating technology use. It is hard to argue that
turning off the automatic email alerts and eliminating one’s blog feeds, as
Carr advocates, will have some benefits for concentration and mental health
(200). However, these strategies of avoiding technology will not teach writers to use advanced text manipulation software, or how to create and mine
databases for information and profitable connections, or how to use these
techniques to increase their rhetorical effectiveness.
Consider, for example, Steven Johnson’s depiction of his writing process
in a 2005 essay in the New York Times. With the DevonThink database software mentioned above,2 Johnson used fuzzy searching (e.g., when Johnson
employs the word “sewage” as search criteria, he gets results that include
similar terms, like “waste”), to draw connections between notes he wrote and
stored in the database that he had not previously seen as connected. By trying to reconcile why notes about the biology of calcium waste products were
returned in a search for “sewage,” Johnson thought of an analogy between
how cities use waste productively and how vertebrate animals evolved when
cells turned calcium waste into bones. In reflecting on this thought, Johnson
suggests that “I’m not at all confident I would have made the initial connection without the help of the software. The idea was a true collaboration,
two very different kinds of intelligence playing off each other, one carbonbased, the other silicon” (“Tool for Thought” 27). As Johnson details in a
blog post follow-up to his Times essay (“Tool for thought”), several particular
practices contributed to the successful collaboration between the machine
and his thoughts, including storing only interesting bits of information and
cutting each bit into 50-500 word chunks (as opposed to importing whole
articles and books and storing them as single files). What is valuable about
Johnson’s description is not the focus on the unique intelligence of Steven
Johnson or the particular features of the database software, but instead the
affordances of the system that is constituted by the skillful and reflective
coordination of these elements. In other words, Johnson clearly represents
an empowered user who uses technology to transform his writing.
Johnson’s orientation toward software resonates strongly with Douglas
Engelbart’s project to augment human intelligence with computer technology. As his research articles and hardware designs illustrate, Engelbart saw
the value of computers as more than offering faster ways of accomplishing
rote tasks (such as calculations). Instead, he argued that computer tools
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are useful because they allow people to think in new ways. Furthermore,
Engelbart’s colleagues put their ideas to the test by designing and then
using tools and techniques that would transform their everyday working
practices, and it is this process that can provide a model for writing scholars
as we seek to integrate and exploit computer technology more fully in our
research and teaching.

Bootstrapping Augmentation
The term “augmentation” may conjure up images of human-computer
cyborgs with electronic eyes and wires connected to their brains. In fact,
Engelbart meant it as a more general term, referring to almost any aspect
of cognition. In a book chapter published in 1963, Engelbart explains his
view of human activity:
Individuals who operate effectively in our culture have already been considerably “augmented.” Basic human capabilities for sensing stimuli, performing numerous mental operations, and communicating with the outside world are put to work in our society within a system—an H-LAM/T
system—the individual [human] augmented by the language, artifacts,
and methodology in which he is trained. (“Conceptual” 8)

Engelbart had concluded that our mental and physical tools were no longer adequate to address the problems of the day, and his research program
sought ways to enhance people and their tools collectively. Thus, rather
than focus on either Language, Artifacts, or Methodology (or an improvement in Training in these areas) alone, Engelbart’s augmentation approach
posited that improving these elements together as a system better reflects
the ways they always affect each other in practice. “The important thing to
appreciate here,” Engelbart argues, “is that a direct new innovation in one
particular capability can have far-reaching effects throughout the rest of
your capability hierarchy” (“Conceptual” 7). Focusing solely on an innovation in one area, such as a new writing software application, may prevent
one from seeing how use of the software leads to language changes or new
composing processes.
Augmentation, as Engelbart defined it, was enacted within his research
lab, the Augmentation Research Center (ARC), through the strategy of
“bootstrapping.” Originally referring to the way a computer “pulls itself up
by its bootstraps” when relatively simple software routines programmed into
the circuit boards initiate the more complicated ones that run the computer
(now simply called “booting”), Engelbart and his ARC colleagues employed
this term to describe the process of using the tools they made to enable the
creation of even more useful tools.
Within ARC we do as much work as possible using the range of online capabilities offered. We serve not only as researchers, but also as the subjects
for the analysis and evaluation of the augmentation system that we have
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been developing. Consequently, an important aspect of the augmentation
work done within ARC is that the techniques being explored are implemented, studied, and evaluated with the advantage of intensive everyday
usage. We call this research and development strategy “bootstrapping.”
In our experience, complex man-machine systems can evolve only in
a pragmatic mode, within real-work environments where there is an appropriate commitment to conscious, controlled, exploratory evolution.
(Engelbart, Watson, and Norton 12)

Within ARC, bootstrapping through “conscious, controlled, exploratory
evolution” began with the creation of writing tools. Functioning hardware
and software components became more efficient tools for writing software
and reports. In exploring the new practices afforded by these tools, the ARC
researchers discovered new possibilities for activities that were not imaginable before their computer was built. As Engelbart described it during a
retrospective interview with Adams and Lowood in 1987:
You build something that you can use. You start using it and then you improve that and build a different one. That was the projection. I would start
with text-processing by the computer that could help me do the text work.
It composes reports and memos along the way, and software. (Interview)

It is somewhat surprising that Engelbart saw writing (or at least “text-processing”) as a foundational activity that would support further co-evolution
between humans and computers. This view, although resonant with that of
many writing scholars, put Engelbart and his research partners within ARC
at odds with others within the computer research community in the late
1960s. For instance, in 1961 a program was written for the PDP-1 computer
at MIT that functioned as a crude text editor, allowing a user to type into
the computer (that had no display) and print using a Flexowriter. Its name
was “Expensive Typewriter,” and was a kind of joke (Waldrop 188).
As conceived by the researchers at ARC, bootstrapping was a lengthy
process, but one that could provide tangible results along the way if approached reflectively and strategically. Beginning the bootstrapping process
with writing technology was a primary strategy, as Engelbart recounts:
Just learning how to harness, to integrate all this technology into our way
of thinking and working, would take a long, long time. But some paths
that you would follow would get to the benefits and effectiveness much
sooner than others. The strategy was important to me. These are things
that made so much difference. I’d say, “I’m starting to work with documents, with the support of expositional communication and thinking and
developing an argument that can be communicated, and with integrating
lots of other people’s thoughts and considerations.” That would be right at
the heart of how you learn from experience and integrate it. (Interview)

“Support of expositional communication” took several forms in the computer built by Engelbart and his colleagues around 1967. Because it was a
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networked, time-sharing computer system, their system enabled real-time
and asynchronous collaboration on text documents (both “expositional
communication” and programming code). Several users could be logged
into any one computer at a time, and users from different computers could
communicate through the networking protocols. Users could also leave
messages for each other, either in a direct form like email, or as a note
appended to a specific section of a document or piece of code. In these
ways, their system supported collaboration on both the programming work
necessary to develop more computer software, and also the written work
required to receive government funding and share the results of their augmentation research in publications and at conferences, as well as amongst
themselves.

Bootstrapping Writing
To examine the strategy of bootstrapping as a means of augmenting
writing practices, I now turn to a brief history of Engelbart’s development
of writing technologies that illustrates how experience and expertise with
an array of writing technologies led to valuable new writing practices. The
first major innovation in writing technology discussed by Engelbart is a
hypothetical writing machine that would have consisted of a special electric typewriter and a stylus. Together, these devices offered what we now
call “cut and paste” functionality, allowing writers to type text normally
with the typewriter, but also select bits of typed text with the stylus that
would subsequently be printed by the typewriter.3 In his description of the
hypothetical machine, he argues that it would facilitate “a new process of
composing text.” As he explains,
trial drafts can rapidly be composed from rearranged excerpts of old
drafts, together with new words or passages which you insert by hand
typing. Your first draft may represent a free outpouring of thoughts in any
order, with the inspection of foregoing thoughts continuously stimulating
new considerations and ideas to be entered. If the tangle of thoughts represented by the draft becomes too complex, you can compile a reordered
draft quickly. It would be practical for you to accommodate more complexity in the trails of thought you might build in search of the path that
suits your needs. (“Conceptual” 7)

Engelbart imagined that such a machine would facilitate revision through
rapid rearrangement, thereby giving writers more freedom to compose on
the page rather than in their heads. He argues, prior to the creation of
any kind of word processor, that the ability to move text around easily
would make writers more likely to follow complex trails of thought because
a messy draft with tangential ideas could be compiled into a “reordered
draft.” While the above description may suggest that Engelbart’s vision of
computer tools is too deterministic, later accounts of his work with prototype technologies reveal he is well aware that writers must expend serious
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effort—this hypothetical device is not creating more complex drafts on its
own. Later in that same report, Engelbart suggests that it is writers who
will find themselves wanting to “incorporate more complex procedures in
[their] way of doing things” (“Conceptual” 7), as opposed to arguing that
the device will somehow create better drafts through its functions.
By 1965, Engelbart had designed and begun to write with a computer. Although it differed in design from the hypothetical writing machine described
above by forgoing the stylus, it did not differ much in practice. The Z-code
system, as it was called, was an off-line computer program—a designation
that, prior to the Internet, referred to the interactivity of a computer. Off-line
computing meant typing something onto paper-tape, punch cards, or some
other storage system that would later be fed into the computer for processing. Working on-line meant that the computer responded immediately to
user input. Engelbart described his process of writing with an off-line system
in terms of efficiency—since he didn’t have access to a computer for more
than four hours a day during his early research, efficiency during on-line
time was paramount. With the computer helping to rearrange his drafts
according typed commands, his own writing style became more efficient:
When I work at a typewriter, the ideas develop as the words flow, and
when the thinking is hard, the sentences get butchered, with much insertion and deletion (penciled arrows and interlineation, etc.), until they say
what my current thought requires. After a page or two of this, the real
ideas begin to emerge and the whole thing needs reorganizing. . . . It
occurred to me that if I used a private “tapewriter” (our term for a papertape-punching typewriter) in my office for such thought development I
could then feed the paper tape into the computer at the beginning of my
on-line working session, and thus take direct advantage of off-line thinking time. (Augmenting 24)

Writers today may have a hard time seeing such an off-line system as
efficient. Common keyboard commands in contemporary software are
typically simple and take effect instantly. Off-line commands, on the other
hand, were typed into the text itself and had no effect until the document
was reprinted by the computer. Such a system, one can imagine, would easily
break a writer’s concentration by requiring constant shifting between typing
complicated codes and composing.4
Engelbart, however, found the system useful enough in his everyday
work to continue developing it. He describes using the Z-code system to
write his second report on the augmentation project:
The [writing] techniques were not smooth: the system would occasionally
backfire from unwitting violation of a subtle point in convention; many
extra hours went into composition of some parts because the system was
not compatible with the thought processes of the author; and considerable
constriction was experienced. However, the feeling of being tied into a
system made a surprising difference in the work itself, revealing new kinds
of inadequacies, and new kinds of possibilities. (Augmenting 3)
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Here Engelbart takes on a detached tone, writing about himself in third
person and with passive voice (“constriction was experienced”). As test
subject for his experiments, but also the designer of them, and thus heavily invested in the outcome yielding results favorable for his program in
augmentation, Engelbart occupied several potentially conflicting positions
at once, both in real life and rhetorically in the report. He did not want
to suggest that his military contract funding was being misspent on technologies that did not work or were too much trouble. Therefore, any difficulty with the writing system became, in his report, a sign of the potential
for augmented activity once the human and machine had co-evolved a bit
more. Although his attention to the “new kinds of possibilities” the Z-code
system afforded may have been prompted by his need to show progress, it
also illustrates the value of keeping the usefulness of writing technologies
in mind, even when the usability is lacking.
In a passage reminiscent of his 1963 projections regarding the use of a
hypothetical writing machine, Engelbart observes that with the Z-code system
I found that for stretches where the words flowed relatively easily, the
system was quite helpful, and with later recycling capability [the ability to
store text on magnetic tape for use in other documents/files] I think it will
prove to be very helpful over a wide range of writing and rewriting applications. For tougher stretches of composition, the system got in the way.
For some of these sections, I went back to more primitive means, a ballpoint pen, with lots of scratch-outs, arrows, and marginal scribbling and
a skilled typist to translate to clean text. This was much preferable—and
I admit this with no sense of failure regarding the utility of the eventual
improved Z-code System. (Augmenting 46)

In this passage, Engelbart begins to sketch out the ways such computeraided writing could become a useful activity different from typewriting.
When he struggled to find the right words “the system got in the way”
and print tools were more useful, which Engelbart found in keeping with
his theories on co-evolution. The computer introduced changes with its
storage capability, though, affording writing or re-writing through pasting
together existing text.
By 1968, Engelbart could write online with a new computer (the On-line
System, or NLS) and leave the Z-code system (and its limitations) behind.5
He described the new affordances of the NLS in a report for NASA, then a
major funder of ARC’s research. The report states that in order to reduce
the stress introduced by learning to write with the NLS, it should be used
for long periods of time, six hours or more, to accustom the writer to its
features. The following quoted section pulled from the report was written
by Engelbart “at the end of an eight-hour working session” (Human 48). To
begin, Engelbart offers a more detailed description of the composition-byrearrangement process he wrote about in 1963 and 1965:
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To accommodate and preserve a thought or piece of information that isn’t
related to the work of the moment, one can very quickly and easily insert
a note within the structure of a file at such a place that it will neither get
in the way nor get lost.
Later, working in another part of the file, he can almost instantly (e.g.,
within two seconds) return to the place where he temporarily is storing
such notes, to modify or add to any of them.
As any such miscellaneous thought develops, it is easy (and delightful)
to reshape the structure and content of its discussion material.
It is also easy and delightful to see a number of initially disconnected
notes mature to the point where they are ripe to be integrated under one
‘topical’ heading. (Human 48-9)

The searching and rearranging practices described by Engelbart were afforded by the hierarchically-structured writing environment of the NLS.
Thus, during a writing session with the NLS, users could move disconnected statements to a special branch in the hierarchy of the document,
and access this branch at various times to pull statements from it into the
main sections of the document.

Bootstrapping Composition
In the previous section I have emphasized Engelbart’s reflective practices with regards to the co-evolution of his writing tools and practice as he
engaged in the bootstrapping method. While the bootstrapping method of
augmenting intelligence was enacted in ARC by using experimental technologies to design more experimental technologies, I believe the general
approach has value for scholars not involved in technology creation. At its
core, the bootstrapping method was oriented toward continually exploring
the possibilities available from the intersection between situated tasks and
available technologies. Too often, however, technologies are adopted based
on their ability to seamlessly match with existing ways of working—thereby
forgoing the possibility of reimagining these practices based on the affordances of different technologies.
Engelbart suggested that people’s rejection of innovative technologies
stemmed from their inability to fully imagine what it would be like to work
with them. In the 1965 Z-code report, he attempts to counter anticipated
criticisms of his goal to write “live” on a computer with a screen:
Considering this Service facility solely from the point of view of being able
to compose and modify displayed information—to erase that word, move
this sentence up and have the rest of the text rearrange itself accordingly,
begin a new paragraph there, insert the following word, change that symbol to logical AND—makes it extremely hard to place a value upon that facility until it has been integrated into a coordinated and practiced way of
working. A man could predict that he would have no use for such a facility, but until he appreciated from experience, what it was like to have the
added capability, his evaluation would be premature. (Augmenting 19-20)
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Engelbart’s sense that new tools bring with them unimagined possibilities
is echoed by Bruno Latour in a discussion of the affordances of tools. “With
[a hammer] in hand,” Latour argues,
the possibilities are endless, providing whoever holds it with schemes of
action that do not precede the moment it is grasped. . . . Those who believe that tools are simple utensils have never held a hammer in their
hand, have never allowed themselves to recognize the flux of possibilities
that they are suddenly able to envisage. (250)

The bootstrapping method continually leads users toward the recognition
of, as Latour says, the “flux of possibilities they are suddenly able to envisage” with their new tools.
As a field of writing scholars and teachers, we should investigate ways
we might collectively apply bootstrapping strategies in our departments,
writing programs, and professional organizations. Furthermore, we should
focus particularly on developing and teaching bootstrapping methods directly
to writers. The bootstrapping method as practiced at ARC facilitated the
production of an innovative working system consisting of new hardware,
software, writing practices, and collaborative working methods. As writing
researchers and scholars, we too can use this method to facilitate assemblies
of similarly innovative systems. Under this more personalized conception of
bootstrapping, writers maintain a critically reflective attitude toward their
working goals and available tools in an effort to leverage new possibilities
that may be lurking unnoticed within existing software, hardware, or situations. One particularly rich example from within the field will illustrate the
benefits of this approach.
At the University of Georgia, a group of researchers have developed and
implemented an electronic portfolio system, named <emma>, for the firstyear writing program that provides students and teachers with the means to
“tag,” or label, structural and rhetorical aspects of electronic texts and then
display tagged material in several different ways. For instance, students
might be asked to tag their thesis statements and supporting evidence and
claims in an argumentative essay. Then, the <emma> system provides three
different options for displaying the text: “[1] as plain text; [2] marked so
as to reveal [through colored highlighting] the relationship between thesis
and support; and [3] marked to reveal only the thesis and its supports in
a ‘collapsed’ post-facto outline” (Desmet et al. 36). Furthermore, essays
tagged in this way and collected into an archive of all student work enables
the collection of valuable data. As Desmet et al. describe,
With a corpus of work marked-up by the student and the evaluator, it
should be possible to search, for example, for all the excellent instances of
thesis sentences in any a given assignment, for all examples of particular
errors, or for all uses made of a selected quotation or reference. (27)
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What makes <emma> particularly relevant to my argument here is
the way its development process fits the bootstrapping model. <emma>
is built with a technology similar to HTML called XML. These researchers
did not begin with an idea to use XML in first year composition classes as
a component of an overarching eportfolio document management system.
Instead, they describe,
With a basic understanding of the power and flexibility of XML, several
of us began to experiment, in classes at the undergraduate and graduate
level, with how XML could be leveraged to manipulate documents, from
primary texts to student responses to text. From there, a grant was written
and a graduate seminar composed to nurture such ideas. (27-8)

Attention to XML and its affordances came before any clear sense of how
to apply it to particular writing situations or pedagogical goals. Like the
researchers at ARC, the <emma> team at Georgia began to use the technology in their courses in an effort to see what kinds of work it could do.
Throughout their account of the project their attention to the usefulness of
XML and <emma> is paramount. As they remark toward the end of the
article: “we need to consider ways to make <emma> substantially more
than an automated highlighter” (45). Their case illustrates the crucial reflective components of bootstrapping that ask researchers to consider both
the affordances of the technology and the demands of particular situations.
Additionally, their description of the <emma> project alleviates
concerns that the bootstrapping method, by attending too closely to the
demands of technology, deviates into technological determinism. It is clear
from their description of a graduate course where participants argued over
the pedagogical application of XML tagging that they were not overrun by
enthusiasm with the tool and were not letting it dictate the goals or means
of teaching writing. Furthermore, they discuss their efforts to customize
their deployment of XML by modifying existing software projects to better align with their goals or needs (28), again showing that one particular
tool or even one version of that tool is not determining their use. At the
same time, though, the two narratives of particular classroom encounters
with <emma> shared in the article show that teachers have made many
changes to their existing ways of working in order to accommodate many of
<emma>’s demands, and continue to reflect on ways they might cater more
fully to these demands. In other words, bootstrapping departs somewhat
from our field’s depictions of the dangers of technological determinism,
where the technology must always be considered last, after all pedagogical goals have been developed. In an important way, XML technology is
actively shaping the kinds of goals teachers imagine are possible in a writing course or individual class session. However, clearly these researchers
are not abandoning existing commitments to teaching process approaches
and argumentative structures. The XML technologies and the <emma>
system overall have become important actors that have an influence within
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the classroom and the curriculum, but in Desmet et al.’s account <emma>
is neither the most important actor nor the one with the most influence in
all settings or situations.
In addition to the collaborative, institutional approach to bootstrapping
represented by the <emma> project, more small-scale, even personal, approaches are also possible. A general practice for such an approach would
consist of exploiting the materials at hand to engage new ways of working
(either new tools or processes). One example of this practice would be making use of versioning features in writing software and other programs. With
word processing software, it is simple to save multiple versions of documents
as multiple files, perhaps with a naming scheme indicating draft number or
date. Remembering the differences between these drafts during later review
can be difficult, though, so this system can quickly lead to confusion. The
“compare documents” feature, available in Microsoft Word and OpenOffice
Writer, can alleviate the problem somewhat by quickly identifying any differences in the text of two particular files. While writing my dissertation, I
came to rely on these features so that I could make wholesale changes to
the text (moving or deleting large sections, rewording paragraphs) without
having to worry about how difficult it might be to undo those changes.
For subsequent writing projects, however, I have leveraged my experience with close review of previous drafts to explore new programs that offer
more support for these practices. I now use a “distributed version control
system,” a class of programs popular with computer programmers who use
them to maintain histories of changes to large libraries of computer code
(one popular DVCS is Git, another is Mercurial). This software saves each
version of a file or group of files, along with annotations regarding the
changes, in a simple interface that depicts the changes as a chronological
timeline. Each time a new version of a file is saved, I am prompted to write
a brief note regarding the changes I have made. These notes make it simple
to identify particular sections of drafts I might want to restore. Furthermore,
if files are saved in “plain text” format (the way most programmers save
their code files), powerful comparison tools can be used to merge particular
drafts or to pinpoint particular changes to revert while leaving others alone.
These tools make it possible to create multiple “branches” of a text, where
two different versions are updated independently and then merged later—
allowing a writer to experiment with different ways of revising the same
text or letting multiple writers work concurrently on a text and have their
changes merged later (if they both make changes to the same portion of text,
the program prompts the user to choose which change to keep). Although
Mercurial or Git can be used successfully with only a basic understanding
of these main features, these programs offer many more features, designed
mainly for programmers, that writers might successfully appropriate. Additionally, gaining familiarity with these programmers’ tools allows writers
to transfer that experience to other programs—such as specialty text editors or search mechanisms (like grep or regular expressions). As with the
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<emma> example, with this bootstrapping approach neither the tools nor
the practices take precedence—they are used reciprocally to explore new
ways of working and imagining what is possible.

Conclusion
The bootstrapping method I have described here supports the calls made
by Selber, Cynthia Selfe, and others who ask that writers maintain reflective and critical attitudes toward their use of technology. What I believe
an orientation toward bootstrapping adds to these efforts is a long-term
strategy of co-evolution with our tools. I am far from advocating that more
writing scholars should learn to create computer technologies. Instead, a
strategy of continually exploring the affordances of different combinations
of technologies and practices will either give us a way of transforming our
work, or, as individuals and as a profession, a stronger voice and more specific vocabulary for our requests to designers of writing and teaching tools.
Efforts to make writing tools useful for every person in every context rarely
encourage all users to explore how their work may be transformed through
their use of such tools. To move past these limits, the bootstrapping method,
as I have proposed it, keeps a firm balance between individual strategies
of reflection based on one’s own use on the one hand, and group-oriented
strategies on the other.
Much as we share our teaching practices through both informal and
formal channels, we can achieve a balance between individual, idiosyncratic
use and more collective definitions of effective use through sharing our
computer expertise. Too often computer instruction remains prescriptive
and solely focused on manipulating the most obvious features of one program to accomplish tasks as the software designers intended. Sharing the
results of our bootstrapping efforts could supplement those sessions with
materials like informal narratives posted on listservs or recounted at conferences, article-length descriptions of new practices afforded by a unique
combination of tools, or blog posts with screen capture videos. These ways
of sharing expertise need not function prescriptively to show people the
only way to use a program, but instead offer a myriad of personal ways of
working with situated tasks. Furthermore, the differences in institutional
computing resources make it unlikely that any particular combination of
tools and practices could be prescribed to a large swath of writers or writing
programs. Instead, these descriptions of computer expertise could function
similarly to the resistant, alternative model of sharing lore that Bruce Horner
contrasts with North’s models of lore.6 Rather than distributing expertise
throughout the field prescriptively, like a “straightforward transmission of
commodified knowledge” (Horner 199), highly situated stories of assembling software and practices could motivate and inspire equally situated
responses. If, as Horner argues, “theories inhere as much in such material
practices [of composition] as they do in statements” (201), then increased
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attention to computing practices through bootstrapping functions as relevant
and crucial work for our field.

Notes
1. While discussions of the instrumental aspects of software use are rare in rhetoric and composition more broadly, such work does appear in venues dedicated
to the exploration of computers and writing (e.g., Computers and Composition and Kairos) or technical communication. My point, though, is that such
practical knowledge should not be pushed to the margins of the discipline, but
instead be featured alongside other discussions of the many components that
make up writers’ processes.
2. In the interest of full disclosure, Johnson’s article and subsequent blog posts
encouraged me to try DevonThink and my own techniques for using it were
inspired by his setup.
3. Surprisingly, although Engelbart would later invent the computer mouse to
increase the ways people interacted with computers, he did not imagine using
it like the stylus, as we do now, to select text on the computer screen. It was
book editors and publishers who later suggested this function for the mouse
(see Moggridge).
4. The Z-Code is illustrated in the lines below (the first line of each example represents what was typed, and the second, bolded line represents the computer’s
output):
EXAMPLE ZC-3
A SIMPLE INSERTION FIRST .Z1I4W(EXAMPLE)Z2I
A simple insertion example first.
DELETE AS AN EXAMPLE A GIVEN PRIOR WORD .Z1I7W(Z1W)Z2I
Delete as an example a prior word.
REPLACE ONE ITEM WITH ANOTHER .Z1I4W(Z1W WORD)Z2I
Replace one word with another. (Engelbart, Augmenting 36)
The first code in each example (Z1) alerts the computer that a command is
being issued. The next part gives the position to be affected (in number one,
the fourth word in the sentence). Next is either the word to be inserted, or a
command to delete the word directly before the position specified. Last is the
closing command, alerting the computer that the command has finished.
5. A famous videotaped demonstration of the NLS can be seen at
<http://1968demo.org> or using Google Video: <http://video.google.com/vi
deoplay?docid=-8734787622017763097>.
6. Horner contends that North’s attempts to show the value of lore and Practitioner knowledge ultimately backfire because North continues to judge lore by the
“usual criteria for achieving status as disciplinary knowledge” (Horner 176).
Instead of positioning lore as contributing to “reified knowledge,” Horner draws
on depictions of the practical knowledge of lay workers (discussed by Giddens
and others) to argue that the knowledge that constitutes lore “exists only in its
practice rather than representing a storehouse of tools on which to draw” (177).
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The Elephants Evaluate: Some Notes
on the Problem of Grades in Graduate
Creative Writing Programs1
Rachel Peckham
This article takes up the “special strangeness” of grading practices in the
graduate creative writing workshop, based on the author’s research, personal experience, and interviews with the faculty of her doctoral creative
writing program. Using a structure of notes, the author attempts to make
sense of the way grades are understood by both teacher and student at
the post-secondary level. First, she considers why the formal evaluation
of creative writing continues to be defined by a system of grades, despite
the perceived failure of grades to represent the value of such work, and
despite educators’ historic and ongoing attempts at reforming the system.
And secondly, she explores the many resulting disconnects: between the
neat collapse of meaning in a grade and the very pluralistic, collaborative
arrival at meaning in a graduate workshop; between the creative writing
teacher’s tendency for grade inflation and the literary market’s stark onepercent publication rate; and between the mentor’s fraught roles as both
a critic/evaluator and “friend” to the creative writing graduate student.

“It has been ambitious and plucky of me to attempt to describe what is indescribable, and I have failed, as I knew I would.”
—E.B. White, “The Ring of Time”

A

fter nearly a decade of pining for that stamp par excellence—you know
the one; the only grade that matters to a graduate student—I still find
myself wondering how this article would fare in the eyes of my mentor,
Michael.2 On the first day of my orientation at State University (one of
the few universities that offers a PhD in Creative Writing), I was visibly
anxious, already overwhelmed by the pressure to prioritize my teaching
duties above the most rigorous workload of my life, when Michael pulled
me aside during a ten-minute break. He removed a Marlboro pack from the
pocket of his black jeans and sighed. “You are here,” he said, tapping the
pack lightly, “to become a scholar of the form.” Then he cocked his head
and smiled, Understand?
The “form” in question is the personal essay: an attempt or experiment,
by definition. A plucky stunt, in the words of E.B. White. But stunts don’t
usually bode well for any performance, academic or otherwise. Often my
insecurity over a grade collided head on with my need to push the limits,
test boundaries. Often I second-guessed my instincts in favor of a safer route,
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especially in a seminar unconcerned, ironically, with the student’s creative
license. Such license was only celebrated, it seemed, in the texts we read for
assignment. And the double standard frustrated me to no end.
The fact is, I’m no longer enrolled in a graduate program, but the problem
of grades in a creative writing workshop remains an interest to me, perhaps
more than ever now that I find myself at the head of the workshop—the
one doling out the grades and, yes, evaluating the success of my students’
creative license, their own plucky attempts at writing personal essays.
Maybe I feel compelled, then, to extend my neck on this very subject—to
be vulnerable again this way. Maybe I need to remember how it feels devouring Michael’s feedback, his chicken-scratched note on the back of the page,
his head cocked to the side (understand?) after another one of my attempts
flopped in workshop. Maybe I should’ve stuck to the form I know best—the
epistolary essay—but, for once, I’m forsaking the letter for some notes. To
note is to number, to organize. And to observe.

1.
“I don’t understand the way she grades.”
“I don’t think she understands the way she grades.”
I overhear them, two coeds, as I make my way to the library in search
of the book—ironically enough—Making Sense of College Grades. I glance
casually over my shoulder to get a glimpse of the disgruntled students and
to see if they’re, well, any of mine. They’re not, thank God, but the murmuring still hits a nerve. Lately, I can’t seem to escape hearing about grades;
calculating grades; contemplating grades. Even Lad Tobin, composition
theorist and author of Writing Relationships: What Really Happens in the
Composition Classroom admits that he, too, is “almost always aware that
grades are present; they are the elephants3 I am trying unsuccessfully not
to think about” (60).
Despite the hyper-focus on A, B, C, D and that foul F, there are few
sources that speak directly to the problem of how to grade a work of creative writing. Browsing through the stacks in my institution’s library, I come
across Wendy Bishop’s remarks in Released into Language: “Little research
considers the effectiveness or ineffectiveness of teacher response to ‘creative’
writing. . . . No one has really analyzed type, focus, or effectiveness of the
responses made by creative writing teachers” (Released into Language 158).
And I wonder, is this lack of research a residual sign of creative writing’s
past dismissal as a discipline?
Shirley Geok-lin Lim poses similar curiosities in her article “The Strangeness of Creative Writing: An Institutional Query”:
How does the modern research university incorporate or contain creative
writing? Does creative writing possess a disciplinary base from which certain methodological notions and practices can be drawn, and if so, how
should we begin to talk about such a discipline? (151)
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Geok-lin Lim first reviews the history of creative writing’s role in the research university before considering its current treatment in graduate-level
programs. And this is what she finds: While English majors are decreasing,
the number of creative writing emphases within those majors are increasing.
Creative writing is more popular than ever. Masters of Fine Arts (MFA)
programs are sprouting up all over the country—a growth that’s been met
with both applause and attack—and the highly attended Associated Writing
Programs (AWP) and Modern Language Association (MLA) annual conferences do more than generate discourse; they work toward the promotion of
jobs, books, and a community actively producing scholarship on the practice
and teaching of the art form. All proof that creative writing has, indeed,
won disciplinary status.
Still, there are discrepancies between the graduate programs’ missions
and what they actually deliver, Geok-lin Lim points out. She echoes David
Radavich’s claim “that ‘there is no profession for which an MFA or PhD in
creative writing provides direct training’” (Geok-lin Lim 164). Moreover,
many MFA graduates expect to find jobs and find, instead, that what’s supposed to be a “terminal” degree won’t cut it in the job market without a
book (from the right press, mind you) to back it up.
Nowhere in any job description that I’ve seen is there mention of a
desirable degree of honor or minimum GPA. Such criteria would seem out
of place and amateur-like; after all, this is academe we’re talking about. It’s
assumed that a job candidate would not have made it to this point—would
not be “qualified,” as we say—without good grades in the rearview mirror.
It’s not that grades no longer matter at this point; they’re just taken for
granted. None of my interviewers seemed to notice or care that I graduated
summa cum laude. In fact, eight months into my first tenure-track position,
I received a voice message from my university’s Office of Academic Affairs
informing me that my undergraduate transcript was never received. It took
them over a year after I was hired to realize they had no record of my first
four years’ performance in higher education.
Still, my legs went tight over this news, tense with premonition. Am
I in trouble? Incidentally, while I was on hold with the registrar’s office, I
received an email (marked urgent!) reminding faculty to turn in our final
grades by the deadline.

2.
Long before my students and others, there was another group that cared
very much about grades. Quakers. As the authors of Making Sense of College
Grades explain,
Grades came into being in this country at Yale in 1783 and took the form
of four descriptive adjectives: Optime, Second Optime, Inferiores, and
Pejores. These categories were modifications of a much earlier English

The Elephants Evaluate 81

system of Rigorisi, Transibiles, and Gratiosi (or Honor Men, Pass Men, and
Charity Passes). (Milton et al. 3)

Grades signified a kind of virtue, or lack thereof, in colonial America. Is it
our collective memory of this origin—this marriage of grades to morality—
that makes both professor and student uncomfortable and caught up in the
meaning of a set of marks?
According to my colleague-friend Nathan Shepley, a scholar of Composition history, we have the Quaker minister named Lindley Murray to thank.
In 1795, just two years after grades came on the American scene, Murray
published English Grammar for his Quaker school for girls (Shepley). In it,
he laced his grammar rules with the same moral instruction he delivered
in his preaching, and the book was a huge success (Connors 8). Students
were expected to memorize these (two-fold) rules, a mastery on which their
grade depended. This was the Post-Enlightenment period, after all: a time of
“morality, civic responsibility, and learnedness” (Shepley). I wonder if these
principles are responsible, then, for the idea that learning can be judged.
Perhaps this is the faith on which a monolith of grades was built.

3.
When I return from the library, I sit down to check my email and groan
at seeing Kat’s name in my mailbox. Kat is a very anxious student. She cries
every time I introduce a new assignment. She is easily overwhelmed, and
because I sympathize, I invite her to meet with me often, or at the very least,
to write me. And she does—too much. A dependency I’ve enabled. In this
last message, she writes,
I got a 95% on my last paper . . . I have the urge to fix a couple things for
a point or two more so that I know I’m safe going into my Multi-Genre
paper. I know this sounds ridiculous because who cares that much about
grades? I really don’t want a B this quarter so I’m willing to do whatever
it takes to avoid it.

Who cares that much about grades? I’m a hypocrite because I do—or did,
anyway—yet I tell Kat to put any thoughts of A or B out of her mind for the
moment and to just write. To be emotionally invested in the work “for the
sake of the writing and not the judgment of it.”
It bothers me a great deal that I can’t practice my own advice. But I
do believe in it. Maybe the best thing, then, for both myself and Kat is to
explore the disconnect—the reasons why we don’t “believe” in grades yet
can’t get out from under them, even in graduate creative writing workshops,
considered more of a studio than a classroom, where works are created, not
graded.4 Has the elephant followed us here, too?
Well into the first year of my MFA studies, my best friend and roommate
sighed, “Everyone knows that in grad school, A equals good and B equals
bad. Anything below a B is just absurd.” We were talking about a particular
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peer who had received yet a second C in a literature seminar, and who was
in danger of being kicked out of the curriculum. (Graduate students were
allowed two strikes—well, really only one; the second C sealed expulsion
from the program.) None of us had ever heard of anyone getting kicked out
of the MFA program. The MA program, on the other hand, had a well-noted
history of drop-outs, forced or otherwise. But that was different somehow,
we felt; this was creative writing. Who gets kicked out for a bad grade?
The question stuck with me from the Master’s to the doctoral level, so
I asked it directly of the graduate faculty at State University. Their answers
reveal glimpses of their biases, of what “good” writing is, of whether it can
be taught or not, and what effect this has on the student-teacher relationship.
The program’s professor of poetry, Phil—who’s authored several books
of poetry—had this to say on the subject:
“Special strangeness” is an apt phrase, indeed [for grades in creative writing]. I have decided, during my ten years here, that it’s almost always
useless or worse than useless to try to discriminate among grad students
via grades in workshop. I almost always give everyone an A—unless there
has been egregious non-attendance or really flagrant nonparticipation. I
used to sometimes give A-minuses, but this seemed to do no good and
only produce a bit of bad feeling.

Phil has since resigned to giving out A’s, though he seems frustrated with
this end. For one, this high mark doesn’t represent much of the “mediocre”
work he sees. Though to give them A-minuses, he argues, would only strain
his relationship with those students “and lead to the complaint that Phil has
a very narrow aesthetic, which [he’s] heard too often.”
In this case, the problem of grades reaches far beyond the workshop. It
spills from the classroom into graduate students’ offices and into the hallways,
as I’ve witnessed, and damages not only the rapport between professor and
said students, but risks implanting impressions—warranted or not—in the
minds of other students. I want to be careful not to take sides here, but to
acknowledge the tenuous relationship between teacher and student in the
face of a grading system that fails to help students’ aesthetics to grow—in
that it doesn’t inspire them to work harder, as Phil notes—and allegedly
narrows perceptions of instructors’ “aesthetics” on the basis of those grades.

4.
I should point out that while this article’s purpose is to explore grade
anxiety in the graduate creative writing workshop, there are certainly
those teachers and students who don’t share this anxiety and who would
not list “grading” at the top of their concerns in the workshop. They might
not consider it a problem at all, having either usurped what Tobin calls the
“tremendous psychic power” of grades (60)—possibly, by giving all A’s or
implementing a pass/fail system—or by finding an evaluative method that
actually works relatively well. 5
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I imagine Patrick Bizarro, a poet and teacher of poetry, might fall in the
latter camp, after reading his articles, “Interaction and Assessment: Some
Applications of Reader-Response Criticism to the Evaluation of Student
Writing in a Poetry Writing Class,” and “Evaluating Student Poetry Writing:
A Primary Trait Scoring Model.” In both pieces, Bizarro advocates a studentbased system of evaluation. His research includes the heuristic approach of
using “interactive journals,” in which he has students offer weekly answers
to the question, “What kinds of things would you take into consideration in
evaluating a poem?” (“Interaction” 259) Bizarro is not only interested in their
answers (though he does respond to them, and pushes them to consider his
ideas); he hopes to determine a direct relationship “between what students
express as their current understanding of what constitutes poetry and what
they ultimately write” (260). Bizarro’s purpose is also to apply the students’
individual evaluative criteria to their own poems, so that students might be
evaluated according to their own biases and not the teacher’s.
I would argue, however, that because Bizarro is guiding their journal
responses, his bias is always informing their own. To this, Bizarro says, “In
fact, I was able to influence the views of [his students], but that, after all,
is my responsibility as a teacher who has read more than they have and as
a reader who is an active agent in the making of meaning in their poems”
(265). Indeed, he’s struck an interesting balance—something of a shared
agency—in the evaluation of his students’ work. By empowering his students
to decide their own “rubric” via the interactive journal, he acknowledges
that poems are to be true to their individual projects. Still, he feels a “responsibility” in helping his poet-students to find and develop those projects.
Although Bizarro’s pedagogy is undergraduate-based, I wonder how it
might contribute to the graduate creative writing workshop. I think back
to a time in my doctoral program when Elizabeth, a writer and scholar of
creative nonfiction, handed back a stack of personal essays and at the top
of mine was an A-. Sure enough, I felt the same “bad feeling” Phil noticed
in his poetry workshops. Rationally, I knew an A- is a decent grade, but
what I want to note is the simple surprise I felt at seeing a grade at all. And
not just any grade, but one followed by a big subtraction sign. A negative.
That’s all I saw.
And I was not alone; one by one around the table, my workshop peers
asked Elizabeth how they might interpret her marks and, more urgently,
how much “weight” they carried in the calculation of our final grades. Here
we were doctoral students and emerging writers struggling to work the percentages in our heads; I could see it across all our faces. And as flummoxed
we were, Elizabeth was even more so. Her eyes darted from one side of the
table to the other. “I thought you guys wanted me to give you grades. Some
of you specifically asked me to estimate where you stood.”
She was right. All of my experience and primary research tells me that
graduate creative writing students want that estimation—to be told where
we stand—but only if that estimation is in the region of an A. Anything less,
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it seems, evokes anxiety, insecurity, sometimes resentment—all of which
provokes me to wonder why graduate students feel entitled to the highest
of grades? Here’s what I’ve come up with:
A) The graduate student-writer feels s/he has reached a level at which
a grade isn’t really appropriate anymore. Rather, it’s the feedback
that matters.
B) Creative writing is art, and art can’t be graded; therefore, an A best
represents this argument more than it does the quality of student-art.
C) Traditionally, the creative writing teacher acts as a mentor to the graduate student-writer; anything lower than an A only serves to strain an
already complex relationship.
D) Creative writing courses are treated as easy, and easy translates to
an A.6
Looking over this list, there are some arguments I would emphasize
over others (you can probably tell this from their ranking), but collectively
they all contribute to grade entitlement. Complicating the problem even
further is the fact that
grades are unidimensional symbols into which complex and multidimensional judgments are compressed and no one, least of all the college professor, appears willing to unpack the assumptions underlying the seemingly
innocent letters running from A through F” (Milton et al. xiii, emphasis
added).

Why might college professors be “unwilling” to explain what the letter
grades mean to them, individually? Do they assume that college students
should know by now?
I think of my student, Kat, and of the attack two students muttered on
the way to the library: I don’t understand the way she grades. And it’s true;
students don’t know how to interpret grades. The explanations we instructors
list on our syllabi are sometimes circular or vague, as in, “An A is reserved
for excellent work.” But what does excellent mean? And is one professor’s
idea of excellence consistent with another’s?

5.
Dylan, who teaches fiction at State University, aligns excellence with
publication, thus deferring to the broader writing market’s standards. He
explains, “At the PhD level I look for work that is publishable, and I can’t
really tell you how that translates into a grade.”7 It is interesting to me that
of all the faculty members I polled, only one mentioned this standard of
publication, reinforcing the idea that graduate-level creative writing students are being groomed to be professionals and that the evaluation of their
performance should be defined by this aim.
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To adopt this approach, however, is to assume that the study of creative
writing is not an end unto itself, as Myers suggests in the introduction to The
Elephants Teach. Myers reluctantly discloses that he has “written this book
out of an allegiance to the old discredited liberal principle that knowledge
is its own end, distinct from its practical effects” (4). I am not surprised to
learn this of Myers; his “allegiance” to the liberal arts has its own historical
footing, as critic Terry Eagleton notes: “The whole point of ‘creative’ writing [in the Romantic period] was that it was gloriously useless, an ‘end in
itself’ loftily removed from any sordid social purpose” (qtd. in Geok-lin Lim
154). If knowledge is its own end, I wonder how the evaluation of knowledge
about creative writing differs from the very real “end” that transcends any
workshop: the literary market.
Because the market is “practice-oriented,” as Gerald Graff finds (qtd. in
Myers, Elephants 4), predicated on the production and commodification of
texts, it seems more congruous with the way academe evaluates its creative
writing job candidates: first and foremost, by their publications. Does it not
make sense, then, to introduce this standard early into the creative writing
curriculum to better prepare students for their presumable literary careers?
But, like Myers, there is a bit of the liberal arts Romantic in me who is
suspicious of the potential for “practice-oriented” pedagogy to contribute
to the current attitude I’ve noticed among students toward the university—
that it’s a diploma factory. More than ever, higher education is treated as a
means to getting a job, not as an end unto itself, and no core requirements
are more resented and resisted than those housed in the Humanities. To be
fair, students tell me they can’t afford to approach education any other way,
in our present culture and economy. It’s a shadowy truth that’s loomed for
decades over every English, Philosophy, History, and Classical Languages
Department, cast by the trends of a science- and business-driven financial
system.
So the question is, how do we position our aspiring writers to be successful in the market without privileging the pursuit of jobs over the pursuit
of knowledge for its own sake (i.e. intellectual curiosity)—the latter of which
I’ve always understood to be at the heart of “good” writing? When did these
two ends drift so far apart?
Myers locates the birth of the professional writer alongside the emergence of Journalism and the onslaught of publishing houses. “As the [19th]
century wound down,” he explains, “New York emerged as the center of
American publishing; and as it did so writing faded out as an avocation for
gentlemen and began to be professionalized—the ‘commercial motive’. . .
replaced the ‘internal impulse,’ the purely aesthetic motive” (Elephants 57).
This trend brought with it more attention to the way the writing student
was being trained—or not.
The Southern journalist Walter Hines Page (1855-1918) took a particular
interest in college writing instruction, declaring that “writers were incompetently prepared for their careers” and that this was “dangerous” consider86 Composition Studies

ing that “the intellectual life of the American people was largely shaped by
current writing” (Elephants 73). In many ways, Page helped spearhead the
workshop model that is still in place today. His vision of the graduate writing
program was as politically-minded as it was professionally:
A school of writers, by promoting the study of literature not as a closed
chapter of the human experience but as a vital part of actual human lives,
will help reverse the decline of learning as a cultural force in American life
by restoring the balance in universities between the acquisition and expression of knowledge. And it will do so by teaching literature not merely
as something to be investigated but as something also to be practiced.
(Elephants 74)

Page believed in the democratic approach to teaching—that knowledge
shouldn’t remain hoarded by academics—and, in this spirit, he also believed in “helpful criticism,” in constructive feedback not only from the
writing teacher, but from the students. “The time to criticize writing,” he
said, “is before it is published; and the only criticism that helps a man to
write better is his own criticism and that of fellow workmen while still writing” (qtd. in Elephants 74).
Reading Page’s ideas, I am reminded of the first line of Bishop’s Released
Into Language: “Professional writers are notoriously opinionated, but most
would agree with a simple observation: writers are people who write” (1).
Page strikes me as one of those “opinionated” folks, but he would agree, I
think, with this leveling. Writers write. This simple charge challenges the
Romantic elitism that has enshrouded writers for centuries—especially those
writers who teach and practice in academic institutions—and in doing so,
assumes the position that writing can indeed be taught; that writers aren’t
born, they just write.
Even so, it does not answer the question of what “good” writing is, and
how it should be evaluated.

6.
My first graduate assistantship required that I work as a tutor in the
university’s writing center—an experience that taught me more about the
teaching of writing than any teaching position has, so far. I remember the
director repeatedly stressing the importance of “finding something good to
say [on the student’s paper] first.” Historically, this approach finds its roots
in the 1920s, when teachers sought evaluation that was concerned with
more than grading scales. “Various kinds of advice were advanced: raise the
standards as the course advances; don’t be too severe; always include a bit
of praise; don’t point out every error” (Connors 158). The creative writing
workshop embraces much the same spirit—that of “helpful criticism” (Elephants 74). Within this criticism will always be “mixed reception,” writes
Myers (Elephants 75). The workshop model’s allowance for oppositional
readings of a work, coupled with the teacher’s tendency to give suggestions,
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not instruction, does not lend itself well to the rigid and “unidimensional”
structure of a A-F grading system.
Some professors of creative writing, then, avoid grading altogether. As
Anne, a professor of fiction at State University, explains, “Graduate work is
ungraded but the comments usually key a student in on how s/he is doing.”
I wonder, though, if no grade is sometimes regarded as no work? Funny,
since a workshop is predicated on work (hence the name) and without it,
there’d be nothing to “shop.” In short, it’s all about the work.
Yet, I think part of us believed that infuriating argument that studying
literature is harder work, though my MFA peers and I didn’t dare admit it.
Or, maybe we had just heard the attack so much that it had become internalized, morphed into a kind of self-loathing that was, in turn, projected
onto any creative writer who should get a C in his Southern Lit seminar,
reinforcing the foregone conclusion that it’s more strenuous to be a scholar
of literature than a creator of it.
And while we know that writing and thinking are inextricably bound
(as are artists and critics; writers and readers), the embittered complaint
still echoes through the ranks of creative writing students: Why must we do
scholarship, too? Even if we agreed with this double objective, as I recall,
we still took issue with the double standard that our literature peers did not
have to take as many creative writing courses as we did literature.
I noticed yet another double standard: While the students in my MFA
program were troubled if one of us received a bad grade in a lit seminar,
we were disgusted at creative work that fell short in a workshop. Disgusted
because we staked the reputation and quality of the program on each other’s
work, and probably, we measured our own by it, too. That is, if Johnny got
into the program despite all evidence of being a lousy writer, we all wondered, secretly or out loud, what this low standard said about the quality of
our own work. (When perhaps all it says is the simple truth that schools are
businesses that need consumers—all talent and ability aside—to generate
tuition.) Altogether, the delivery of a range of final grades in workshop did
less to assure us that a fair and unbiased system of evaluation was at play,
and more to complicate our sense of where we stood overall in relationship
to each other.
Our anxiety was born of insecurity, certainly, but it wasn’t entirely
irrational—I realize this, especially, as a professor now—for it points to much
deeper-seated problems regarding an evaluation system that we just can’t
seem to reform, despite our best efforts. We have dragged the elephants with
us, even ridden them at times, from Philology to Current-traditional pedagogy to a Process to a Post-process age. First came the handbook as a way
to transfer England’s educational expertise from across the ocean. The rote
memorization of handbooks eventually gave way to the practice of writing
short themes on a given topic (though the writing was still judged by its grammatical and mechanical soundness). Then the GI Bill and a general education
core curriculum that saw the exponential growth of English courses, which
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led to the pedagogical movement Expressivism and its radical validation of
“personal” writing, which led to the Creative Writing boom—and, finally,
to a writing portfolio system that prescribes holistic grading. We’ve come a
long way historically, but at the heart of this problem is still the question of
“whether a school for writers [should] be run along practical and professional or literary and artistic lines” (Elephants 75). I wonder why the two
can’t be reconciled. But perhaps they already are, in the hiring of creative
writers to teach, marrying the artistic to the professional.
Then again, it could be argued that this is not a reconciliation as much
as it is an academic cul de sac, as Allen Tate describes: “The academically
certified Creative Writer goes out to teach Creative Writing, and produces
other Creative Writers who are not writers, but who produce still other
Creative Writers who are not writers” (qtd. in Elephants 146-147). Tate’s
critique hits a nerve. It is not far removed from the attack that those who
can, do. Those who can’t, teach. It’s no secret that it’s nearly impossible for
a writer to live off the fruits of one’s writing (unless, say, his/her book happens to be picked by Oprah’s Book Club: the writer’s equivalent to winning
the lottery). Even Myers acknowledges that “the professional success rate
for graduates in creative writing [is] about one percent (as compared with
90 percent for graduates of medical school)” (Elephants 2). It’s also no
secret that literary journals only publish on average one percent of all the
submissions they receive—a pool that’s grown even bigger with the advent
of online submission managers.
What do these numbers mean for Dylan’s grading system, which rewards “work that is publishable”? Is a work truly publishable if the odds
suggest otherwise? Granted, publish-able leaves a lot more room for evaluation than that one percent that is actually published, but it still points to a
stark disconnect between the tendency to give all A’s in the creative writing
workshop and the rate of rejection in the writing market, a disheartening
reality for creative writing students whose A’s don’t typically translate into
publications. All of this is to say, grades will continue to pose a problem for
the creative writing workshop as long as there is a disparity between the
evaluative practices of academia versus those of the market.

7.
“Here is a rough guideline for grades,” writes Elizabeth in a reply to
my polling the entire creative writing faculty about their grading practices.
She is the only one to elucidate on what each letter grade means to her. It’s
a rather long rubric, but worth mentioning in its entirety for its relevance
to this inquiry:
F= work not turned in or work that does not fulfill the assignment (for
example, I ask for an interview and you turn in a long description of a
thermometer. It might be the best piece I’ve ever seen about thermometers, but it doesn’t complete the assignment). C=work that is below averThe Elephants Evaluate 89

age. This might mean that the ideas are murky, or the structure confusing
(without being deliberately so), or you only partially fulfill the assignment. Often C work is sloppy work. B is for average writing, writing that
offers some interesting ideas or situations or characters that are fairly well
developed. A B-paper might also work with language in fresh, engaging,
or innovative ways or in a way that is not new, but rather an accomplished
example of a standard form. But a B or even a B+ paper doesn’t have all
of these attributes working at once: ideas, image, language, structure, and
completion of the assignment all working at a level of excellence. An Ausually means you could work more on one of these areas.

What I notice, in particular, is her equation of “average work” to a B—a
standard that’s usually relegated to a C. But a C in grad school is considered
the real “bottom line”—the lowest standard; the mark that will send the
graduate student to the graduate director’s office. When some of my peers
remind Elizabeth of this business about a C, she says she had no idea. She
thought—just like with undergraduate grading—that she had the full range
of grades to employ.
I bring this up only to point out the many assumptions that arise in the
treatment of grades in the graduate workshop. As Tobin speculates, these
assumptions are “heavily shaped by complex interpersonal relationships that
simply are not completely understandable, objective or fair. Don’t our grades
necessarily reflect something of our own training, temperament, politics, and
values?” he asks (64). When we evaluate our students’ work, he argues, we
are not only reading what’s on the page; we are also reading what we think
of them personally (though we don’t always admit this); what they might
think of us; and, along those same lines, if we are attracted to them; if we
think they are attracted to us; if we agree with their ideas; if we don’t agree
with their ideas; if we think they might be upset with a particular grade; if
we think they don’t care about grades nor about the assignment; how our
colleagues might grade the same work, and the list goes on (65).
These tensions will always exist, Tobin says, no matter how firmly we
uphold the pretense that grading is “understandable, objective or fair.” The
key, he concludes, is to find a “grading system [that] will keep the students
and us working at the right level of tension, one that is not so caught up
with grades . . . but one that does not ignore their powerful influence . . .”
(66). This tension, to me, resembles a system of checks and balances that
I try maintaining through the grading not of students’ creative work but of
their critical feedback to others’ work. After all, practicing artists and writers face constant evaluation of their work. If we’re lucky, that evaluation
doesn’t come solely from those doling out grades or dangling the publication
carrot, but from a niche of readers who “get” us—who value our work and
push us along. I directly state in my syllabus that I don’t believe in grading talent (though I’m sure I probably privilege it in other ways, like in the
amount of time I spend with students conferencing), but that I believe it’s
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quite possible and necessary to measure the quality of investment in each
other’s work. Therefore,
Hastily-written, sparse, or superficial responses to your peers’ work will
receive a poor grade. Note: That does not mean you need to write a flattering review of your peers’ work in order to perform well in this course.
Rather, you are to think as critically and carefully about each other’s work
as you do any other assigned reading.

And, from there, I lay out a detailed chart in which every “level” of feedback is defined along a grading scale of ten points8:
A-level response
(9-10 pts.)

B-level response
(8 pts.)

C-level response
(7 pts.)

D-level response
(6 pts.)

Reads with depth,
at least a page
in length, and
references specific
passages in the text
in order to qualify
its points. It seeks
to understand the
text’s “project” or
purpose, rather
than impose one’s
own agenda onto
the text. Considers
very closely the
writer’s use of
techniques and
their significance
in relation to the
subject.

Meets a page in
length, but does
not offer many
examples to
illustrate its points.
There’s mention
of technique (e.g.
pattern, structure,
syntax, etc.), but
not a very rigorous
consideration of
the technique’s
significance. The
observations are
solid, in general—
nails all of the
important “moves”
on the page—but
lacks depth in
analyzing them.

Might be too
praise-laden or
filled with baseless
critical remarks.
Or, takes too much
possession of the
work, imposing the
reader’s individual
tastes, style, and
interests onto
the text. Hardly
any discussion of
technique, let alone
its significance in
relation to the
subject matter.
Overall, ignores
the concerns of
the text and its
“project.”

Does not give
evidence that the
reader has spent
any time carefully
reading this work.
Gives only the
most general of
responses to the
work (I like it—or,
This doesn’t work)
and fails to discuss
a single technique
on the page, or
quote a specific
passage or example
from the text. Falls
well below the
one-page bench
mark.

Additionally, I include a respective sampling of real student criticism (used
anonymously, but with permission), just so there’s no question, no ambiguity or vagueness, about how I am evaluating what is essentially their
evaluations of each other. Here’s an abridged example of an A-response to a
personal essay that tries to reconcile the writer’s fundamentalist faith with
the heavy metal music that indescribably “moves” him:
Dear B.,
Your essay explores an unexpected religious experience you had at a hardcore show in the back of a church. The show is described as a freeing
experience, suggesting that the hardcore scene embraced the strong and
uncontrolled emotions of your youth, emotions that the structured reliThe Elephants Evaluate 91

gion discouraged you from experiencing, leading you to feel a connection
with this fast-paced music that you had not been able to feel through
mainstream religion.
[. . .] In the end, I had difficulty determining your feelings toward your
experience. For example, the religious life you lead was imprisoning, yet
it “made you who you are today.” While your feelings against fundamentalism are strong in the beginning, they seem benign in the end, and the
experiences you describe don’t really account for such a transition.

As I show students these examples, inevitably the discussion turns into a
critique of the critiques—they each seem to think they could’ve written a
better letter—which I encourage. There is not one “right” interpretation of
the work, I stress, and I am not judging whether or not they like the work
in question but on how fairly and critically they consider its craft (what the
rubric calls “technique”) in relation to its content (“project” or purpose).
Only after they’ve made this connection can they move toward a prescription or suggestion for revision.

8.
For the most part, the system works. Not only is the written feedback
taken more seriously and, therefore, of a higher quality, but so are the workshop discussions. Furthermore, grading students’ reading performance feels
considerably less subjective than grading their creative writing performance.
We can tell fairly easily how carefully students have read an assigned text; it
shows in the depth and sophistication of their written and verbal discussions.
Even if we don’t agree with students’ interpretations of a text—meaning is
plural, after all—we’re apt to reward their readings if they’ve done the hard
work of supplying enough textual support and demonstrated critical thinking. Why does it have to be any different with creative writing pedagogy?
By formally grading students’ readings of each other, I put the onus of
evaluation back on the students—where it belongs in a workshop—and
not on their ability to write creatively, which is never spared from scrutiny,
anyway. In fact, the critiques are often more rigorous and intense, not surprisingly, beneath the weight of a grade. My hope, in all of this, is not to
create an infallible or perfect grading system—thus perpetuating yet another
myth—but to mitigate some of the anxieties I’ve identified so far, from across
both sides of the desk. It’s simply been my observation that students are less
likely to feel anxious about a graded response they’ve written as they are
over a grade on their poems, short stories, personal essays, etc. As I already
noted, the quality of the feedback is better for it—and so is the student’s
investment in revising and strengthening the piece in question, with all that
feedback in hand.
Judith Rowe Michaels observes this same result in Risking Intensity:
Reading and Writing Poetry in High School Students. When Risking Intensity
was published in 1999, the widespread popularity of the portfolio grading
system marked a major revolution—“Portfolios have ’been in the air recently,”
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Michaels notes (130)—in the way creative writing was not only graded, but
approached at both the secondary and post-secondary level: holistically and
collaboratively, valuing revision as the ultimate evidence of a process that
can only be graded as such.
In 1999, I was that student scattering my final drafts across a table in
the library. Agonizing over their order. Printing and then finding a typo, or
tweaking a line break, and re-printing the same page three or four times. I
remember the tiny white paper circles that fell from my three-hole punch and
stuck to my sweater. And most of all, I remember that satisfying click when
the binder snapped shut and I could hold this body of work in my hands. (A
weight that now pales only in comparison to the process and ritual of promotion and tenure. I’ve known “P &T portfolios” to exceed the five-hundred
page mark, which strikes me as an abuse of the portfolio system, when the
holistic value begins to feel more hegemonic in function.)
For Michaels’ students, the writing process itself is an integral part of
the portfolio. Prefacing the creative work is a short self-reflexive narrative
in which they must assess their drafts and reflect on their experience writing
them. Students are then paired up with a “reader,” a fellow peer assigned
by Michaels, charged with the task of writing “a two to three-page critique
addressed to the author, commenting on specific strengths and weaknesses
she saw in the poems and in the revising . . .” (132). Just as my own students
are evaluated on the basis of their evaluations, Michaels shifts the authority
from the letter grade to the collective feedback—and even she is surprised
at how powerful a force the latter is to motivate the group, even the most
apathetic among them: “Cam has suddenly started taking himself seriously
as a writer, as he realizes that a partner will be reading and writing about
his portfolio, and he doesn’t want to ‘look dumb.’ Forget the fact that I’m
putting a grade on the thing that will count for half his term mark in English”
(130). Michael’s sarcasm is hard to miss; indeed, Cam’s “forgetting” about
his term grade marks a small victory in her eyes. And in mine, too, for she
recognizes that what’s really at stake here isn’t the grade—and not even the
pressure of a peer’s scrutiny. It’s about self-assessment:
. . . As I thought about using [portfolios] with my students, I realized
how much I always gain from having to go through my poems to make
groupings for competitions, applications to artist colonies and grant committees, etc. On those occasions I’m forced to survey my work, to revise,
to consider patterns I haven’t noticed before—and to assess whether I’m
growing as a writer. And I have to think about which of my poems have
the best chance of communicating with new readers. Are some of them
too private? Too explanatory, too bullying? [. . .] Although strangers will
ultimately pass judgment, I’m being forced to make my own assessment.
(Michaels 130)

We serve creative writing students best when we teach them how to read
like professional writers. To understand the aesthetic criteria by which creThe Elephants Evaluate 93

ative writing is judged in the professional world. To make the connection
between what’s going on around the workshop table and what’s happening to their work as it’s being considered at the editorial staff meeting of a
journal.
Of course, as Michaels points out, we can never know for sure what
happens to our work in the hands of an editor—which, I suspect, isn’t much,
the majority of the time. I remind students that even a “successful” writer
experiences the challenge of getting noticed in a slush pile that’s read, more
often than not, by graduate students like themselves whose time and resources are strapped, who are juggling the rigors of a graduate curriculum
and may or may not be reading beyond the cover letter. (Remember that 1%
publication rate?) The point is not to synchronize the processes of magazine
editing and grading but to make the prejudices, the problems and, most of
all, the power of evaluation as transparent as possible so that students might
better position themselves after graduation not as A-writers but as more
informed readers of their own work.

9.
Under my own system of evaluation, several students have expressed
to me, whether in person or in my course evaluations, that they received
“a lot more help” with their creative writing. To further assess the system’s
efficacy—in comparison to my previous practice of figuring the workshop
response as part of the students’ over-arching “participation grade”—I polled
a small sampling of repeat-graduate students who could speak (anonymously,
if they preferred) to both approaches. Not surprisingly, every single of one
of them acknowledged, in one way or another, that they “put a little more
into [the response], knowing it would be graded.” What I didn’t expect,
however, was the occasional doubt they felt toward the sincerity of each
other’s positive feedback, given the grade motivation: Does John really like
my personal essay, or did he write this much for a grade?
My response to their suspicion is this: Does it matter? As long as the
lengthy feedback is of good quality—meaning, it performs a close-reading of
the work, supports its praise with textual passages, and offers up suggestions
for improvement that are in line with the work’s project or purpose—the
motivation, the grade that prompted that feedback, is beside the point.
At least, in theory it is.
But grades always matter, especially to our most serious students whose
academic success was born in and out of grades. We must figure out a way,
then, to make grades work for workshop, and not the other way around.
Grades that provoke a more serious reading, even of shoddy work that fails
to live up to workshop standards. Grades that work to confront, through
open and honest discourse, how—and, in the process, why—we take great
pains to evaluate art.
Among those “pains,” my students complain most often about the unfairness of commenting at length on work that’s insufficiently short, or illegible,
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or offensive, consciously or not. (Welcome to teaching, I want to say.) Ellen,
one of the quieter workshop participants but whose written feedback reveals
a sharp, sardonic wit, admits that when she was troubled to respond to such
work, she merely focused on meeting course expectations: “I wrote (and
sometimes agonized to come up with) as much constructive criticism and
positive feedback as I could, and I handed it over, knowing that my comments
would probably not be considered by the recipients, but at least I would get
my 10 points out of 10. I know that’s awful,” she concludes, “but it’s true.”
I’m sure it is true, not just for Ellen but for them all. Again, I would argue
that her intention is beside the point. If the response receives ten points (that
is, an A), it’s because Ellen met the standards required of a constructive,
helpful response. Her peer—the one who turned in that agony-inducing
piece of writing—benefits from Ellen’s A-level feedback, and probably needs
it more than Ellen needs her ten points.
Ultimately, all of the students I surveyed insist that no matter the approach, graded feedback or not, they notice a direct relationship between the
quality of a peer’s creative writing and the quality of that same peer’s feedback. “Typically, the best essay writers also provided the best, most thoughtful
responses,” observes Ellen. “And those who wrote their essays halfheartedly
produced lackluster and, often, unhelpful responses.” Further proof, in my
mind, that grading their workshop responses safely takes the place of grading their workshop submissions, given this one-to-one correlation.
If I agonize, it’s in keeping up with a workflow my students also admit
to feeling drowned by, at times. Kelly, who’s working on her Masters of Arts
in Teaching (MAT) certification, admits in her survey response to having
overheard a few mumbled frustrations after one workshop session—“things
like no one will ever read my writing that closely; I don’t need to make all
those changes, while others,” she confesses, “felt like our group was pretty
representative of a ‘real’ readership, and took all views seriously.” Later on
she notes, “While sometimes the comments conflicted and I had to make
decisions as to which comment to listen to—or whether to follow a piece
advice at all—I never suffered from a lack of input, and instead had numerous ideas to work with when re-approaching my own work.” What Kelly
recognizes is that she must discern for herself which readings challenge and
strengthen her own vision for the work, rather than write to satisfy a single
evaluator. Creative Writing has long championed the workshop model for
the same reason.
Turns out, it’s not about the work, after all. It’s about the reading of
the work.
Why, then, has it taken me so long to realize that the grade, the literal
value, should reflect this same spirit? Perhaps for the same reason that my
students bemoan the time and energy (not to mention, reams of paper) it
takes to respond that carefully to what totaled twenty-four workshop submissions in all, some of which spilled over twenty pages of prose alone. Even my
husband, a fellow creative writing teacher, cringes at the stacks upon stacks
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of “Author Responses” that crowd the floor space around my desk (You’ll be
swallowed, if you keep this up), a trailing archipelago of paper that points
to a truth I’ve been slow to admit for the sake of my students and myself.
It seems my solution for grading is like chemotherapy. It’s working, but
it’s killing us in the process.

10.
“Special strangeness” is an apt phrase, indeed. Not only for creative writing’s position in the English Department, and not only for the way creative
writing is graded, but also as a way of describing the relationship between
the creative writing teacher and student, as I’ve already mentioned. It is
expected, in my experience, that the creative writing instructor will adopt
the role of the mentor—and more often than not, the friend. This relationship, though wonderful in many ways, creates tension when it comes time
for the mentor to assign a grade to the student’s work. It’s one reason, I
believe, the problem of grading is particularly complex in the graduate,
versus undergraduate, creative writing program.
Bishop finds fault with the mentor model, as well. She locates “three
problems in the mentor system when it is imported wholesale from the
graduate to the undergraduate level: it is elitist, often sexist, and falsely
collaborative” (“Teaching “ 87-88). It is hard to dismiss these charges when
I, too, can recount times when I felt patronized (Michael, the mentor mentioned at the beginning of this article, still calls me kiddo); objectified (a
later mentor ritually commented on my appearance in the hallway and in
class); and worse, propositioned (I’ll let you fill in the blanks here) by those
figures whose opinions and approval I craved most, and they knew it. I don’t
want to play the victim here, but to point out that the dynamic between
mentor and mentee is charged—a truth I confront now more than ever, on
the other side of the desk. I am uncomfortable with this power, with how
easily it can be manipulated, even to an unconscious degree. When a handful
of students recently pressured me to share some of my own work—adding
they would find it, anyway, online—I reluctantly agreed to photocopy some
of my more recent prose poems for them. Not long after, I collected these
same students’ final portfolios and found that many of them took a stab at
writing their own prose poems. I felt both proud and perturbed, for many
of their poems resembled mine in shape and tone just a little too closely for
comfort. Yet I have to admit, their patterning flattered me.
Certainly there are success stories surrounding the mentorship method.
D.G. Myers writes of his own in “Between Stories,” an essay that centers on
his former mentor, “Ray” Carver. Like in Elephants Teach, Myers begins the
essay with that age-old problem of teaching “another [how] to write,” adding, “I should know. I did the book on the subject” (457). Right away Myers’
casual charm strikes a rapport with the reader that is mimetic, I believe, to
the relationship Myers held with his mentor, Raymond Carver.
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And mimesis is exactly what “Ray’s” teaching was about. He did not
teach technique “but rather embodied the practice of writing in his own life,”
reflects Myers. “This notion that teachers might be living examples of what
they teach was mocked by the linguist Roman Jakobson when Nabokov’s
name was put forward for a post at Harvard (‘What’s next? Shall we appoint
elephants to teach zoology’?)” (457).
And so the personal and the historical converge in that passage to offer,
perhaps, a broader contextual basis for Carver’s teaching practices—which,
no doubt, had a profound impact on Myers. What’s more, Myers admits to
feeling like he had failed his mentor—arguably the worst possible outcome
of the mentorship model. “He was famous and I was a failure; I was ashamed
to face him,” Myers writes at the end of the essay (467). But his last line
is one of both resolve and resilience: “He taught me to accept where I am
and what I have become since,” and that is as a writer “fully committed to
nothing else” (467). And there you have it. A return to the self-conviction
that writers write—that what defines a writer is the unwitting desire to keep
climbing a grade so steep and slick, we keep tripping over ourselves.
Not an hour after my response, I receive another email from Kat. This
one is even more panicked:
I’m really starting to freak out. I know I shouldn’t but this is half of my
grade. I know that you’ve been telling me (along with my mother and everyone else I talk to) to not worry about my grades and to worry about the
writing, but when I’m writing something that is worth 50% of my grade
and I can’t think of anything more to write, I’m going to freak out.

The self-censuring starts all over again—this time, not over my writing but
over my inability to teach writing. Of course she’s freaking out. I haven’t
prepared her. I made the multi-genre paper too weighty. Admittedly, I worry
over what Kat might write in her evaluation of me tomorrow, when I pass
around those forms with criteria that reads, “Graded my work fairly and
accurately.” What will Kat write? How can I get back in her good graces so
she will evaluate me positively?
I begin composing a long reply. And just as impulsively, I erase it, settling instead on the simple offer to meet with her before class, for both our
sakes. An image of Michael crosses my mind and I can almost smell the
close breath of smoke, a material sigh filling the space between us. I’m not
sure I’ll ever understand what he wanted out of me and my work, or why
he brought me to the program, or why he left it, to my secret relief. It’s all
bound up in the special strangeness, the nervous nostalgia I feel toward that
great and terrible performance.
“Now,” I write in closing, as much to myself as to Kat. “Get up from
the desk and go for a long walk. Go get a smoothie. Put in some Marley
because everything’s gonna be all right.” The elephant in the room will still
be there tomorrow.
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Notes
1. My title is borrowed from D.G. Myers’ The Elephants Teach: Creative Writing Since
1880, whose own title, in turn, is borrowed from Roman Jakobson’s analogy
that writers teaching writing is like elephants teaching zoology (Myers 116).
2. Names have been changed in this article out of respect for others’ privacy.
3. That word “elephants” again. Of course, Tobin is implying that grades are impossible to ignore—the old “elephant- in-the-room” line—but in this context,
the metaphor takes on even further meaning; grades are both the elephants
that can’t be ignored and the cages that creative writing teachers—as in Myers’
elephants—can’t escape in teaching creative writing.
4. The Creative Writing graduate courses at State University combine the workshop model with a strong focus on scholarship in the respective teaching of
poetry, fiction, and creative nonfiction. Unfortunately, the scope of this article
is already too large to go into the “special strangeness” specific to the grading
practices in each genre.
5. That is, they might resolve to give all “A’s” as opposed to resigning, as Phil
admits he has. The resignation to give all A’s here seems more firmly rooted
in disappointment—possibly even disillusionment—than it is an argument
against the grading system’s efficacy. Perhaps what I am pointing out is the
power of (especially negative) experience to result in the abandonment of
grades, as opposed to the adoption of a revised grading system.
6. Bishop posits this attitude in the “creative writing instructor who adopts a
myth-informed, romantic stance to justify abdicating. Because this instructor believes creative writing can’t be taught, he or she creates ‘easy’ classes,”
she argues in “Teaching Undergraduate Creative Writing: Myths, Mentors and
Metaphors” (85). I would add, too, that the subjective nature of evaluating
writing, especially creative writing, results more often in soft rather than harsh
grading practices, perhaps because the creative writing instructor also seeks an
“easy” way out—to avoid continually defending one’s subjectivity to students,
parents, even administrators.
7. I find this deferral problematic, considering that within this market are thousands of journals and other publications that all subscribe to multiple aesthetics and sometimes radically different ideas of what “good” writing is. While
I appreciate this variety for my own submission practices, I find it difficult to
collapse these variables into a flat, one-dimensional playing field in which it
is possible to identify a kind of “publishable” writing, when, in fact, there are
many forms, depending on the journal.
8. I drop the lowest score and average the rest to arrive at a final grade for this
assignment.
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Apprenticeship in the Instructor-Led Peer
Conference
Kory Lawson Ching
The instructor-led peer conference, a lesser-known approach to peer response involving both students and teachers, affords significant opportunities for collaborative learning and apprenticeship in the teaching of
composition. This article uses sociocultural theories of learning to examine video-recorded episodes from two instructor-led peer conferences.
Close analysis reveals how these conferences make visible the negotiated
meanings of teachers and students, along with their embodied (and often
tacit) practices of writing and response. Through attention to these practices, writing teachers can help students respond effectively to the writing
of their peers.

P

eer response is a standard feature of a process-oriented approach to
writing instruction. Composition teachers have students read and respond to one another’s writing for a variety of reasons, but high among
them is a desire to take advantage of the power of collaborative learning (see Bruffee, “Collaborative Learning”; Gere; Trimbur). Both composition scholars and teachers alike, though, have found that simply throwing students into groups and asking them to share is not enough. Without
adequate guidance, peer response groups can succumb to problems like
negative social dynamics or an inability (or unwillingness) to provide constructive feedback to one another (see Belcher, “Peer Review”; George;
Grimm; Spear; Stygall). As Karen Spear puts it, “peer response groups
don’t work just because we think they should” (7). A critical question, then,
is this: how can teachers adequately prepare students for productive and
meaningful participation in peer response groups?
One common practice among teachers has been to provide students with
worksheets or rubrics that structure their encounters with each other’s drafts,
and although worksheets may reduce “uninteresting, off-task talk” (Freedman 79), they have also been criticized for contributing to “fill-in-the-blank
syndrome” (Grimm 92), where completing the worksheet takes over as the
primary objective (Freedman 90). Another approach has instead focused on
training students, before they begin peer response, how to interact more
effectively in groups and how to provide feedback to drafts-in-progress (see
Berg; Hanson and Liu; Rollinson; Spear). This approach may be effective,
but it requires that teachers devote a significant amount of instructional
effort in such preparatory work.
There is a third, but lesser-known method for guiding students through
peer response that addresses these shortcomings while retaining its colComposition Studies 39.2 (2011): 101–119

laborative potential: the instructor-led peer conference. Sometimes called
a “small group conference” or “group tutorial,” this is an activity in which a
teacher meets with a small group of students (usually outside of regular class
time) to discuss student drafts (see Ching; Miller; Thomas and Thomas).1
Instead of—or in addition to—training students ahead of time or supplying
worksheets to structure peer response, a teacher in an instructor-led peer
conference can provide in-the-moment guidance to students as they comment on one another’s writing. Such inclusion of a teacher at the scene of
peer response might seem almost perverse, especially since one common
rationale for peer response is to give students a space within which to interact with relative autonomy (see Bruffee, “Collaborative Learning”; Gere).
However, just because a teacher’s absence has been a traditional feature of
peer response groups does not make it a necessary condition. That is, the
defining characteristic of peer response should be that it involves peers responding to each other’s writing, whether or not a teacher also participates.
Of course, teachers are not students’ peers, and so when they participate in
instructor-led peer conferences, the activity and group dynamics are significantly different from student-only peer response groups.
It is my aim in this article to examine what happens when teachers and
students meet together in instructor-led peer conferences to discuss student
drafts. Specifically, I want to consider how this approach to peer response
enables certain kinds of constructive student-teacher interactions that do not
typically occur in student-only groups. It must be said, though, that unless
they are completely student-initiated, voluntary, and self-sponsored, even
“student-only” groups involve some form of teacher participation. Not only
do composition instructors typically assign peer response and determine
when it will occur, they also shape the activity through assignments, class
discussions, and the kinds of training and worksheets mentioned earlier. But
where training and worksheets require teachers to anticipate in advance the
kinds of issues and concerns that might come up during student-only peer
response groups, the instructor-led peer conference allows teachers to shape
students’ feedback and interactions on the fly. So, the difference between
these approaches does not lie in whether or not a teacher intervenes in peer
response, but instead in what form that intervention takes.
What kind of intervention are we talking about? It is useful to think of
the instructor-led peer conference as a kind of apprenticeship.2 Typically, an
apprentice learns how to perform tasks, or modified versions of them, with
assistance from (or in close proximity to) a more experienced practitioner.
In an instructor-led peer conference, the teacher is not just a guide, but also
a co-participant in the activity of responding to student writing. That is, a
teacher is doing two things simultaneously: 1) helping students respond
productively to the writing of their peers, and 2) responding to students’
drafts. In this way, all participants in an instructor-led peer conference are
collaborators, and students in this setting gain access to the meanings and
values teachers ascribe to various features of student writing. This access
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may be even more important than learning to generate feedback, since, as
Louise Phelps puts it, response to student writing “is most fundamentally
reading, not writing” (93). The instructor-led peer conference positions
students as novice readers and writers working in close proximity to their
more experienced and expert instructors.
In framing the instructor-led peer conference as an apprenticeship, I
am drawing on Sarah Freedman’s sense that, ideally, response to student
writing should function as “collaborative problem solving” (Response 7). Of
course, collaborative learning is not exactly a novelty in composition studies.
It was first popularized for the field in the mid-1980s by Kenneth Bruffee
who highlighted the need for learning to take place among a “community of
status equals” or “peers” (“Collaborative Learning” 642). Less restrictive is
Freedman’s vision of “collaborative problem solving,” which makes room for
both students and teachers. In the conclusion to their review of the literature
on peer response, DiPardo and Freedman imagine response taking place in
“a cooperative environment wherein power is productively shared—a classroom that could more properly be called a resource room, its teacher more
properly a knowledgeable coach, its students more properly one another’s
colleagues” (144). In such an environment, the responsibility for teaching
and learning is spread not just among students but extends to the teacher
as well. I believe the instructor-led peer conference, with its expanded opportunities for apprenticeship, can provide just such an environment. Of
course, it is not the case that this or any other response activity carries with
it guaranteed results. However, the participation structure of instructor-led
peer conferences does afford unique kinds of in-the-moment interactions
that foreground “collaborative problem solving,” especially between teachers and peer responders.
In order to explore these interactions in greater detail, I consider below
two sample conversations from actual instructor-led peer conferences, and
each of these sample conversations is examined through one of two theoretical lenses that will help illuminate how apprenticeship happens. For the
first, I reexamine some of Vygotsky’s concepts that have been used in the
past to underwrite the use of student-only peer response groups. Through
reconsidering these theories, I hope to amend some of the peculiar ways they
have been taken up, especially in discussions of response to student writing.
What Vygotsky renders intelligible are discreet, dyadic interactions between a
teacher and a student responder. However, Vygotsky is not especially helpful
for understanding how engaging in an instructor-led peer conference enables
multiple layers of interaction and fuller participation in academic practices of
reading and responding to student writing. Therefore, the second lens, based
on Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger’s theory of “situated learning,” frames the
conference as a space for guided participation. Taken together, these two
frameworks reveal how these conferences are both about learning discreet
tasks of response and about participating in academic literate practices. In
other words, the instructor-led peer conference is a space where students
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do two things simultaneously: they participate to learn, and they learn to
participate. What is ultimately at stake is not just a greater understanding
of a neglected response format, but also a fleshing-out of what it means to
view response to student writing as collaborative problem solving.

Participating to Learn
Both of these exchanges that follow occurred in the same lower-division
writing course taught at a large public university by Ellen (a pseudonym),
at the time a graduate teaching assistant. The course was the first in a
two-part, first-year composition sequence, and its specific focus was on
“textual analysis.” Students in the course read both fiction (in the form of
short stories) and non-fictional essays, and then wrote essays in which they
analyzed the rhetorical choices made in these texts. For the conferences
excerpted below, students had traded drafts of their essays in class and also
provided Ellen with copies of their drafts. Prior to each hour-long conference meeting outside of class, the students and Ellen read the group’s drafts,
and during the conference, students were expected to provide one another
feedback. It was also expected that students would revise their drafts after
the conference, according to the feedback they had received. I chose these
particular exchanges to examine because they were representative of the
kinds of apprenticeship work I want to illustrate. Because of that aim, these
exchanges show a teacher actively guiding students as they respond to other
students or remaining relatively silent while students discuss the drafts, but
not a teacher offering her own feedback to a writer. In other words, they do
not constitute a comprehensive picture of what happens in instructor-led
peer conferences.
Exchange #1 is primarily an interaction between a peer reviewer and a
writer, as mediated by an instructor’s prompting and validation of reviewer
comments.
Exchange #1
Participants: Ellen (instructor),Valerie (writer), Carrie (reviewer), Mike
(reviewer)
Turn

Speaker

Text of Turn

1

Ellen

So, looking at Valerie’s—maybe we can just look at a
particular paragraph again where—why don’t we pick one
where there is a fairly clear claim, but still is maybe not quite
as developed in terms of what you want or even evidence.
Do you guys have any place like that? ((30-second pause while
reviewers flip through their copies of the writer’s draft))
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Turn

Speaker

Text of Turn

2

Carrie

((to Valerie)) I thought the um, where you start talking,
it’s ((quoting from draft)) “the narrator becomes more
preoccupied with wallpaper,” and you start talking about
the domino effect, I thought those were really good ideas,
but you didn’t explain it too much. It was—and I thought it
could develop really far into eventually what would happen
if women started being more controlling, how would that
affect society, and all of that, because it was a good idea that
I didn’t think a lot of people got to. And um...

3

Ellen

Yeah, I agree. That’s exactly what I put. ((picks up her own
draft and shows it to Carrie, quoting from her own notes)) “Set
it up as a thesis, develop as a claim ((laughing)), and provide
evidence and warrants for it.” Um yeah, I mean...

4

Carrie

I mean you can almost, when st- even at the beginning
where you said “throughout history,” you could almost tie in
the history part there, that women have actually developed
and got rights to vote and stuff like that that you can almost
include to tie into part of your thesis as part of history.

In this exchange, conference participants are discussing a student’s essay
draft that examines feminist themes in Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s short story,
“The Yellow Wallpaper.” Ellen, the instructor, starts by asking the student
reviewers (in the first conversational turn) to choose a paragraph in the
draft that has “a fairly clear claim,” but that is “not quite as developed” or
lacks evidence. In making this request, she sets up the activity by laying out
a clearly defined task for the reviewers, one which asks them to apply their
understanding of such concepts as “claim,” “development,” and “evidence”
to this writer’s paper. There is a fairly long (30-second) pause while students
flip through their copies of the draft, ostensibly searching for a paragraph
that fits the criteria Ellen has just articulated. Eventually, Carrie (one of the
student reviewers) responds directly to the writer, Valerie, drawing her attention to a paragraph that she feels could have used more development,
and she even suggests how the paragraph could be expanded. At this point,
Carrie has responded to Ellen’s prompt, but she moves beyond the narrow
request to pick only one paragraph, and shifts back (as it were) into the
larger context of the conference by offering advice to the writer.
Within this brief exchange, the interaction between Ellen and Carrie represents a kind of “zone of proximal development.” In Mind in Society, Vygotsky
defines the zone of proximal development as “the distance between the actual
developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the
level of potential development as determined through problem solving under
adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers” (86).
Originally, Vygotsky developed this model for the purpose of assessing
more than a child’s “current developmental level,” but also for determining
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“those functions that have not yet matured but are in the process of maturation” (85-6). For Vygotsky, the fact that a child can perform tasks at a
higher developmental level while assisted by an adult (or some other “more
capable” person) means that “the zone of proximal development today will
be the actual developmental level tomorrow” (87).
But the zone of proximal development is not just a predictor of development; it articulates a mechanism by which learning happens. Using speech
as an example, Vygotsky argues that “language arises initially as a means of
communication between the child and the people in his environment. Only
subsequently, upon conversion to internal speech, does it come to organize
a child’s thought . . . become an internal mental function” (89).
There is some evidence of this kind of internalization in the way Valerie
takes up some of Ellen’s terminology in this exchange. Ellen models terms
like “paragraph,” “develop,” “claim,” and “evidence” for students, and these
are keyed to the assignment prompt and in-class discussions of writing. In
turn two, Carrie partially translates and partially adopts this terminology.
She shifts Ellen’s terms “claim” and “evidence” into less precise language
when she says in turn two “I thought those were really good ideas, but you
didn’t explain it too much.” However, Carrie does adopt Ellen’s term “develop,” which she uses in turn two to describe what the writer might focus
on. In turn three, it is Ellen’s turn to perform this kind of translation, since
she reframes Carrie’s comment as essentially identical to what she had written in the margin of her own draft copy: “Set it up as a thesis, develop as a
claim, and provide evidence and warrants for it.” Carrie takes up more of this
specialized language in turn four, again using the term “develop” (though
less precisely) and “thesis” as she elaborates on her initial point. Though
incomplete and imprecise, Carrie’s uptake of these terms suggests that she
is in the process of internalization described by Vygotsky.
This internalizing function of social interaction has historically been
a primary focus in treatments of Vygotsky in composition studies, but the
idiosyncratic way it has been taken up by the field has largely underplayed
the importance the theorist placed on “adult guidance” or a “more capable
peer” in the learning process. Kenneth Bruffee, one of the first to import
Vygotsky’s theories into the field, lumps the theorist together with Richard
Rorty and Stanley Fish, whose respective ideas of conversation and interpretive communities resonated (for Bruffee) with Vygotsky’s notion that thought
is the internalization of social speech.3 Anne Ruggles Gere follows Bruffee in
this view, when she ranks student-only writing groups among those “social
interactions that aid the process of internalization” (83). For both of these
writers, it is the interaction of students with one another—and not with a
teacher—that produces the social speech that in turn becomes internalized
thought.4 In this way, early attempts to frame peer collaboration as a zone
of proximal development insisted on the necessity of student autonomy.
However, no such claims were made by Vygotsky, for whom it was parents or
teachers who typically functioned as “adult guidance” or “more capable peer.”
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What is important is that, in order to exceed their “current developmental
level,” learners must participate in collaborative problem solving alongside
someone who is “more capable” in some relevant way.5
In the exchange between Ellen and Carrie above, Ellen plays the role
of “more capable” person in order to help student reviewers like Carrie formulate their feedback on the draft before them. She begins the exchange by
breaking the activity down into a specific, focused task: find a claim in the
draft that is not yet developed or supported adequately. In order to participate in this conference, students are called upon to align their comments
with how the instructor chooses to frame the activity. By scaffolding the
activity in this way, Ellen discourages students from performing superficial
judgments about the essay, such as “I liked your essay—it was good.” In her
book on peer response, Sharing Writing, Karen Spear notes that one of the
ways student-only peer response groups often have trouble is when “students
restrict themselves to tinkering with details rather than fully accepting the
tasks of inventing and revising” (39). Students in such groups float upon the
surface of the text, concerning themselves with obvious errors and awkward
phrasings, and they are unwilling—or unable—to delve deeper into the
conceptual needs of the draft. Though Spear speculates that perhaps “many
student writers are not developmentally ready to assume more holistic perspectives” (40), she blames this tendency upon group dynamics that “divert
students’ attention from the writing to the writer” (39). In this way, a desire
to not seem overly critical of one’s peers can have a profound effect upon
the quality of comments made by students to each other.
Spear’s solution to this dilemma is to have teachers provide students
with overt instruction in group dynamics, with lessons in listening and
giving feedback. Such discussions provide a kind of apprenticeship, as we
have been using the term, but it is a different way of structuring the activity than instructor-led peer conferences. With student-only writing groups,
instructors following Spears’ advice shape the quality of student response
by frontloading lessons in group interaction, and relying on students to
deploy those response strategies in the context of their groups. With the
instructor-led peer conference, however, such careful frontloading becomes
less essential, since the nature of the activity permits the teacher to shape
group interactions in the moment, to provide, as it were, instantaneous and
continuous feedback to the feedback being given in the writing group. The
difference between student-only groups and instructor-led groups is not the
amount of teacher involvement, since even student-only groups are shaped
by the kinds of frontloading proponents of peer response suggest. Instead,
the difference lies in whether a teacher’s influence comes from outside the
group or from within it.
There is an example of this in-the-moment shaping of response in Ellen’s
validation of Carrie’s feedback in the exchange above. In turn three, Ellen
leans over and shows her own copy of the draft to Carrie, pointing to what
she herself had written on her own copy, and saying “I agree. That’s exactly
Apprenticeship in the Instructor-Led Peer Conference 107

what I put.” She then goes on to quote what she had noted in the margins:
“Set it up as a thesis, develop as a claim, and provide evidence and warrants
for it.” As I suggested above, Ellen is translating Carrie’s comments here. After
all, Carrie seemed to be asking Valerie to address a particular issue (women
“being more controlling”) while Ellen’s comment frames it more in terms
of following a specific procedure for argumentation. Nevertheless, what is
worth pointing out here is the way that Ellen’s intervention establishes a
kind of intersubjectivity between the instructor and the reviewer. Both by
verbally agreeing with Carrie, and by pointing explicitly to her own notes,
Ellen not only validates Carrie’s feedback to Valerie, but also communicates
their mutual concern over this particular section of the draft. In other words,
Ellen frames the activity as an instance of collaborative problem solving,
and even if their articulations of the problem differ, they are represented by
Ellen as virtually identical.
Where student-only peer response groups exclude teachers, the instructor-led peer conference includes the teacher as a co-participant in the activity
of responding to student texts, and this co-participation enables productive
teacher-student interactions. What it specifically affords for students is a
kind of access to an instructor’s practices of reading, assessing, and revising
student texts. To be sure, the kinds of “frontloading” mentioned above might
provide a certain measure of access to those practices for student-only groups,
but didactic instruction—or, to take another common method, codification of
those practices into worksheets or rubrics—is not the same thing as witnessing the embodied response practices of a teacher externalized in momentto-moment interactions. In other words, explaining how to respond is not
the same thing as modeling the activity in practice. In the instructor-led peer
conference, both the teacher and the student reviewers are engaged in the
same activity, and this co-participation makes their practices more visible to
each other. With the teacher functioning as a “more capable” other, student
reviewers are positioned to internalize the teacher’s response practices. As
teacher and students work together to respond to student drafts, the whole
enterprise becomes a prime example of collaborative problem solving in a
zone of proximal development.
It is important, though, to acknowledge possible limitations to viewing
the instructor-led peer conference this way. In recent decades, there has been
a growing recognition that many opportunities for learning are more tacit
and less accessible to conscious reflection than Vygotsky sometimes represented (see Rogoff, Apprenticeship; Cultural Nature). The zone of proximal
development is perhaps less a space for direct, didactic instruction than it
is an opportunity for a learner to witness an “adult” or “more capable peer”
acting dispositionally and fluently in context. That is to say, the embodied
presence of the teacher improvising from a particular professional habitus
exceeds whatever a teacher could be consciously aware of or be capable
of intentionally teaching to students. Of course, as in any pedagogy, the
potential of instructor-led peer conferences depends on particular modes of
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implementation. Teachers in these conferences, as in classrooms and as for
peers in peer groups, could create zones of disengagement and alienation
as well as those that foster rich learning.
It is not the case that Vygotsky’s theories apply exclusively to peerto-peer interactions, as scholars like Bruffee have suggested. The zone of
proximal development in particular was originally applied to interactions
between an adult and child, or a child and a “more capable peer.” But these
lines of development occur along strictly dyadic lines, traced from adult to
child, instructor to student, or even peer to peer. Thus the zone of proximal
development is useful for tracing interactions between two individuals, but
is limited in its ability to account for multiple and simultaneous interactions
among all the participants in an instructor-led peer conference: the teacher,
the writer, and peer reviewers. Its roots in assessment of children, perhaps,
cause this focus on the products of interaction, the transferable skills that
each individual develops in those interactions, as opposed to the activity
within which those interactions circulate. Apprenticeship, as I want to use
the term, is about more than skill; it is also about achieving membership
in a community, about becoming a practitioner of an activity. In order to
fully appreciate how the instructor-led peer conference makes this kind of
movement possible, the next section examines a second conversation as an
instance of situated learning.

Learning to Participate
Let us turn now to Exchange #2 (below), involving a different conference round with the same instructor but a different set of students. In this
round, the student drafts are from an essay assignment that focused on the
rhetoric of environmentalism. The exchange begins in the middle of discussing a draft that attempts to contrast the rhetorical techniques used by two
environmentalist authors—Rachel Carson and Alan Durning.
Exchange #2
Participants: Ellen (instructor), Michelle (reviewer), Carl (writer), Paige
(reviewer)
Turn

Speaker

Text of Turn

1

Ellen

Yeah, so we kind of have two different things that Durning is
doing, according to Carl. There’s a use of a global trend and
there’s also an attempt to make people feel guilty about the way
they’re affecting the world, right? So...((gesturing to reviewers))
what reasons can you guys think of why that might not be as
effective as what Carson does? ((gesturing to Carl)) What reasons
can you think of why that might not be so effective?

2

Michelle

To support Carson? The global is too general. Like it really
doesn’t touch our, like, I don’t know, it just doesn’t touch us
personally, because it’s too way out there, other world..
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Turn

Speaker

Text of Turn

3

Ellen

How would he ((indicating Carl)) support this claim, that Durning
might be too general?

4

Michelle

Use textual evidence?

5

Ellen

Okay, what kind of textual evidence do you think would be
appropriate?

6

Carl

I need some textual evidence in that part, too?

7

Michelle

Just like, um, because you use like the quotes anyway, you could
like just touch up on the things you mentioned already.You could
just use key words.

8

Ellen

That’s right. That’s right. Michelle’s got it—key words. It’s the
word of the day. Absolutely.

Carl, the writer of the draft under consideration, has identified two
rhetorical techniques Durning uses, but has (apparently) not done enough
to argue which technique is more effective, even though the assignment
asks for an explicit comparison. In the first turn of this exchange, Ellen
recaps Carl’s claims, and then asks first the reviewers and then Carl himself
to speculate about the reasons why one approach might be more effective
than the other. She addresses the writer of the draft directly at the end of
that turn, perhaps because it is not clear whether he was included in the
“you guys” of the previous sentence. Though Carl is expressly included in
Ellen’s request, it is Michelle, one of the reviewers, who replies in the second
turn. She suggests that Carl could frame Durning’s rhetoric as too general,
too impersonal.
Michelle’s initial response suggests a point that Carl could make, but
not a specific strategy for achieving an effective revision. In turn three, Ellen repeats Michelle’s point, and asks “how would he support this claim?”
Michelle tentatively replies “use textual evidence,” although her unsure tone
registers as more of a question than an assertion. Ellen continues to probe in
turn five by saying “okay, what kind of textual evidence do you think would
be appropriate?” Taken together, Ellen’s conversational turns (one, three,
and five) break down the complex task—making a supportable claim—into
its component parts. Each of her questions ramps up to the next question,
such that the analytic processes of the activity are dissected and externalized,
put into a form the students can both observe and emulate. Ellen’s questions
provide a kind of scaffolding around the activity, which, as in Exchange #1,
helps students perform at a level they might not achieve on their own, and
therefore once again constitutes a kind of zone of proximal development.
But there is more going on here than scaffolding the activity of response.
Michelle, Ellen, and even Carl are each woven into a complex web of participation that continuously repositions them as the conversation unfolds. In
terms borrowed from the work of Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger, they are
all “legitimate peripheral participants” in this conference. Lave and Wenger
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locate their theory of situated learning explicitly in opposition to Vygotskian
ideas of internalization, which frames social interaction as an instrument by
which learning might occur. In their discussion of situated learning, Lave
and Wenger turn the relationship between learning and participation on its
head, arguing instead that learning is “an integral and inseparable aspect
of social practice” (31). Situated learning means that “learners inevitably
participate in communities of practitioners and . . . the mastery of knowledge and skill requires newcomers to move toward full participation in the
sociocultural practices of a community” (29). Learning and knowledge,
then, are reconfigured from conventional concepts of skills-acquisition into
a function of participation, within which learning is defined as “increasing
participation in communities of practice” (49).
Social practice lies at the heart of this theory of learning. Lave and
Wenger contend that “engaging in practice, rather than being its object, may
well be a condition for the effectiveness of learning” (93). It would perhaps
be a mistake to equate this view with the more familiar dictum that people
“learn by doing,” since for Lave and Wenger learning an activity and doing
an activity are bound up inextricably with each other. In the exchange above,
Michelle is not just learning to participate in the activity of peer response;
her participation positions her as an engaged practitioner within a limited
(and ad hoc) social matrix. This participation is what makes her learning
possible in the first place.
In Lave and Wenger’s terminology, Michelle—and everyone else present
in the conference—is a “legitimate” participant. What legitimates participation differs from activity to activity, but in the case of a writing group,
whether student-only or instructor-led, legitimacy stems at a basic level from
the fact that each participant is enrolled in a course that employs such a
teaching strategy. According to Lave and Wenger, the “form that the legitimacy of participation takes is a defining characteristic of ways of belonging,
and is therefore not only a crucial condition for learning, but a constitutive
element of its content” (35). That is to say, legitimacy may be a function of
“belonging” to a class of composition students and having been asked by
one’s instructor to participate.
But legitimacy in the case of writing groups does not originate solely in
an instructor’s choice to use this activity. In turn six of this exchange, Carl,
the writer of the draft under consideration, breaks in to the conversation
by asking Ellen (somewhat jokingly) “I need some textual evidence in that
part, too?” Up to this point, he has been on the periphery of the discussion
of his draft, but he apparently senses that what is being said might mean
more work for him as a writer. But Ellen does not answer Carl’s question;
Michelle does. In turn seven, Michelle responds to Carl, not really answering Ellen’s previous question about how Carl could support his claim, but
rather addressing his concern about the amount of work it might require.
She suggests that he “just use key words” to connect the discussion of Durning’s generality with evidence he had already presented earlier in his paper.
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Michelle identifies—as, perhaps, only a fellow student could—Carl’s anxiety
over having to hunt down more evidence for this new line of argument. She
then offers a practical solution to the problem, one which, it seems, had
been discussed in class prior to this conference.
What I believe this part of the exchange suggests is that Michelle’s
participation is legitimized by more than the “apprenticeship” relationship
between herself and the teacher. It is also grounded in an existing web of
peer affiliations and common experience. Note that Michelle initially responds to Ellen’s opening question like a student responding to a teacher’s
prompt, but as the conversation progresses, she addresses Carl directly as a
peer. More important, Carl’s apparent anxiety over the amount of revision
he will have to do resonates with her, and she responds by minimizing the
effort she thinks it will require: “just touch up on the things you mentioned
already.” She is telling Carl that he has done most of the work already, and
simply needs to connect everything together with “keywords.” Michelle’s
participation is therefore a fluid thing in this exchange, shifting quickly from
“apprentice reviewer” to “sympathetic peer.” Or rather, she is participating
at both levels simultaneously, so that she manages to balance the two roles
of “student” and “peer.” It is as if Michelle voices both sides of a dialogue
that, in the context of a student-teacher conference, might have occurred
between Ellen and Carl.
Michelle’s participation, then, lies along a nexus of dialogic negotiation,
and this positioning affords her certain resources for learning. Just as Lave
and Wenger speak of participation in situated learning as “legitimate,” they
also frame it as “peripheral.” The term “peripheral participation” is not to
be contrasted against some idea of “central” or “complete” participation,
but rather as a way to consider a person’s movement “toward full participation in a community of practice” (29). Any kind of writing group contains
members who participate in that group at different levels of engagement.
But there is more to peripherality than simple membership. For Lave and
Wenger, the peripherality of participation, “when it is enabled, suggests an
opening, a way of gaining access to sources for understanding through growing involvement” (37). Operating here is the idea that learners need access
to the modes of understanding and action present within a community of
practice. Lave and Wenger describe a failed version of apprenticeship among
butchers, wherein newcomers, whose job was to package the meat cut by
veterans, were physically separated from sites where the more advanced tasks
of actual butchery occurred. In having their access to other activities within
their community of practice thus limited, the apprentice butchers lacked
opportunities to observe the more advanced tasks related to the job, and
therefore had difficulty developing their own skills beyond merely packaging
the meat (Lave and Wenger 76-78). Their participation was legitimate and
peripheral, but the form of that peripherality—essentially distanced from
other knowledge within the community—hindered those apprentices from
moving toward full participation in their chosen line of work.
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Likewise, student-only peer response groups may cut students off from
teachers’ practices of reading, response, and evaluation. As I mentioned
earlier, it is not a matter of whether student-only groups involve legitimate
and peripheral participation in an activity; they clearly do. The question,
instead, is what “sources for understanding” are available to students through
participation in such groups? If a teacher provides students with review
worksheets, evaluation rubrics, or other explicit instructions for providing
feedback (as Spear suggests), then there is, to be sure, a certain degree of
access to more expert modes of response. However, as noted earlier, such
direct, or “frontloaded” guidance may not fully represent a teacher’s actual
embodied practices of reading and responding to student texts.
In a student-only peer response group, the most immediate “sources
for understanding” are other students, who may have developed certain
ideas about academic writing and review from other classroom activities,
and from current and previous writing instruction, but who are nonetheless
still developing academic literacies. Assuming that students tend to read one
another’s texts in similar ways and through similar filters (see Newkirk),
then access in these groups to a teacher’s practices of reading, writing,
and response is relatively limited. Like Lave and Wenger’s novice butchers,
students in a peer-only group are legitimate peripheral participants, but
in a circumscribed way. Peripheral participants are, in Lave and Wenger’s
terms, supposed to “develop a view of what the whole enterprise is about,
and what there is to be learned” (93). In a composition course, the “whole
enterprise” often involves developing students’ capacities for engaging in
academic literate practices, or of becoming fuller participants in a larger
academic community of practice. For student-only groups, access to these
broader aims exists, but is in some ways more restricted than when a teacher
is included as a face-to-face participant.
Student-only peer response groups provide students access to the collective understandings and meanings of their peers, with less clear ties
to larger classroom or academic dispositions and values. In noting how
students in student-only groups tend to treat surface-level errors in their
peers’ writing, Spear suggests that this tendency seems like an unsuccessful
attempt to mimic the practices of the teacher. She argues that what typically happens in student-only peer response groups is that “students ape the
teacher, overlooking the strengths of real teachers’ behavior and emulating
the weaknesses” (55). Spear blames this student misunderstanding on a
tradition of “teacher-centered education” (7), and she certainly has a point.
But one might also argue that this misunderstanding of the teacher’s role
happens precisely because a teacher’s practices of reading, responding, and
evaluating are not ordinarily made visible or accessible enough to students.
Perhaps it is inevitable that students in most writing courses would interpret
the role of the teacher primarily as an evaluator and corrector of errors,
given that most student anxiety occurs at the site of their own evaluation by
the teacher, and that many instructors tend to frame the grades they assign
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students with comments that highlight deficiency over performance. Students
can therefore end up emulating an incomplete version (or even caricature)
of teacher’s practices when then respond to one another.
Things are potentially different in an instructor-led peer conference. In
both of the exchanges examined here, Ellen as the instructor focuses much
of her energy on helping student reviewers give feedback rather than providing her own feedback to student writers. Nevertheless, her participation
in the conferences does extend to students’ access to her practices of reading, responding, and evaluating student writing. In each exchange, Ellen
begins the conversation by directing students’ attention to specific issues or
“troublesources” (to borrow Nystrand and Brandt’s terminology; 211) in
the drafts. In each case, this focusing of attention is phrased in the form of
a question or prompt, but it also indicates what priority the instructor has
assigned to these concerns. In other words, these questions allow Ellen to
signal her own concerns about the drafts, while at the same time soliciting
feedback from students. Her aim is to direct students’ attention to what she
considers most important or salient. So, instead of simply emulating their
existing vision of teacher’s practices (evaluating, correcting errors), students
are asked to attend to specific issues in the drafts and consider how they
would address them.
Again, Ellen’s choices in these exchanges need not be explicit or even
conscious. As a writing instructor, she represents a full participant in a larger
community of academic writers. She is, to use an archaic expression, a kind
of “oldtimer” in certain practices that circulate within academia, and as
such is positioned to afford students access to a range of reading, writing,
and response practices valued in that context. This is not to say that any
instructor is an absolute authority on academic literate practices, but rather
that she is (ordinarily and hopefully) someone who shares a repertoire of
understandings, meanings, and values with other participants. Under this
view, the instructor functions as a kind of “master” to student “apprentices,”
where for Lave and Wenger “mastery resides not in the master but in the
organization of the community of practice of which the master is part” (94).
Part of the whole enterprise of writing instruction is to make the practices
and meanings of academic writing accessible to students. This may be accomplished in classroom instruction, conferences, or even student-only peer
response groups where students bring their own experiences and understandings to the process. But what an instructor-led peer conference does
is enable a kind of foregrounding of an instructor’s practices of reading,
responding, and evaluating. This “making visible” of the academy occurs
when the instructor models (whether intentionally or tacitly) the kinds of
revision she might perform on a student’s text, or the kinds of feedback a
person could offer the student who wrote that text.
Ellen’s praise of Michelle serves this apprenticing function in at least
two ways. First, it validates her own sense of what needs to be done to
these drafts, and therefore legitimates her contributions in the conference.
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Such affirmation encourages Michelle to continue to offer similar kinds of
specific feedback. Second, this praise also does some important work for
the instructor. It is clear in turn eight of this exchange that Ellen considers
it important that students learn to use “key words” in the way described.
It is unclear, though, whether she already considered this a good strategy
for Carl to use before Michelle introduces it. That is to say, Ellen does not
introduce the idea of using “key words” here, but expresses approval when
Michelle does. The form of that approval—“That’s right. Michelle’s got it—key
words”—might sound as if Ellen already had this strategy in mind and was
pushing students toward this conclusion, but it is equally possible that she
arrived at it on her own, or as a result of previous conversations in class or
in this conference. In either case, what is important is that Ellen has gotten
Michelle to do much of the heavy lifting, and therefore Michelle becomes a
fuller participant in the activity.
This is not to say that we should view Ellen’s participation in these conferences as minimal or passive. In each of the exchanges examined here, she
operates as an initiator of dialogue and as a kind of coach for the reviewers,
prodding them to formulate more elaborated feedback for the writer than
they initially offer. The reviewers have also performed impromptu revisions
on other student’s drafts, and the instructor has shaped the nature of those
revisions. This impromptu revision, I believe, is crucial to the enterprise
of response here. Learning to treat another student’s draft critically is an
important step toward treating one’s own work that way. Michelle’s initial
comment in turn two is really just an observation, a relatively easy judgment
that the “global is too general” in the kind of arguments being discussed.
Ellen’s follow-up questions urge Michelle not only to identify the problem,
but also to explore possible solutions to that problem. Instead of simply critiquing Carl’s draft, she begins to think of it in terms of what she might do
to it herself. She does not literally rewrite this section of Carl’s draft, since
the problem she has identified requires more than a quick, surface-level
revision. Nevertheless, Michelle articulates (in terms that the instructor
has been helping students adopt) a strategy for dealing with this issue. It
is not, she claims, a matter of introducing more quotes, since Carl’s draft
already contains enough of those, but instead a matter of pointing back at
quotes that are already there by using “key words”—a rhetorical strategy
that had apparently been discussed previously in class. Through such oral
revision, key practices of reading, responding, and writing are all brought
to the foreground.
Legitimate peripheral participation does not in itself guarantee access
and membership to a particular community, nor are the notions of access
and membership themselves unproblematic. Lave and Wenger point to these
issues when they suggest that “hegemony over resources for learning and
alienation from full participation are inherent in the shaping of the legitimacy
and peripherality of participation in its historical relations” (42). In writing
classrooms, various configurations of hegemony and/or alienation are posApprenticeship in the Instructor-Led Peer Conference 115

sible. Some students may find themselves in a position similar to Lave and
Wenger’s apprentice butchers, with access to academic communities limited
by an instructor’s hegemony over (and restricting of) its practices. What is
potentially ironic here is that one of the strategies meant to empower students in such classrooms—putting students into response groups with their
peers—might actually have the effect of restricting access to the practices
of fuller participants in writing communities, thus maintaining the instructor’s hegemony over those practices. Neither student-only nor instructor-led
groups are inherently more egalitarian or liberating than the other, despite
assertions that peer-only interactions are better at maintaining student
autonomy (see Bruffee, “Collaborative Learning”; Gere).

Conclusion
This vision of apprenticeship in these exchanges is a highly localized one,
something I might be tempted to call a “micro-apprenticeship.” Learning to
compose an academic essay—or learning to read and respond to one—is
not the equivalent of learning a profession or trade. Instead, it is a process
of gaining access and exposure to the grounded (and embodied) practices
of reading and writing valued by a particular institutional configuration of
course, teacher, assignment, and student. Ellen’s students are not so much
entering into a new community as they are engaging in new practices that
require them to reconfigure their relationships to each other, to the task,
to the institution, and to literacy in general. These apprenticeships in reading and writing need not have a strict teleology; in fact, they need not last
beyond the scope of completing a particular assignment. But a local and
contingent apprenticeship is an apprenticeship nonetheless.
As I stated earlier, specific pedagogies do not carry with them guaranteed
results. What I have tried to expose here is how the inclusion of an instructor in a conference might enable interactions and points of articulation
that differ from those that typically occur in a student-only peer response
group. Of course, just because those features are enabled does not mean
that the instructor’s mere presence will necessarily have a positive effect,
or any specific desired effect. It is not a magic bullet. Instead of treating
the instructor-led peer conference as an occasion for collaborative problem
solving, as Ellen does, teachers might instead choose to ignore or squelch
student feedback and present their own comments as authoritative. Success, I believe, depends on going into these conferences with the express
purpose of engaging in dialogue with students about their writing and about
their responses to one another. Teachers should even be open to disagreement, since some of the most productive negotiations come out of them. As
a teacher who uses instructor-led peer conferences myself, I have always
appreciated it when students convince me to see one of their peer’s drafts
from a different perspective.
While the success or failure of such engagements depends a great deal
upon the way authority is enacted in conferences, it is not possible to dis116 Composition Studies

pense with authority altogether, either in instructor-led peer conferences or
in any other form of response to student writing. It might be possible to mask
institutional authority, but not efface it completely. And if it is not possible
to dispense with authority altogether, teachers must think long and hard
about the various forms authority might take, how it could be configured to
encourage desirable learning outcomes. Melanie Sperling has argued that
“how one may fully and richly encounter . . . others in the process of learning
to write in school is what writing pedagogy must really be about” (159). In
other words, literate practices of writing—and responding—are shaped over
time in meaningful dialogue with others. What I have attempted to show
here is that the instructor-led peer conference offers a space for teachers to
collaborate productively with students while responding to student writing.

Notes
1. The context for Dene and Gordon Thomas’s discussion of “Rogerian reflection”
is the instructor-led peer conference, but their focus was not the format itself.
Susan Miller’s piece on “Using Group Conferences to Respond to Essays in
Progress” provides practical advice for teachers employing such conferences.
2. I have necessarily expanded this concept of apprenticeship from popular
understandings of the term. Taken literally, apprenticeship usually indexes a
particular relationship between a master tradesperson and a novice learner of
that trade. As Jean Lave and Etienne Wenger note, “the uses of ‘apprenticeship’ in cognitive and educational research [is] largely metaphorical” (31). The
term has not found wide circulation in Composition Studies, though see Diane
Belcher’s “The Apprenticeship Approach to Advanced Academic Literacy.” I am
using apprenticeship as a descriptor for a particular intersection between collaboration and learning. See Lave and Wenger, Situated Learning and Barbara
Rogoff, Apprenticeship in Thinking, for extended discussions of apprenticeship.
See also my discussion of situated learning, below.
3. Bruffee makes these connections in “Collaborative Learning and the ‘Conversation of Mankind’” and “Writing and Reading as Collaborative or Social Acts.”
4. This movement from the “interpsychological” to the “intrapsychological” plane
is not simply matter of transference, nor is it straightforward or unproblematic. Though somewhat similar, Vygotsky is not reproducing Piaget’s notion of
assimilation. See James Wertsch’s Vygotsky and the Social Formation of Mind
for a useful discussion of this process of internalization.
5. Bruffee does acknowledge the issue of “more capable peers” at one point,
when he asks “how can student peers, who are not members of the knowledge
communities they hope to enter, who lack the knowledge that constitutes those
communities, help other students enter them?” (“Collaborative Learning”
644). His answer is that no student is “wholly ignorant or inexperienced,” and
that by “pooling the resources” of a peer group, some kind of access to that
new community is possible (644). In other words, Bruffee takes it on faith that
any group of peers will contain individuals who are “more capable” in some
respects than the others in the group. While it is true that students often bring
different strengths and competencies to writing groups, such differences in
capability are not likely to arrange themselves in neatly demarcated ways. One
student may have a better ear for academic tone, while another student might
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have a keener sense of argumentation. Bruffee assumes that the “pooling of
resources” is enough to fill in the gaps, but making the various strengths match
up with the various weaknesses in a group seems to me a task far beyond the
abilities of most teachers, as there is no efficient or clear mechanism by which
differentiation in capability may be monitored or regulated.
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Course Design
Taking It on the Road: Transferring
Knowledge about Rhetoric and Writing
across Curricula and Campuses
Jenn Fishman and Mary Jo Reiff

Course Description

S

ince Fall 2004, the Undergraduate Catalog at the University of Tennessee-Knoxville has listed a two-part “Communicating through Writing”
(WC) requirement, which includes two first-year composition courses and
an upper-division course in one of thirty-five majors. Most students fulfill
the former by enrolling in English 101 and 102, a two-semester sequence
that for many years covered expository writing and a combined introduction to literature and college-level research (19). Starting in 2004-2005,
however, we substantially revised both courses. Responding not only to
the inauguration of the WC requirement, but also to emerging institutional and disciplinary imperatives, we chose to reorient our curriculum
toward transfer. Specifically, we worked to establish courses that promote
what D. N. Perkins and Gavriel Salomon describe as “high road” transfer
or the “deliberate mindful abstraction of skill or knowledge from one context for application in another” (“Teaching” 25). With this in mind, our
redesigned FYC sequence focused on knowledge domains and skills that
transfer across writing contexts, such as rhetorical knowledge, knowledge
of writing processes, and engagement with multiple literacies and diverse
research methods.
ENGL 101 - English Composition I (3 Credit Hours)
Intensive instruction in writing, focusing on analysis and argument. Strategies for
reading critically, analyzing texts from diverse perspectives, developing substantive
arguments through systematic revision, addressing specific audiences, integrating
sources, and expressing ideas with clarity and correctness.
ENGL 102 - English Composition II (3 Credit Hours)
Advancing concepts introduced in English 101. Intensive writing instruction focused
on inquiry and research. Strategies for formulating and investigating questions, locating
and evaluating information, using varied sources and research methods, developing
positions on intercultural and interdisciplinary issues from diverse texts (print, digital,
and multimedia), and presenting research using appropriate rhetorical conventions.
(Undergraduate Catalog)
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Elsewhere, we have offered a detailed account of our collaborative,
three-year revision process (see Fishman and Reiff). In this essay, we turn our
attention to the courses we designed along with the research and theories
that support them, and we reflect on the possibilities for not only students’
knowledge transfer in and beyond FYC, but also our own. In 2004 Jenn
was new faculty, and Mary Jo was a newly tenured veteran WPA. In 2010
as we finished writing this essay, we both were leaving UTK, and we found
ourselves wondering whether and how our experiences would transfer to
new institutions, departments, and FYC programs. Although at this juncture
a great deal remains to be seen, we believe that reaching back to reflect
on our UTK experiences will provide the distance necessary to facilitate
the purpose of the “Course Design”—“to self-critically describe a specific
pedagogy that engages in the larger discourse of the field”—and will help us
reach forward in new jobs and new locations to address topics of common
concern, including the content, scope, and surprisingly strong disciplinarity
of transfer-oriented writing instruction.

Institutional Contexts
Curricular revisions can be epic undertakings, especially in large programs where dozens of faculty offer hundreds of FYC sections each year. If
there is a continuum of revision efforts, a series of exemplars that extends
from the Odyssey and the Aeneid to modern adventures like Star Trek and
National Lampoon’s Vacation, we locate our experiences closest to Captain
Kirk’s enterprise and the Griswald family’s exploits. Unlike the great Greek
warriors of antiquity, we did not see ourselves as explicitly embattled or
endangered when we set out to revise English 101 and 102, nor was it
our ambition to found a new city or create a stand-alone “sophistopolis”
for college writing (Russell 11). Instead, we counted ourselves lucky to be
part of a well-established, well-supported first-year composition program
housed within the UTK English Department. Although nationally many FYC
programs are becoming independent or affiliated with university studies, the
UTK program remains rooted in English, as does rhetoric and composition,
and to-date the arrangement has been both practical and productive. While
the English Department has final approval over the FYC budget, staff, and
curriculum, Mary Jo has been able to lead the program with day-to-day autonomy, and she has been able to draw fully on the department’s resources,
especially in her work with the graduate students and lecturers who compose
the majority of the FYC faculty.
In this context, we were surprised by how rigorously our curricular
revisions tested and even strained this arrangement. Despite our careful
scaffolding (e.g., a custom textbook, special sessions at annual teaching
workshops), we found ourselves learning first-hand and repeatedly how
transfer, especially when matched with rhetoric and multiplicities, can call
to the fore some of the most disciplinary aspects of writing instruction. This
claim may seem counterintuitive, since teaching for transfer pushes writ122 Composition Studies

ing programs with centrifugal force away from English and toward a broad
sampling of the expert discourses that students use both during and after
college. At the same time, however, transfer also pulls writing programs
centripetally toward a deeper engagement with rhetoric and composition.
In our case, not only did we draw more strongly than ever before from rhetcomp scholarship in order to strengthen invisible program infrastructure;
we also turned to disciplinary sources for some of the most highly visible
components of our new courses.
Notably, and in concert with many—but not all—transfer proponents,
we share a strong belief in the tremendous educational potential of first-year
writing. We also agree with Anne Beaufort, who argues in College Writing
and Beyond: if FYC is “taught with an eye toward transfer of learning and
with an explicit acknowledgement of the context of [first-year] writing itself
as a social practice,” it “can set students on a course of life-long learning so
they know how to learn to become better and better writers in a variety of
contexts” (7). While Beaufort includes rhetoric among the five knowledge
domains associated with writing expertise, we gave rhetoric special priority in our new, transfer-focused curriculum. Informed by ongoing debates
about the relationship of rhetorical studies and composition studies (see S.
Miller, Farris), we see rhetoric as a tradition of civic-minded literate communication that writing students and teachers alike do well to study (see
Hauser; T. Miller; T. Miller and Bowdon); we also understand rhetoric as a
set of generalizable practices essential to deliberate and engaged articulation. As scholarship from the past ten years underscores, rhetorical praxis in
the twenty-first century involves a tremendous array of discourses, genres,
modalities, and media, and we agreed that we would be remiss if we did
not also give “multiplicities” precedence.
Accordingly, then, the courses we piloted in 2005-6 and implemented in
2006-7 represented our first efforts to translate new FYC priorities—transfer,
rhetoric, and multiplicities—into program goals and course practices. At
brown bag lunches and teaching workshops, we talked about the implications
of making students’ self-conscious learning about learning how to write a
primary pedagogical objective, and we frequently turned the focus to rhetoric
in order to discuss the ways in which teaching not only rhetorical terms and
related concepts (e.g., the rhetorical canons, the rhetorical appeals) but also
rhetorical approaches to the reception, inquiry, and production of different
types of texts is related to that overarching goal.
To help instructors visualize the relationship between program goals and
course curricula, we depicted the new assignment sequence as an arc that
follows the historical progression of mass literacy from an early emphasis
on reading to a present-day emphasis on writing (Brandt 174). In the terminology of our program, this trajectory sweeps from rhetorical reception
to rhetorical production, and at least in concept it depicts the directionality
of our main lessons about transfer. (See Figure 1). Over two semesters, we
encourage students first to acquire, become aware of, and deliberately use
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writing knowledge as critical audience members and second to expand, refine, and apply that knowledge through a variety of inquiry and production
projects. Of course in practice, each semester as well as each assignment
engages students in the full complexities of composition, and the new curriculum invites them to explore different aspects of writing and its recursivity,
including the continual give and take of reception, inquiry, and production.
At the start of the sequence, English 101 offers an explicit focus on
reception, and early assignments ask students to read—and watch and
listen—rhetorically. In the first weeks of class, whether teachers assign the
university’s annual “Life of the Mind” book, a popular ad, or a film, they begin
building a foundation for the first two program-wide writing assignments,
rhetorical and contextual analysis. For the former, students examine “how
a writer uses language and textual conventions to effectively communicate
his/her purpose” to an audience (see Appendix A: Bevill); for the latter they
analyze the impact one or more contextual factors has on a particular rhetor
and his or her text and audience. The next two assignments maintain the
course focus on reception, but they also engage students in more extensive
syntheses of texts and ideas, more complex argumentation, and a higher
degree of self-reflection. The position-taking assignment asks students to
add their opinions, as informed commentators or critics, to an ongoing deliberation; and the final assignment, arguing with sources, asks students to
engage directly with other writers’ ideas and voices by composing a multisource-based argument. Throughout the semester, instructors tailor courses
to their own teaching preferences, making choices about assignment genres
and media. At the same time, everyone teaches most, if not all major assignments as multi-phase projects, bringing attention to different aspects of the
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writing process as well as knowledge about rhetoric, genre, subject matter,
and discourse community.
Building on lessons learned in English 101, English 102 shifts the focus
from reception to inquiry and production, giving students the opportunity
to practice three general modes of investigation: “hands on” research or
fieldwork, historical research, and academic research. Piloting this sequence we encountered a dearth of appropriate textbooks, and as a result
we created our own custom publication, The Rhetoric of Inquiry. The table
of contents follows instructors’ tendency to teach the hands-on unit first,
taking students by surprise by taking them out of the classroom and into
local or virtual communities, where they conduct research best supported
by observations, interviews, and surveys. The historical unit appears next
and introduces students to different reasons, methods, and resources for
inquiring into the past. It begins with concepts and philosophies of history,
and it challenges students to pose inquiry questions that can be answered
through oral histories, library archives, and either personal or professional
collections of artifacts. Last, students engage in academic inquiry, often
making academia itself their focus. In one version of the course, students
investigate “some of the more difficult issues that universities face today,”
such as access, cheating, and media perceptions (see Appendix B: Caleb).
In other sections, students study a particular academic community of practice (e.g., discipline, department, major), learning participants’ ideas and
values, research and publication activities, and expectations for students at
different stages of education.
Both courses engage multiplicities, starting with reading lists that contain
a great deal more than required readings. In English 101 teachers assign a
variety of print and screen genres ranging from posters, stories, and ads to
film clips, video games, and status updates. In addition, many instructors
assign students to visit exhibits, attend real-time events, or discover “found”
texts around campus. In English 102, students learn to work with online
databases and survey software alongside rare books and museum artifacts,
and both courses give students opportunities to produce not only traditional
genres (e.g., personal essays, op-ed pieces, literature reviews, cover letters),
but also new genres, such as blog posts, digital audio and video essays, and
hypertext (see Appendices A and B). Most recently, in Spring 2010, the FYC
program sponsored a poster contest, which culminated in a “Writers’ Block
Party” and public celebration in the Hodges Library Commons. (See Figures
2 and 3.) The top submissions displayed inquiries into high school students’
reading habits, hidden messages in children’s literature, the efficacy of zero
tolerance rules, and contemporary slavery, and they stood out for more than
the high quality of research they represented. The winning posters also
provided sophisticated examples of how FYC students negotiate twentyfirst-century writing realities. As contestants translated their research and
arguments across mediums and contexts, they engaged a range of available
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Figure 2. 2010 Writers’ Block Poster Contest Winners
visual and verbal resources to transmit the main lessons they had learned,
including: “THIS WAY for HOW IT REALLY IS.”

Theoretical Rationale
For us, the road to curriculum revision was paved with not only good
intentions but also research and scholarship, beginning with the work of
Gavriel Salomon and D. N. Perkins. Together, these two educational psychologists published a series of now frequently cited of essays in which they
define “two distinct transfer mechanisms” or roads. As they explain in their
earliest reports, “Transfer occurs by the low road when a performance practiced to near automaticity in one context becomes activated spontaneously
by stimulus conditions in another context” (“Programming” 4). For example,
“Opening a chemistry book for the first time triggers reading habits acquired
elsewhere,” and “trying out a new video game activates reflexes honed on
another one” (Perkins and Salomon, “Teaching” 25). By contrast, high road
transfer is a more complicated activity, which requires greater cognitive
resources. Characterized by “deliberate mindful abstraction [of skills or information] from one context and application to another,” high road transfer
requires “[s]elf-conscious efforts to transfer fostered by self-monitoring and
recognition of the need to recruit past experiences” (Salomon and Perkins,
“Programming” 4-5).
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Figure 3. 2010 Writers’ Block Poster Contest Winners
As Perkins and Salomon acknowledge, the turn to transfer can seem
redundant. After all, “transfer is integral to our expectations and aspirations
for education,” and, as some of our colleagues were quick to point out, many
teachers “already pose questions and organize activities” that promote one or
both types of transfer (“Teaching” 22, 29). Yet transfer can be distinguished
from more basic acts of learning, and one of the main messages that Perkins
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and Salomon’s research sends is really a warning: “transfer does not take care
of itself.” (“Teaching” 22) Nearly twenty-five years later, David Smit echoes
this message in The Ends of Composition Studies, where he offers readers a
dose of strong, but good medicine. He writes: “The bottom line for writing
instruction may be this: We get what we teach for,” and if we want to teach for
transfer, then “we must find ways to help novices see the similarities between
what they already know and what they might apply from that previously
learned knowledge to other writing tasks” (134). Likewise, if we want to
organize entire curricula around transfer, we must find programmatic ways
to help teachers reconceive what it means to teach writing, and the bottom
line for writing program administration may be this: We get what we WPA
for, and with that in mind we focused our efforts on determining whether
and how scholarly recommendations could translate into practicable and
effective program-wide guidelines and goals.
In particular, as we redesigned our curriculum, we worked to translate
transfer pedagogies into shared assignments and general course content.
According to Salomon and Perkins in “The Rocky Roads to Transfer,” there
are two pedagogies teachers can use to create optimal classroom conditions for transfer, hugging and bridging. The former is distinguished by
teaching that encourages “the automaticity of mastery” (e.g., modeling,
frequent reinforcement), and it promotes low road transfer by requiring
students to repeat specific practices “in a variety of somewhat related and
expanding contexts” (127, 120). Conversely, bridging encourages high road
transfer, which demands both the decontextualization of knowledge and the
deliberate abstraction of general principles and protocols for subsequent
application in disparate situations (124-5). An active, generally interactive
instructional style, bridging “either provokes students to abstract mindfully”
from general principles, or it “explicitly provides such principles and assures
that students thoroughly understand them in their greater scope” (132).
Working to create not lesson plans but curricular analogues, we designed
overlapping reception assignments (e.g., reading rhetorically, rhetorical
and contextual analysis) in hopes we could engage English 101 students
in far-reaching low-road transfer of rhetorical knowledge and knowledge
of genre and media in particular. Position taking and arguing with sources
come next because the shift from analyzing to utilizing rhetorical strategies
can cultivate an “expectation for transfer” (135), and English 102 reinforces
this expectation by asking students to travel the high road across multiple
modes of inquiry and production.
During the period we formulated and tested this curriculum, our circle
of interlocutors expanded exponentially. Indeed, by 2007 when we implemented our new courses, we could read the story of our own experiences
between the lines of a host of new disciplinary publications, including Anne
Beaufort’s book-length longitudinal study of transfer, College Writing and
Beyond and a host of salient essays by Linda S. Bergman and Janet Zepernick, Douglas Downs and Wardle; Susan Jarratt, Katherine Mack, Alexandra
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Sartor, and Shevaun Watson; Gerald Nelms and Ronda Leathers Dively;
Wardle (2007, 2009); and Angela Rounsaville, Rachel Goldberg, and Anis
Bawarshi. In the main, this body of scholarship was affirming, and it was
gratifying to know we worked to repurpose FYC in such good company. In
was also productive to compare others’ research findings with the results of
our own small, grant-supported study. “Does it Transfer?” was the second
part of a two-year project begun in the FYC classroom, and it collected mainly
survey data from a volunteer subset of original participants (Y1 N=197; Y2
N=41). Students’ responses to our questions indicated that at least some
FYC knowledge, including rhetorical terminology, stayed with them through
the second year of college. Their self-reports also called attention to the
role reinforcement plays in transfer (see Jarratt, Mack, Sartor and Watson;
Nelms and Dively), suggesting a correlation between students’ recall of FYC
practices and vocabulary and their ongoing study of writing in WC and/or
rhetoric and composition courses (see Fishman, Reiff, Doyle, and Pigg).1
Along with the common ground we discovered that we share with colleagues from across the country, we took note of the differences we saw
between our courses and our experiences on one hand and the materials
we were reading on the other. Perhaps most notably, our decision to place
rhetoric at the center of our transfer curriculum stood out to us. Of course,
Beaufort follows her student Tim’s rhetorical development in both of his
majors (history and engineering); Jarratt and her colleagues draw on concepts of rhetorical memory as a critical frame for their study; and they as
well as Bergman and Zepernick take particular note of students’ “potentially
powerful—though often inchoate—rhetorical awareness.” As the latter explain, summarizing their interview data, “Students seemed to be completely
unaware that the purpose of FYC might be to help them turn their rhetorical
’street smarts’ into conscious methods of analysis . . . that they could then
apply to writing situations in other contexts” (134). Our concern about this
problem in our own program, combined with our aforementioned commitment to rhetorical education, motivated us to go beyond the WPA Outcomes
in making the transfer of rhetorical knowledge a priority. As Linda Flower
has been arguing since her earliest work with student professional writers,
“The knowledge that has the most visible effect on student performance is
rhetorical problem solving” (20),2 and the rhetorical tradition testifies to
rhetoric’s ability to generalize across time and cultures as well as disciplines
and day-to-day contexts.
For us, the decision to focus on rhetoric also enabled us—and, more
importantly, our students—to pursue connections between FYC and expert communities both within and beyond the academy. English 102, for
example, invites students to learn about—and deliberately use—inquiry
methods practiced by a range of experts, who can be found not only in
schools and the workplace but also the locations Anne Ruggles Gere identifies as “composition’s extracurriculum” (79). For Beaufort, this sensibility is
fundamental to writing expertise, a proficiency “ultimately concerned with
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. . . becoming engaged in a particular community of writers who dialogue
across texts, argue, and build on each other’s work” (College Writing 18).
Of course, today expert writers belong to diverse communities, including
many that have (or have had) little to no voice within the academy. We
believe FYC can—and should—help students increase their knowledge of
how they and their knowledge of writing are culturally and historically situated, and English 102 argues through its curriculum that writing expertise
can—and should—include the ability both to recognize and to participate
in a multiplicity of knowledge-using (knowledge-producing and knowledgemisusing) communities.
Prioritizing the multiplicities of discourse communities has been as important to us as prioritizing the multiplicities of media in a curriculum that
promotes twenty-first century literacies as part of transfer pedagogy. Over a
decade ago, the New London Group asserted, “[L]iteracy pedagogy must now
account for the burgeoning variety of text forms associated with information
and multimedia technologies” (61). We believe the time is still now, and we
consider knowledge of media a domain of writing expertise that warrants
explicit attention, especially within a transfer curriculum. Notably, some of
Perkins and Salomon’s earliest studies investigated knowledge transfer in
computer programming instruction, and their work is filled with new media examples (e.g., video games as sites of transfer) and metaphors (e.g.,
students’ minds as databases). More recently, the WPA Outcomes added a
“technology plank,” and we would go so far as to add “media knowledge”
as a sixth domain to Anne Beaufort’s model of writing expertise. In doing
so, we echo scholarship that recognizes knowledge of media as knowledge
that includes both analogue and digital forms, and we argue our own case
for the importance of distinguishing the information superhighway from the
high road. By routing the latter through an instructional landscape rife with
media choices, we worked to create courses that encourage students to use
available communicative means with growing sophistication and deliberateness as they travel toward their own destinations and goals.

Critical Reflection
Although reflection was a regular part of our journey, leaving UTK has
created a new context for looking back at the courses we designed, and we
agree the issue with the greatest exigence, particularly for us as past, present, or future WPAs, is better understanding the disciplinary push and pull
that teaching for transfer seemed to create. Certainly, in looking back, we
see that context matters. For us, unlike colleagues who sought or planned
alliances between FYC and WAC or WIM, the push we received from the WC
requirement was more of a shove (albeit a shove in the right direction). Since
this requirement was created without our consultation, and since UTK does
not have a formal WAC or WIM program, our actions were really reactions.
This distinction matters because of a point we could not see in the moment,
when we were busy trying to turn top-down institutional mandates into an
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opportunity for positive pedagogical change. Looking through the lenses of
transfer scholarship and pedagogical problems we saw from our own disciplinary perspective, we did not see how our own program’s lack of desire
for change would conflict with the changes we began making, and teachers’
initially positive responses to the new curriculum further obscured from view
a problem we can now see much more clearly. What teachers immediately
appreciated was the creative license our new courses invite them to exercise
over not only course materials but also course inquiry topics, which teachers
were able to choose and develop. What many teachers increasingly resent
is the way the curriculum requires them to become teachers of rhetoric and
composition or “writing” in the sense that teaching for transfer, at least in
our program, now demands.3
When Downs and Wardle argue for reconceiving first-year composition
as an introduction to writing studies, they do so based on their joint research
and the sum total of their individual teaching experiences. By contrast,
the focus of our efforts was programmatic, even while good pedagogy was
always our ultimate end; and though the two of us worked with a sense of
shared exigence, it was not an exigence we shared with a majority of the
FYC faculty. This diverse group includes lecturers with expertise mainly in
literature or creative writing and graduate students with similar interests.
As a result, when we asked FYC faculty to engage in the study as well as the
practice of teaching for transfer, we asked most of them to step outside the
circumference of their training and, especially for lecturers, the parameters
of their job descriptions. UTK lecturers teach 4/4 on year-to-year renewable contracts, and neither our application nor annual evaluation process
encourages disciplinary expertise in rhetoric and composition. Instead, these
processes may actively discourage it by placing primary emphasis on other
criteria, such as years of experience, self-reports from teachers and students,
and teaching observations made in classes other than FYC. Likewise, graduate students teach English 101 and 102 by default rather than by choice
or application, and the Masters’ students seem to experience the resulting
disciplinary tug-of-war most acutely. Many of them enter our program enthusiastic, if anxious about teaching, and their anxiety often blossoms into
resentment as they discover that learning to teach in our program entails
learning—and learning to embody—a body of knowledge that is different
from the one they came to UTK to study. None of these issues is unique either
to teaching for transfer or to teaching in our program specifically. Instead,
our reflections have enabled us to see how teaching for transfer puts new
pressure on the perennially weak places in the structure of a program like
ours. We see the results, the stressors, not only in graduate pedagogy seminars and annual teacher evaluation meetings, but also in efforts to talk about
issues—whether in pedagogy workshops or via our composition instructor
listserv—that have little to no shared intellectual ground.
As we walk away, we do not want to turn our backs on our experiences
nor do we wish to conclude that our time at UTK was some kind of strange
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dream, as though The Wizard of Oz were really the best analogy for our
journey. Instead, we want to be able to transfer the knowledge we have
gained, especially with regard to bridging the gap between FYC and English.
While colleagues at other schools have written about turning away from
English to build partnerships with other departments, colleges, schools or
special programs, partnering with English remains important for FYC both
intellectually and institutionally. Certainly for us one of our most important
colleagues has been Writing Center Director Kirsten Benson. She was a full
partner in our curriculum review, and her ongoing efforts to support teaching for transfer extend from her work with tutors and students in the Writing Center to her current role as Acting Director of FYC. In addition, other
departmental colleagues have been more influential than they may realize
or have seemed, including our Department Head, the Associate Head, the
Director of Graduate Studies, and graduate students’ individual advisors and
mentors. Within this group and the department as a whole, the most valuable contributions came from the individuals who took the time and made
the effort to become knowledgeable and articulate stakeholders in writing
instruction. Their actions have taught us a lesson we thought we already
knew: No matter how many times any of us involved in writing instruction is called on to play “sage on the stage” and deliver well-formulated,
research-based arguments for writing instruction, we do more when we
make our students—and colleagues—work for it. That is to say, we are at
our most effective as teacher-administrators when we act as “guides on the
side,” encouraging colleagues to recognize and use—in department reports,
tenure and promotion reviews, negotiations with upper administration—our
disciplinary tools (King 30).
This lesson is as difficult to generalize as it is to apply, not only within
English but even within rhetoric and composition. For us, the decision to
orient FYC toward transfer went hand in hand with undergraduate and
graduate program-building opportunities for RWL that arose at the same
time. However, at UTK, FYC is and is not part of RWL, and in turn RWL is
and is not a legitimate disciplinary partner in English Studies. These ambiguities along with the complex personal and institutional histories that inform
them made it as difficult to convince some RWL colleagues to accept FYC
as part of the division as it was to convince some members of the broader
department that program research is a legitimate scholarly activity. Among
transfer researchers, Downs and Wardle are the most eloquent and persistent advocates for “the deep disciplinary implications of FYC pedagogy,” as
well as courses that refuse to “teach from principles that contravene writing
studies research” (554, 560). Although we do not engage writing studies
or the discipline of rhetoric and composition in quite the same way, we feel
the pull of disciplinarity just as strongly, and we as ardently wish to see FYC
curricula conceived and carried out in dialogue with undergraduate writing
majors as well as Masters’ and doctoral programs in rhetoric, composition,
and related fields. Accomplishing these goals— in whatever local forms they
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take—requires great focus and clear priorities, realistic incremental goals,
strong leadership, and a committed community of practice. With that knowledge in mind, as we light out for new teaching, research, and administrative
opportunities, we encourage each other along with our readers to stay the
course and always take the high road.

Notes
1. When Nelms and Dively call attention to the role of reinforcement in students’ successful transfer of FYC knowledge, they point to a rift between good
research and good pedagogy that should give writing teacher/researchers
pause. Analyzing evidence of transfer in several longitudinal studies of writing, Nelms and Dively point out “the possibility that development they chart
over time may be a consequence of their own research methods” because the
studies in question require “subjects to reflect on what they are doing and on
their progress over time,” thereby imposing “a reflexivity that the students
might not have developed had they not participated in these longitudinal
studies” (216). In our study, “Does it Transfer,” students who engaged in FYC
knowledge transfer were generally those students who, in their second year,
were similarly prompted to reflect, though not by researchers but by teachers
in WC and RWL classes. With respect to the problem of research validity Nelms
and Dively address, the lesson we take from this comparison is a clear need
for new pedagogies and related institutional structures that mimic the special
relationships that develop between longitudinal research participants and
longitudinal researchers.
2. Linda Flower makes this claim in “Rhetorical Problem Solving: Cognition and
Professional Writing,” published informally in 1985 and reprinted in Writing in
the Business Professions (1989). The quotation appears to be misattributed by
Beaufort in College Writing (151).
3. For further sample syllabi and assignments, see “Resources for Composition
Teachers” on the UTK Webpage for First-Year Composition: http://web.utk.
edu/~english/academics/f_teachers.shtml
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Appendix A: Syllabus
ENGLISH 101: Composition I
Instructor: Scott Bevill
Required Texts:
Glenn, Cheryl and Loretta Gray. Hodges Harbrace Handbook. 16th ed.
Boston: Thomson, 2007. Print.
Lunsford, Andrea A., John J. Ruszkiewicz, and Keith Walters. Everything’s
an Argument, with Readings. 4th ed. Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s,
2007. Print.
NOTE: Additional required readings will be posted on Blackboard. You
are expected to read these materials before their assigned class. You may
either print these postings or read them directly from your laptop in class.
Course Description:
As defined by the English department course description, English 101
stresses “intensive instruction in writing, focusing on analysis and
argument.” In this course, you will learn “strategies for reading critically;
analyzing texts from diverse perspectives; developing substantive
arguments through systematic revision; addressing specific audiences;
integrating sources; and expressing ideas with clarity and correctness.”
Specifically, English 101 will focus on the art of rhetorical analysis and
ask you to examine writers’ choices, including your own, and audience,
style, purpose, voice, and genre.
To accomplish these goals, this section will incorporate a number of
readings from your textbooks on a wide variety of subjects, many of
which will actually be open for the class to determine. At least two of our
discussion topics will be centered around copyright in the digital world
and the rhetoric of conflict. I would like to add two more topics for our
class to engage rhetorically, so begin thinking about some of your own
ideas for interesting subjects to explore.
In this section of 101, you will complete a number of assignments,
including formal essays, in-class short writings, and blogs. Nearly every
form of writing that you do in this class will be developed through a
strong conference component, where you and I will conference multiple
times throughout during the semester, and regular student peer review
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workshops in which you will bring drafts to exchange with your peers to
aid in the revision process.
Course Objectives:
By the end of English 101, students should be able to:
• read texts critically and analyze the varied situations that
motivate writers, the choices that writers make, and the effects of
those choices on readers;
• analyze how writers employ content, structure, style, tone, and
conventions appropriate to the demands of a particular audience,
purpose, context, or culture;
• write persuasive arguments that articulate a clear, thoughtful
position, deploy support and evidence appropriate to audience
and purpose, and consider counterclaims and multiple points of
view, including international and intercultural perspectives;
• respond constructively to drafts-in-progress, applying rhetorical
concepts to revisions of their own and peers’ writing;
• analyze multiple modes of communication and the ways in which
a wide range of rhetorical elements (both written and visual) and
cultural elements operate in the act of persuasion;
• evaluate sources and integrate the ideas of others into their own
writing (through paraphrase, summary, analysis, and evaluation).
Revision Policy:
For the first three major assignments, you will be allowed to revise your
work as many times as you wish throughout the semester. Your revisions
may improve your grade, and I will only record the grade on your last
revision. However, your revisions must be significant. When turning in a
revision, you will also turn in a brief written letter to me detailing how
this new draft is a significant improvement on your previous work.
Grading Policy:
Rhetorical Analysis Paper 15%
Contextual Analysis Paper 15%
Argument Paper 20%
Research Paper 25%
Multimodal Presentation 10%
Informal Writings (Blogs, etc...) 10%
Class Participation 5%
Brief Assignment Descriptions and Dates:
Rhetorical Analysis Paper - (1200 words)
An examination of how a writer uses language and textual conventions
to effectively communicate his/her purpose and to communicate
with readers. An analysis of how the message is communicated—an
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examination of what the text’s rhetorical strategies (appeals, content,
structure, style, tone, diction) tell us about the writer’s purposes, their
persona, their relationship with audiences, and the effectiveness of their
argument or message.
Contextual Analysis Paper - (1500 words)
An analysis of how contextual factors—historical, social, cultural—affect
a rhetorical response and how the situation surrounding the writing
(the larger community, culture, or context that the writing takes place
within) affects the writer’s purposes, their persona, their relationship
with audiences, and the message communicated. An examination of how
context shapes communication and how a communicative response, in
turn, shapes the context.
Argument Paper - (1500 words)
An exploration of an issue about which people disagree and on which it is
possible to take several positions (this paper could serve well as a prelude
to the final source-based argument that also takes a particular position).
The assignment may either ask you to explore a contentious issue and use
your exploration to support a certain conclusion, or ask you to enlarge
your reader’s understanding of all the positions on an issue, while arguing
for one particular viewpoint.
Research Paper - (2000 words)
A development of a well-supported, focused argument drawing on sources
from class texts, from a collection of sources organized by me, or from
your own research. The argument may take the form of an evaluative
argument, causal argument, rebuttal argument, or proposal argument.
Multimodal Presentation - (10 Minutes, collaborative)
An argument presented to the class involving multiple genres and forms
of rhetoric (visual, textual, hypertextual, etc...). You will work with a
group on a topic that you have each addressed previously, either through
one of your formal assignments or blog discussions, and present an
argument that explores a contentious issue and takes a position. Be
creative, and use this opportunity as a way to show off your accumulated
knowledge from this semester.
Blogs - Two posts and Two comments every week.
(250 word minimum per post and comment.)
An experiment in rhetorical communities. You will each have a personal
blog throughout this course. Use it to comment on our various readings,
your research, or anything you come across throughout the semester that
you feel has rhetorical value. You will also keep a reading list of your
classmate’s blogs and you will be expected to comment on their posts
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to further the discussion. This may work with a few assigned reading
groups, or you may need to simply keep an eye on all of your classmates’
blogs. I will also keep a blog for this class, highlighting various posts and
comments each week.
Course Schedule Outline:
Weeks 1-5
-Principles of Rhetoric
-Content Readings on Copyright, Intellectual Property, and the Digital
World
-Major Assignment: Rhetorical Analysis Paper
Weeks 5-9
-Contextual Rhetoric
-Content Readings on the Rhetoric of Conflict
-Film: Children of Men
-Major Assignment: Contextual Analysis Paper
Weeks 9-12
-Writing, Revising, and beginning Research
-Content Readings TBD - Your Choice!
-Major Assignment: Argument Paper
Weeks 12-15
-Research
-Content Readings TBD - Your Choice!
-Major Assignment: Research Paper
-Group Assignment: Multimodal Presentation

Appendix B: Syllabus
ENGLISH 102: Composition
University Culture

II—Inquiry

into

American

“There’s a time and a place for everything, and it’s called college.” —Chef,
South Park
Instructor: Dr. Amanda Mordavsky Caleb
Course Description and Objectives
Congratulations on making it to English 102! You’ve just finished a
semester honing your rhetorical abilities; now we will turn to developing
your research skills in order to complete the academic puzzle. In other
words, we are going to continue to refine your rhetorical skills; however,
by concentrating on your research skills, you will finish the year with the
ability to construct and successfully defend your argument, a skill that
will be useful to you throughout your career. In order to develop these
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skills, you will be exposed to three different types of research: historical,
hands-on, and traditional academic. You may find one or more of these
approaches more applicable to your major, but it is important to develop
all three, as a combination of different research approaches can lead to the
most effective argument. Although this course may sound very similar to
your English 101 class, there is a significant difference: in this course, we
will be focusing our research and discussion on the American university
culture. We will begin by looking at the history of the American university
experience examining historical evidence—including using the university
archive—to develop a clear picture of how university culture has changed
over the years. We will then move on to the present day, to consider how
students, faculty, and staff engage with university culture on a daily basis.
Finally, we will look at some challenges to the university institution, and
through traditional academic research, we will investigate these challenges
in relation to your intended major.
Historical Research: Changing University Cultures
In this unit we will consider how the idea of university has changed in the
last two centuries. We will begin by reflecting upon the modern university
experience through the required journal that students will keep, and we
will compare this to the experience of the previous generation through
the readings from the texts and potentially interviews with parents,
professors, etc. We will then turn to the University archive at UT to look
at documents which provide a glimpse into what the university was like
in the late nineteenth- and twentieth centuries. The assignment for this
unit will focus on discussing changes to either UT specifically or university
cultures generally as a means of understanding how far universities have
come and where they might be headed. Potential topics include: women
entering university, the integration of minorities, funding higher education,
and the expectations of university students.
Hands-On Research: Understanding University Cultures
We will begin this course with a look at university cultures that have been
stereotyped in some way, and we will try to unravel these stereotypes.
For instance, we will reconsider the role of fraternities and sororities on
campuses, how athletes are viewed by their peers and the community, and
the relationships between students and professors. This unit will focus on
ethnographic research, of which students will be exposed to three main
types: observing field sites, survey-taking, and conducting interviews. The
focus of their ethnographic inquiry will be to understand how university
cultures are perceived by actual students and professors and what this tells
us about the state of the American university.
Academic Research: Challenges to University Cultures
In this unit we will tackle some of the more difficult issues that universities
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face today. Topics will include: access to and cost of a university education,
dealing with budget cuts, violence on campus, cheating, dealing with
stress, and university-afterlife. We will read a number of sources dealing
with these issues and look at how the media, politicians, and popular
culture deal with these topics. Students will research a current challenge
to universities, using traditional academic research sources, as well as
historical and ethnographic approaches (if applicable).
Course Objectives:
• Recognize the different research styles used in a professional
environment and learn to develop these research styles;
• Learn how and where to gather research information and how to
apply it to your argument in a relevant and effective manner;
• Construct effective arguments by using your personal research to
strengthen your argument;
• Respond constructively to issues raised in class and in the paper
topics;
• Develop your writing skills to produce persuasive, polished papers
which demonstrate your understanding of the material;
• Respond constructively and analytically to your fellow students’
papers;
• Demonstrate critical and effective reading of various mediums
dealing with American university culture;
• Participate in an academic discourse and within an academic
community.
Required Texts and Materials
Benson, Kirsten and Mary Jo Reiff, eds. A Rhetoric of Inquiry. 2nd ed.
Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2008. Print.
Mamet, David. Oleanna. New York: Vintage, 1993. Print.
Matalene, Carolyn B., and Katherine C. Reynolds, eds. Carolina Voices: Two
Hundred Years of Student Experiences. Columbia: University of South
Carolina P, 2001. Print.
Glenn, Cheryl, and Loretta Gray, eds. Hodges’ Harbrace Handbook. 17th ed.
Boston: Thomson, 2009. Print.
Oleanna film (available through Blackboard)
Several readings from Blackboard. You will be responsible for ALL readings
from Blackboard, which includes bringing them to class (either on a laptop
or printed out).
Course Requirements:
• Papers: Students will write three formal papers (approximately
5-6 pages long) which will be based on the following research skills:
historical, hands-on, and academic. More details on each of these
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•
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•

•

•

•

assignments will follow. All final drafts are submitted electronically.
I am happy to read drafts of papers, so please take advantage of this
(hard copies only).
Research proposals: For each paper, students will be asked to
submit research proposals, which will help students organize their
research and writing.
Final poster: All students are required to create a poster
presentation of a research assignment of their choice, which will be
presented during the final exam period.
Blogs: Students will be asked to keep an online blog of their
college experiences which will be used for paper #1. I will post
announcements on Blackboard that will help structure some of the
entries. Students are expected to blog twice a week for the first
five weeks of class (a total of 10 entries), but are welcome to blog
throughout the semester.
Fieldwork Journal: Students will keep a fieldwork journal that
will be used for paper #2. This journal will help you organize your
research and explore different types of hands-on research.
Annotated Bibliography: Students will submit an annotated
bibliography for paper #3, which will demonstrate your research
skills, as well as your ability to write concisely.
Film review: Students will watch the film Oleanna and will submit
a response to it, comparing the play with the film.
Class Participation, in-class work, and homework:
Your grade will be based on your preparation for class and your
contribution to the discussion. The breakdown for the participation
grade is attached to the end of this syllabus.
Homework and In-Class Work: You are expected to do all the
assigned reading for each week and come prepared to discuss the
material. I will sometimes give you homework which I expect to be
handed in at the beginning of class. Equally, I will regularly quiz you
on the material or ask you to write short responses to the reading at
the beginning of class.
Peer Reviews: On peer review days, you will need to come to
class with two copies of your paper, and will be expected to provide
feedback on two classmates’ papers. Failure to actively participate in
a peer review session (whether through absence, unpreparedness,
or poor effort) will result in a 2 point deduction from your final
grade (a maximum of 6 points).
Conferences: Students are required to attend two conferences
with me over the course of the semester: once before paper #1
and once before paper #3. These conferences must be scheduled in
advance via the sign-up sheet on Blackboard. Failure to attend will
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result in a two point deduction from your final grade. The exception
to this rule is if you notify me at least two days in advance that you
cannot attend your conference.
Course Grading:
Papers (3 @ 20% each) 			
Research proposals (3 @ 2% each)
Final poster		
		
Blogs (10 @ .5% each) 			
Fieldwork Journal 			
Annotated Bibliography 			
Film review 				
Class Participation 			
Homework/in-class work 		

60%
6%
6%
5%
5%
5%
3%
5%
5%

English 102 Daily Schedule
Unit 1: Investigating Changing University Cultures through
Historical Research
Week 1: Introduction to the course; Suggested reading: Rhetoric, pp. 1028; Introduction to research; Rhetoric, pp. 29-43, 47-59, 343-44;
Suggested reading: Hodges, chapter 35 (458-82)
Week 2: Introduction to historical research Rhetoric, 211-24; Carolina
Voices, pp. 1-36; Diagnostic paper due on blackboard by 11pm;
Introduction to archives Rhetoric, pp. 229-249; Library tour: meet
in Hodges library room 211; Review Harbrace 37a-37d (pp. 51130); Blogs 1 & 2 completed
Week 3: Using electronic archives: Rhetoric, 226-27, 252-61; Meet in
computer lab, HSS 202
Library tour homework due in class; Special collections tour:
meet in Hodges library room 128; Bring research questions with
you to library meeting; Synchronic research Rhetoric, box 11.2
(pp. 238-40); Carolina Voices, pp. 37-65; Blogs 3 & 4 completed
Week 4: Contextualizing history part 1 Carolina Voices, pp. 10443; contextualization homework due in class for group 1;
Contextualizing history part 2 Carolina Voices, pp. 144-69
Contextualization homework due; in class for group 2; Blogs 5 &
6 completed
Week 5: Comparing past and present Carolina Voices, pp. 170-201;Research
proposal due by 11 pm; Diachronic research Rhetoric, box 11.2
(pp. 238-40); Blackboard reading #1: Virginia Tech Massacre;
Integrating and citing sources/writing workshop Rhetoric, pp. 27375; Hodges, chapter 33e-33g (pp. 406-18); Bring your research
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proposal and a paper outline to class; Blogs 7 & 8 completed
Week 6: Peer review Hodges, chapter 34a-34g (419-52); Bring two copies of
your paper to class; Conferences; Blogs 9 & 10 completed
Unit 2: Understanding University Cultures through Hands-on
Research
Week 7: Introduction to field research Rhetoric, pp. 63-68, 361-64; Paper #1
due by 11pm; Linking history with public perception; Blackboard
Reading #2: Urban Legends; Introduction to surveys Rhetoric, pp.
140-48, 358; Survey questions due in class
Week 8: Surveys part 2; Meet in computer lab, HSS 202; Email your revised
survey questions to yourself; Introduction to Interviews: listening
Rhetoric, pp. 69-72, 75-78, 101-105, 129-32; Suggested reading:
Rhetoric, pp. 106-28; Practicing interviews Rhetoric, pp. 84-87,
135-40, 207 8; Interview questions due in class
Week 9: Introduction to field sites Rhetoric, pp. 21-23; 127-29, 138-40;
Research proposal due by 11pm; Analyzing field sites Rhetoric, pp.
94-99. 158-59; Field site observations due in class
Week 10: Data analysis/coding Rhetoric, pp. 149-57; Bring your data to
class for coding; Integrating sources/writing workshop Rhetoric,
168-79, 201-5; Suggested reading: Rhetoric, pp. 182-93; Bring
your research proposal and an outline of your paper to class; Peer
review; Suggested reading: Hodges, chapter 34a-34g (419-52);
Bring two copies of your paper to class
Unit 3: Challenging University Cultures through Academic
Research
Week 11: Introduction to academic research Rhetoric, pp. 279-308; Paper
#2 due by 11pm; Issues in higher education; Blackboard Reading
#4: Plagiarism
Week 12: Issues in higher education; Oleanna (the play); Plagiarism
homework due in class; Issues in higher education cont’d Oleanna
(the film): Watch the film version (available on Blackboard) by
today; Film response due by 10am; Database research Rhetoric, pp.
389-92; Review Harbrace 37a-37d (pp. 511-30); Meet in computer
lab, HSS 202
Week 13: Library research trip: meet at Starbucks; Research proposal due
by 11pm; Annotated bibliography workshop Rhetoric, pp. 333-39,
348-50; Harbrace, chapter 38 (pp. 535-45); Library homework due
in class; Bring one article with you to class (electronic or hard
copy); Conferences
Week 14: Citations workshop and discipline expectations Rhetoric, pp. 31831; Review Harbrace chapters 40-41 (MLA and APA citations);
Annotated Bibliography due by 11pm; Conferences; Integrating
sources/writing workshop Rhetoric, pp. 310-16, 351-57; Bring
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your research proposal and an outline of your paper to class
Week 15: Peer Review; Suggested reading: Hodges, chapter 34a-34g (41952); Bring 2 copies of paper to class
Week 16: Poster workshop Bring poster ideas to class; Paper #3 due by
11pm. You will present your poster during our final exam (instead
of a traditional final).
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Genre: An Introduction to History, Theory, Research, and Pedagogy, by Anis S. Bawarshi and Mary
Jo Reiff. West Lafayette: Parlor Press and The WAC Clearinghouse, 2010. 263 pp.
Reviewed by Kelly Kinney, State University of New York
Listening for the mail carrier with a diligence equal to my Shepard-Chow
housemate, Rio, I waited expectantly to receive Anis Bawarshi and Mary
Jo Reiff’s Genre: An Introduction to History, Theory, Research, and Pedagogy.
I couldn’t wait to tear open the publisher’s package, to dig into the theory
that—compared to much of the reading I do in a busy administrative day—
feels more like a reward than a punishment. But as much as I anticipated
biting into the cutting-edge theory I knew Bawarshi and Reiff would provide,
my appetite was also piqued as a practitioner. Indeed, what strikes me
most about the sub-field of genre studies is that it reflects a characteristic
that Stephen North associated with composition studies close to a quarter
century ago: that is, like the field in 1987, genre studies today embraces a
variety of disciplinary and methodological traditions, seeks its legitimacy (at
least in part) through empirically-driven research, but—in the end—draws
its greatest potential from its ability to influence practitioners. I suspect
that most readers of Composition Studies will find Genre at its best when it
illuminates how to improve our work as writing program administrators in
general, and writing teachers in particular.
As one of the latest volumes in Charles Bazerman’s Reference Guides to
Rhetoric and Composition, Genre is targeted at newcomers to genre studies, if
not composition studies generally conceived. In keeping with the other titles
in the series, Genre seeks to broaden knowledge and deepen understanding
of an important area of study, providing not just a thorough reference, but
a helpful glossary and annotated bibliography by Melanie Kill. The book
pulls from research made popular by its authors, as well Amy Devitt, Anne
Beaufort, and other leading lights in the North American genre studies
community, but it also includes perspectives informed by South American,
European, and Australian genre scholars.
Accordingly, part 1 of the book, “Historical Review and Theories of
Genre,” guides readers through the range of academic fields that contribute
to genre studies. After a brief introduction to the book as a whole, chapter
2 focuses on genre in the literary tradition, distinguishing between “bipolar
attitudes toward genre”—that is, genre as either aesthetic object or artistic
constraint—and a “larger landscape for genre action” that embraces “sociorhetorical studies of genre” (14). Clearly aimed at writing instructors with
English department affiliations, the chapter charts conceptions of genre
maintained by a range of neo-classical, romantic, modern, and post-modern
literary traditions. Chapters 3 and 4 branch out from literary studies to the
Book Reviews 145

fields of systemic and corpus linguistics and English for Specific Purposes,
synthesizing each discipline’s provocative class- and language-based critiques
of process pedagogy. Chapter 5 examines genre in rhetorical and sociological
traditions and (among other aims) offers a helpful summary of Carolyn R.
Miller’s groundbreaking article “Genre as Social Action.” Rounding out part 1,
chapter 6 focuses on the tradition referred to as “Rhetorical Genre Studies,”
or RGS. While I found this chapter to be the most dense and, subsequently,
the hardest to follow, it walks readers through the various ways RGS can be
used as a “rich analytical tool for studying academic, workplace, and public
systems of activity” (104). The authors end part 1 by acknowledging that
RGS researchers are often left with more questions than answers, and leave
the work of examining the “pedagogical implications of teaching genres”
(104) to the second and third sections of the book.
Part 2 moves into an analysis of “Genre Research in Multiple Contexts”
and examines empirical genre research in academic (chapter 7), workplace
(chapter 8), and new media and public contexts (chapter 9). Given my own
area of specialization, I found chapter 7 the most intriguing: it explores how
academic writers’ genre knowledge influences their performances, explains
intercultural conceptions of genre in K-16 settings, and examines secondlanguage learning in graduate-level contexts. What I appreciated most about
part 2 was how it emphasized the potential pitfalls that accompany genre approaches to writing instruction: it seems clear that regardless of educational
context, genre approaches must strike a careful and complicated balance
between helping writers expand their knowledge of conventions and enabling
them to critique and challenge dominant discourses (128). As a writing
program administrator, I also appreciated part 2 for the empirical studies it
synthesizes and the way it demonstrates how and why writing instruction
must vary according to student demographics and disciplinary contexts.
But while there is much for administrators to value in part 2, I believe
classroom teachers will be most attracted to part 3, “Genre Approaches to the
Teaching of Writing.” In fact, the way that Bawarshi and Reiff compare and
contrast different genre approaches helped to deepen my understanding of
how genre should influence the methods writing teachers use, the textbooks
we adopt, and the assignments we create. Debunking a common criticism
waged at genre approaches, this section also clearly articulates that genre
approaches “do not focus so much on the acquisition of a particular genre
as they do on the development of rhetorical awareness that can transfer and
be applied to various genres and their contexts of use” (197). In particular, I
found the authors’ discussion of “anti-genres” provocative for the ways such
assignments “develop students’ critical awareness [and help them] produce
alternative genres that mediate between constraint and choice” (200). As a
teacher who struggles to reconcile composition’s service ethic with my own
liberatory commitments, I found the guide’s ability to unite the call to teach
for transfer with the mantra to teach to transgress especially refreshing—and,
in a word, praiseworthy.
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My two criticisms of the text are minor, the first having to do with the
formulaic structure of the guide as a whole: the authors develop a routine
for the beginning, middle, and end of each chapter that is perhaps helpful
for readers trying to navigate the text quickly, but monotonous for those
digging in from cover to cover. Of course, this may be a knee-jerk criticism,
because readers of reference guides turn to them for skimming ease, not
reading pleasure. Given that the guide’s targeted audience includes those
unfamiliar with the specialized nomenclature of genre studies, however,
I believe my second criticism is sound: that is, the authors use acronyms
excessively throughout the text—EMP, EOP, ESL, ESP, LSP, SIGNET IV, RGS,
SFL, WAC, WID, etc. While Bawarshi and Reiff define each term in its early
use, it was hard for me to recall what several abbreviations represented as
I encountered them later in the text. It stands to reason that newcomers to
genre studies would be even more inhibited by their (over)use.
Acronyms aside, Genre clearly succeeds in its aims. Analyzed rhetorically,
the guide demonstrates that like composition studies at large, genre studies
has distinguished its disciplinary aims, legitimated its research methods,
and—to return again to Stephen North’s observation—placed administrators
and especially practitioners “at the center of the field’s knowledge-making
explosion” (371).
Rio and I had good reason to be excited about the mail.
Binghamton, NY

Works Cited
North, Stephen M. The Making of Knowledge in Composition: Portrait of an Emerging Field. Portsmouth: Boynton/Cook, 1987. Print.

Before Shaughnessy: Basic Writing at Yale and
Harvard, 1920-1960, by Kelly Ritter. Carbondale:
Southern Illinois UP, 2009. 171 pp.
Reviewed by Megan M. McKnight, California State University
In Before Shaughnessy: Basic Writing at Yale and Harvard, 1920-1960,
Kelly Ritter makes similar sets of identifications of Basic Writers as Shaughnessy did in Errors and Expectations: A Guide for the Teacher of Basic Writing.
Ritter outlines four types of basic writers that she has encountered: Type I:
limited or minimally competent; Type II: competent or highly competent;
Type III: not competent or lacking control of language; Type IV: fundamentally deficient. Ritter’s experiences with these types of basic writers led her to
investigate basic writers across institutional types and populations. In doing
so, Ritter found that “basic” is a cross-institutional and cross-demographic
construct that is shaped by the individual needs and the location of each
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institution. This development, Ritter argues, has been around long before the
days of Shaughnessy. Ritter claims that “location” guides how Basic Writers
are understood as well as defined. She calls into question terms such as “remedial” and “basic” when she discovers that prestigious schools such as Yale
and Harvard offer courses for students who are not meeting expectations.
This led Ritter to investigate who basic writers are. More specifically, Ritter
wants to know how social history and the mission of a college or university
plays a part in shaping who basic writers are.
Ritter divides her book into 6 sections. First, she starts with a discussion
of “place,” chronicling the ideological shifts in basic writing historically. Second, she attempts to define “Basic Writer” by examining the term and how
it is used by other composition theorists. In the third section, she examines
the growth of basic writing and considers the selectivity of colleges. Ritter
outlines three key concerns about remedial writing and its association with
Basic Writers: (1) universities have difficulty classifying and situating first
year writing within universities’ course plans and curricula, (2) universities
debate whether they should integrate or separate basic writers from mainstream writers, and (3) universities struggle with how to merge basic writers back into the university at large (51). These concerns highlight debates
concerning the need for first year writing in the university course structure
and high schools’ abilities to serve large diverse student populations while
keeping up-to-date with the ever-changing demands of college courses. In
the fourth and fifth sections, she conducts in-depth analysis using documentation of basic writing curricula from 1910 to the 1950’s to study Yale’s and
Harvard’s writing programs. She concludes her book with possible utopian
philosophies of First Year Writing without classifications of basic writers.
In the first chapter Ritter uses real estate terms such as “location,”
“place,” and “neighbor” to consider a university’s status, reputation, and
student population, discussing composition as both practical and theoretical.
Ritter claims that location is just as much about the particular needs of the
individual student as it is the geographical value of the university. She argues
that location attracts students with specific values and students bring these
values to the classroom. This in turn shapes what the teacher teaches as well
as how she teaches it. This then affects more wide-scale concerns such as
budgeting and staffing. In the second chapter, Ritter argues that because each
university’s rhetorical situation and location is different it attracts different
“buyers” or student populations. Thus, each university develops its unique
definition of “basic.” As a result, Ritter explains that the term “basic” has
been used historically by so many different institutions, scholars, and rhetoricians that its meaning can no longer be used as a universal classification.
In chapter 3, Ritter explains that the common perception of basic writing is that it is a post-open admissions issue and that it did not exist in
social economic conditions of elite institutions. After World War I, a need
for surface-level correctness became a primary focus in the academy, in part
because universities struggled with the classification of first year writing as
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a course students needed to complete. Universities did not know how to
handle the underprepared. They debated on separate courses, mainstream
courses, and how to integrate the underprepared back into the university at
large. Examining arguments made by Robert C. Pooley and Theodore Gates,
Ritter argues that a lot of these problems were attributed as failures of high
school. She explains that the range of high school students’ abilities was
too diverse, high school teachers were not aware of the demands of college
courses, and the function of first year writing was too unclear. As a result,
colleges adopted different means to handle the underprepared. A universal
need for basic writing courses paired with varying courses from institution to
institution, Ritter argues, only added to the problem of classifying students
under the universal term of “basic writer.”
In chapters 4 and 5, Ritter examines Yale and Harvard’s means of handling the underprepared in an attempt to prove that the term “basic” lacks
meaning as a universal classification. Yale pushed boundaries of access
by refusing to officially acknowledge basic writing courses. They created
courses that were “off the books,” dubbing them the “Awkward Squad” (75).
These courses served as drill courses in spelling, punctuation, and grammar. Meanwhile, Ritter paints a very different picture of basic writing at
Harvard. Harvard used committees to follow students around and determine
who was and was not “basic.” Harvard had a tidy house policy that placed
Basic Writers into courses designed to help students achieve mastery use
of language (115). Openly accepting Basic Writers, Harvard published and
promoted courses for students. These courses were designed for students
in need of remedial writing, students whose second language was English,
and students who were in need of special instruction in English. Through
this section of her book, Ritter makes it very clear that the philosophy of
basic writing and the basic writer were and are alive at elite institutions. But,
how basic writing was identified, classified, and addressed varied drastically
from institution to institution.
Ritter closes her book with a call for us to look at first year writing and
determine if it is still serving its purpose. She asks us to reconsider standards
locally, politically, and socially, arguing that we restructure high school writing courses so that they are more integrated with the work that is required
of students in college. And most importantly, Ritter advocates the use of
the term “introductory” rather than “basic” as she outlines a solution with
her “Writing 1, 2, 3” system. Essentially, Ritter proposes that colleges adopt
a Directed Self-Placement (DSP) Program in which the student chooses
between three various composition course options to meet the university’s
writing requirement. In this design, all courses would receive the same
amount of credit. Students could move up or down within the system to
fit those needs. The classes would be small, and all of the classes would be
considered college level.
Overall, Ritter is able to prove that the politics of access and the function of “social sorting” (Fox 56 qtd. in Ritter 37) by the classification of
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students are not post-Shaughnessy phenomena. Ritter challenges common
perception and poses thought-provoking questions about basic writing. But
ultimately, I find Ritter’s discussions of “basic” and basic writing frustrating.
Ritter explains that basic writers can and do exist across institutional types
and student populations. She makes valid points about location and its effects on the student, teacher, and curriculum development. She highlights
many issues within high schools that may create problems with writers
entering the academy. My concern with Ritter’s discussions is her remedy
to the problems associated with basic writing. She advocates change for
a universal classification mechanism with a desire for a universal course
system. This system does take into account the principals of “location” that
Ritter outlined in the beginning of her book, but it does not mention how
high school teachers can scaffold writing to fit basic writers’ needs within this
system. Admittedly, Ritter does state that this system is a model, not standard
curriculum. But I feel like this system would be replacing the social sorting
of “basic” with the social sorting of “introductory.” Classifications between
Course 1, Course 2, and Course 3 would still have to be made. Decisions
regarding needs of the student writer based on her deficiencies as a writer
would still need to be identified. Granted, these decisions would be decided
by the students rather than the university, but, judgments between superior
writing and “basic” writing would still exist. The concept of “remedial” or
“basic” is ingrained in our students through their previous experiences in
their education. Students will struggle to see courses within this structure
as equals. They will and do assume that some courses have more weight or
are more remedial than others. Overall, Ritter’s proposed system is a move
in the right direction. However, it will not alleviate the hierarchical system
that Ritter is trying to replace. In order to achieve Ritter’s aim we have to go
much further than the development of writing courses at the university level.
Ritter’s brief insights into high-school curriculum development may shed
some light on how we can begin to break down these classification systems.
But, it will not be as simple as adopting a Directed Self-Placement System.
Fresno, CA

Dangerous Writing: Understanding the Political Economy of Composition, by Tony Scott. Logan:
Utah State UP, 2009. 202 pp.
Reviewed by Timothy Barnett, Northeastern Illinois University
While Tony Scott, in his important book Dangerous Writing: Understanding the Political Economy of Composition, does not state things so directly,
one thrust of his argument is that Composition is complicit in what may
be a large Ponzi scheme. As we know, students hand in papers to receive
grades to pass classes to get degrees to . . . what? That’s what Scott pushes
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us to consider as he suggests that Compositionists have willfully ignored
the fact that globalism, technology, and the growth of a casualized, service
labor economy have undermined liberal education and helped conceal the
reality that higher education does not necessarily translate into a pass to the
middle class. While an economically driven, bootstrap view of education
has become the norm, it is increasingly based on a myth: our fast capitalist
economy offers no guarantee of stability to great numbers of students currently attending universities.
The Ponzi scheme only grows when students realize that their parttime jobs at a big box store or a chain restaurant have not been replaced by
anything remarkably different once they graduate college. So they return to
school to “brush up” their skills, but the problem, Scott suggests, is that they
cannot ‘brush up’ those skills fast enough to find stable, productive work in
our ever shifting, profit-obsessed job market. Universities, instead of helping
students analyze and imagine ways of changing this economy, instead profit
from the student/worker’s dilemma. We advertise that education is the answer
to economic woes—and are effective with this advertising precisely because
growing numbers of people face job instability. We inspire student/workers
(and Scott usefully insists that we cannot separate the two) to keep studying
not so they can critique the political economy that threatens to rule us but so
they can make it to the other side, even as it becomes clear that, for many,
there may not be another side. And when they do not “make it,” we invite
them back yet again because, really, what alternative exists?
Scott advocates that Composition Studies plays a critical role in investigating alternatives to this scenario. He begins by noting the many parallels
between the lives of students working in the service economy and their instructors, typically non-tenured workers earning low wages, often without
benefits or access to offices, professional development, etc. The similarities
between students’ working lives and their writing instructors’ are notable,
Scott suggests, both because they are dramatic and because they go unnoticed.
Underlying this idea is Scott’s hope for a kind of solidarity among laborers
(in this case, instructors and students) who separate themselves under false
pretenses and to the disadvantage of both. Scott goes on to link this issue to
Composition’s interest in contextualizing writing and to its productive, but
limited, ‘social turn.’ Scott suggests that we have hidden behind an apolitical focus on ‘academic writing’ and inquiries more concerned with how we
identify culturally than with the historical/material implications of such
identities. Thus, we have failed to analyze the political economic implications
of the academic writing context—leaving our understanding of the ‘social’
narrow indeed.
Scott explores these issues in an extended Introduction (which explore
his critical stance), five chapters and two appendices. Chapter 1 looks at the
relationship between the “professional” administrators of Composition and
the “bureaucratic” instructors that they manage, while chapter 2 analyzes
the textbook industry’s role in creating economic and pedagogical ways of
knowing. Chapter 3 suggests the role class identifiers have played and should
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play in Composition’s ongoing consideration of identity, and chapter 4 links
Scott’s theoretical arguments to classroom practices. Scott closes with a brief
but hopeful chapter on the potentials of writing ‘dangerously,’ or in ways
that challenge the fast-capitalist economy seeking to rule our educational,
working and personal lives.
More than most books, Dangerous Writing is difficult to summarize because of its varied content and its complex mix of economic theory, composition theory and pedagogy. At times readers may find the scope too broad as
it is sometimes difficult to connect the various threads of Scott’s argument
into a cohesive whole. The effort, though, is worth it as I hope the following
close look at some of the ideas in chapters 1 and 2 will demonstrate.
In these chapters, Scott unravels intricate relationships between tenureline and non-tenure line faculty and the knowledges about writing that guide
each group. One significant argument Scott makes is that, while Compositionists still focus on the Literature/Composition divide, we should be focused
instead on the fact that Composition has achieved professional success by
participating in the exploitation of an underclass of writing instructors who
represent the core teaching faculty in writing. The implications for such a
simple statement are wide indeed. Scott then describes the ways that instructors mirror students’ present (and maybe future) working lives, and these
similarities come out in telling ways in chapter two as instructors explain that
they choose writing texts primarily based on cost, so as to make the purchase
more feasible for students—and this understanding of how difficult it can
be to purchase expensive textbooks does, in fact, put instructors in solidarity with students here. At the same time, the concern with cost also affects
how instructors use textbooks. Scott found that, in contrast to tenure-line
instructors who often teach without books (because ‘watered-down’ process
textbooks do not provide the theoretical frameworks most trained Compositionists advocate), the limited number of instructors he spoke to felt not only
that a textbook was necessary but that, when one was chosen, it needed to
be used extensively to justify its expense. Therefore, not only are many books
potentially chosen less for content than for cost, but these same ‘watereddown’ textbooks often become the backbone, and as instructors’ comments
suggest, the main source of authority for the class.
Scott’s survey of instructors and their use of textbooks in first-year writing is limited, as he admits, but he does offer important points to consider
in this section and throughout his book. If textbooks are not responsive to
scholarly theory (as has also been suggested by scholars such as Joseph
Trimmer), and instructors are relying on textbooks (chosen mostly by cost)
as primary teaching tools, what does this say about the relationship between
scholarship and pedagogy in Composition, a relationship that many like to
think is significant? Scott argues that scholarship among the ‘professional’
tenure-line class of Compositionists serves less as a way of making knowledge
for the ‘working-class’ teachers in the field than as a way of cementing our
own positions. Tenure-line faculty secure institutional prestige through such
work, while textbooks that are unresponsive to scholarship and produced by
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an industry interested in profit become the primary source of writing theory
where it counts, in the classroom.
Dangerous Writing is a sobering read because it provides detailed analyses
of these kinds of structural intersections between economics and knowledge
production in Composition. Scott concludes his book, though, in a relatively
hopeful way. In chapter 4, “Students Working,” he describes his own classroom
practices and students’ critical and complicated responses to the subject of
work and, in this section, he makes especially good use of genre theory and
the idea of “figured worlds” to help us see how students’ multiple subject
positions may play out in contradictory ways in the critical classroom. While
Scott downplays his “success” with students, I found his detailed analysis of
“Sophia,” a student writing about her educational aspirations in light of her
work as a waitress, inspiring as this student ends Scott’s class with a much
more nuanced and complex understanding of her role as a worker/student
than she came in with.
Scott’s brief final chapter is dense but usefully juxtaposes Texas Tech’s
introduction of the ICON program (which allows instructors to assess and
“teach” thousands of student papers on-line) with a new kind of Composition,
one that asks us to look at the real “location” of our work. Composition’s true
context, Scott argues, is linked intimately to our fast capitalist, profit driven
economy, but Scott believes this trend is reversible once we connect our
administrative, pedagogical and scholarly work directly and consequentially
to political economic issues.
Ultimately, Scott is concerned with the ‘utopian impulses’ in Composition
in his conclusion—impulses he sees as undermined by the pragmatist ideas
of Richard Miller and others—and suggests that such impulses are more in
line with a humanistic education than our current impulse to simply accept
models of “efficiency” as inevitable. Such impulses, though, will have to be
paired with strong political and intellectual actions, perhaps the dismantling
of first-year writing programs when universities refuse to staff them with
trained, appropriately compensated specialists in writing. Scott’s intelligent
call for a more radical sense of the social in Composition and for new ways
of including students as critical participants in these work helps me imagine
positive reasons why the discipline has been so devastated by the excesses of
fast capitalism. Maybe Composition has been especially subject to economic
ravages because of the utopian impulses important to many who teach and
study writing. Is the ‘dangerousness’ of Composition the very reason it has
been so marginalized? Is the political economy of Composition in such desperate shape because of the power and possibility of critical writing? Maybe
thoughts such as these are naïve—or simply utopian—but they keep Scott,
along with me and many others in Composition, going in these difficult times.
Chicago, IL
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Metaphor and Writing: Figurative Thought in
the Discourse of Written Communication, by Philip Eubanks. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2011. 214 pp.
Reviewed by Bradley Smith, Columbia College
In Metaphor and Writing, Philip Eubanks makes two general contributions to scholarship on the discursive framing of writing. First, Eubanks
contextualizes conceptual metaphor use for framing everyday language
about writing by connecting the Conduit Metaphor to other conceptual
elements. Second, Eubanks calls attention to the rhetorical dimension of
figurative language use at the conceptual level. In order to accomplish these
tasks, Eubanks analyzes the use of “writer” and “to write” in a corpus of
texts drawn from interviews with professional writers and from texts that
comment on writing effectively. The first of these two contributions provides
the structure for much of book, parsing out a number of different conceptual
elements and ending with a defense of the Conduit Metaphor, based on its
use in context. The rhetorical dimension also carries throughout Eubanks’
argument and functions as the connection between the different conceptual
elements discussed.
In chapter 1, Eubanks posits that conceptual metaphors are part of a
“rhetorical give and take” between different conceptual elements (conceptual
metaphors, conceptual metonymies, graded categories, licensing stories,
and conceptual blends) that help people define writing (23). After arguing for this rhetorical relationship, Eubanks discusses some of the different
elements involved in the conceptualization of writing. Chapter 2 shows a
common double bind that occurs in everyday discourse about writing: all
those who write are not “writers.” Eubanks suggests that this double bind
occurs because of the graded categories that people use to define the concepts “writer” and “to write.” He argues that the category “to write” has
two prototypical forms: the pen-to-paper prototype (a transcription model)
and the typical actions of a prototypical writer (35). Eubanks adds an additional bind in the third chapter, where he describes the tension between
the general-ability view of writing (all writing situations require a similar
and transferrable set of abilities) and the specific-expertise view (different
writing situations require different sets of abilities that will not transfer from
one situation to another).
Eubanks argues in chapter 4 that these binds occur because there are
three different licensing stories for categorizing writing: the literate inscriber
(the basic transcription of thoughts to paper), the good writer (the ability to
exercise good judgment as a composer and thinker), and the author writer
(writers who exemplify “a moment of becoming; a strong desire to express
thoughts in writing; powerful, automatic, non-logical writing experiences;
a commitment to truth-telling; and an exceptional love of reading and
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words”) (79). According to Eubanks, these stories are hierarchical and
largely nested and are thus interrelated, though some features attenuate
at the highest level, the author writer level (62-63). Furthermore, these
stories rely on two metonymies for their construction: Writing is Thought
and Writing is Identity (63).
In chapter 5, Eubanks discusses the role that the metonymy Writing Is
Speaking plays in the conceptualization of written communication. Specifically, Eubanks focuses his analysis on the concept of voice, connecting the
concept back to the metonymies Writing Is Thought and Writing Is Identity
and to the licensing stories discussed in chapter 4. This line of argument
leads Eubanks to identify and define three different characterizations of
voice, which correspond to the three licensing stories mentioned above:
Writing As Transcription, Writing As Talk, and the Discovered Voice (104).
Like their licensing stories, these characterizations of voice have a nested
relationship (104). Chapter 6 returns to the metonymy Writing Is Identity
and more fully examines its relationship to the concept of the Writing Self.
Here, Eubanks states that the “naïve pairing of voice and self that writing
scholars feel the greatest urgency to refute” did not often occur in the corpus examined (123). Instead, Eubanks found that writers created complex
conceptual blends of self, altering their conceptualization of self in order to
achieve rhetorical effectiveness (127)—even if it occurred as a conceptual
erasure of self, in the case of technical writing (139).
Chapter 7 builds on Eubanks’ argument in “Understanding Metaphors
for Writing: In Defense of the Conduit Metaphor,” published in College Composition and Communication (2001). The chapter posits that the “nearly
unanimous condemnation the metaphor elicits” should be reexamined to
account for the complex ways the metaphor’s frame is used in context (142).
Eubanks suggests that the standard objections to the Conduit Metaphor fail
to consider the “rhetorical constitution” of the metaphor’s frame, instead only
examining the basic metaphor itself and that these objections fail to consider
the Conduit Metaphor beyond a flat ontological assertion about language use
(143). That is, the standard objections to the Conduit Metaphor leave out
the dynamic nature of the metaphor’s use in context and its connection to
the other conceptual elements discussed earlier. This chapter also describes
the way that the Conduit Metaphor works with the metonymy Language
Is Power and explores the rhetorical constitution of this combination. Eubanks concludes that the two are rhetorically connected because Language
Is Power necessitates the need for the Conduit Metaphor, writing: “If we
accept Language Is Power, we create a socially generated ethical need for
the Conduit Metaphor,” because of its emphasis on clarity, directness, and
truth (162-163). It is unclear, though, why another conceptual metaphor
could not also meet this same ethical obligation.
In chapter 8, Eubanks discusses what he calls the “Other Conduit
Metaphor,” which functions through a simultaneous embrace and denial of
the Conduit Metaphor’s logic (171). In this way, the negative aspect of the
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Conduit Metaphor frame—a description of the ways the Conduit Metaphor
does not accurately describe written communication—works with its positive
counterpart to define success in written communication. That is, the idea
that writing is not a matter of simple transmission becomes a constraint that
author writers must work to overcome (178). These constraints placed on
the communicative act manifest, Eubanks argues, as elaborate conceptual
blends designed to aid effective communication—for instance conceptual
blends where authors evoke or erase the audience or aspects of the audience
during composition.
In his final chapter, Eubanks reminds us that the book does not offer an
exhaustive catalog of conceptual metaphors and other figurative language for
written communication—that he has only examined one conceptual system
in detail. Further, Eubanks reminds us that while much of our conceptual
system is unconscious, we still have choice in the metaphors that we use to
think about written communication.
The methods that Eubanks employs in this book are simultaneously a
major strength and a weakness. Eubanks pulls from a rich and contextualized sampling of data, which allows him to study figurative language use
in everyday discourse, instead of relying completely on introspection. This
method is a step forward for researching how written communication is cognitively conceptualized. It represents a methodological shift that is occurring
in cognitive linguistics but has yet to be widely adopted by writing scholars
who study conceptual metaphor use. Yet, Eubanks only describes these
methods briefly in his introduction, so that his data collection and analysis
remain hidden, for the most part. A much fuller account of his analysis would
have strengthened his argument greatly. This lack of discussion makes it
difficult to follow the connections between Eubanks’ argument about the
Conduit Metaphor and the passages he cites from the corpus as evidence of
the Conduit Metaphor in practice. At times, the Conduit Metaphor is not
readily apparent in these passages. For this reason, Eubanks’ argument about
the Conduit Metaphor is in danger of breaking Ronald Langacker’s principle
of restrictiveness, which suggests that conceptual structures “ascribable to
speakers as a characterization of their linguistic ‘knowledge’ (or ability)”
are limited to “those for which a straightforward acquisitional account can
in principle be given” (Langacker 25). Thus, instances where the Conduit
Metaphor is at work should be restricted to passages from the corpus where
the metaphor is readily apparent.
Despite this limitation, the book will be quite useful to teachers of
writing because it offers a good deal of insight into the conceptual domain
of writing. This insight will aid teachers in understanding the mental operations that students are performing when they attempt to create “good
writing.” Especially useful for teachers of writing is Eubanks’ analysis of
the different licensing stories for writers and writing. Teachers who are
able to consciously employ these stories in classroom settings will be able to
assist students as they advance through the nested hierarchy that Eubanks
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describes. Furthermore, after reading this book, teachers will also be better
attuned to the tension and conflict between the different stories. Once that
conflict is recognized, it can be defined and resolved as part of the pedagogical process. In addition, this book is an excellent resource for anyone who
would like to follow Linda Adler-Kassner’s call for the activist WPA because
knowing these figurative constructions and being able to consciously use
them offers WPAs a way to reframe conversations that rely on the concepts
that Eubanks has described.
Chicago, IL
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Women and Gaming: The Sims and 21st Century
Learning, by James Paul Gee and Elisabeth R. Hayes.
New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010. 207 pp.
Reviewed by Kristina A. Gutierrez, University of Texas
Literacy practices shift and morph with the rise of digital environments. In Women and Gaming: The Sims and 21st Century Learning, James
Paul Gee and Elisabeth R. Hayes expand the conversation on literacy by
focusing on women’s rhetorical strategies in production and design. Gee
and Hayes illustrate how women gamers’ digital literacies enable them to
produce multimodal texts that solve problems and invite involvement from
audiences in popular culture. Gee and Hayes extend media theorist Henry
Jenkins’ concept of “participatory cultures” defined as communities in which
advanced designers engage in varying levels of informal mentoring of novice
designers (5) to their analysis of women gamers’ multimodal consumption
and production practices. Scholarship on multimodality within rhetoric and
composition explores ways to extend students’ understanding of how their
design choices are not only influenced by social contexts but also by the
material affordances of modes (Kress 51, 87).
Gee and Hayes contribute to this scholarship by tracing the ways agency
is manifested in digital environments via situated literacy and multimodality
(128-29). This book fits into the framework of post-process with its emphasis
on the situated, interactive, and public facets to literacy. However, Gee and
Hayes go beyond traditional approaches which focus on analysis, interpretation, and consumption by also examining women gamers’ situated literacies
and use of modes in production and design. Situated literacies include written, visual, verbal, and/or digital literacies that better enable individuals to
“fit into” (or modify and/or resist) the ways of being and communicating
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within discourse communities. Gee and Hayes demonstrate how the women
gamers attend to what Richard Marback describes as the “problem of responsiveness,” which involves the indeterminacy of production and design in
interactive environments (415-18). Women gamers envision and re-envision
how their audiences may react cognitively and affectively to their arrangement of modes, providing valuable extensions of multimodality-in-use for
the field of literacy studies.
By expanding the rhetorical uses of multimodality, the authors highlight
how women gamers’ situated literacies help them engage in production and
design in “passionate affinity groups” (118-21). The authors develop their
argument by analyzing data from case studies of women they describe as
both “typical” and “untypical.” For example, Tabby Lou, discussed in chapter
5, fits this description because she is homebound for health reasons. Yet,
she remains an active participant and somewhat of a “celebrity” in The Sims
community, exhibiting the “grit,” or “passion” and “persistence” (84-86),
characteristics foundational to nourishing twenty-first-century digital literacies and ways of being and communicating.
Through analyses of the women gamers’ situated literacies, the authors
discuss how alternative literacies lead to school reform. School reform
through focus on production and design may provide opportunity for students to expand their digital literacies, social and emotional intelligences,
and content knowledge to help solve “complex” social and environmental
problems (184). Gee and Hayes seek to expand students’ knowledge and application of science, technology, engineering, and mathematical (STEM) skills
by emphasizing opportunities for students to think critically about real-life
challenges and expanding their social and emotional intelligences, which in
turn helps individuals interact with members within their social communities
(14). Further, emotional intelligence enables individuals to understand how
their emotions influence their thoughts, “decisions,” and social behaviors
(e.g., body language) within different environments (14-15). Students’ social
and emotional intelligences may also help them recognize the public nature
of literacy and how multimodality can be employed as a mediational tool in
production and design to attend to social issues and injustices within their
communities. Thus, students may play game simulations such as The Sims
and Spore and “think about rules of play and how they do or not reflect
reality” (172). Moreover, teachers might also encourage students to reflect
on the public nature of literacy as they design communities using “urban
planning simulations” (172).
In addition, underrepresented digital literacies, including women gamers’ conventional and unconventional uses of “modding” (53-54), expand
user’s content skills, individual and collective problem solving abilities, and
social and emotional intelligences. The term “modding” frequently refers to
gamers’ (usually male gamers) practice of “(re)programming software” in the
production and design of “new game mechanics or new game content” (5354). However, in chapter 3, “The Nickel and Dimed Challenge: Designing New
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Forms of Socially Conscious Play,” the authors highlight an alternative form
of modding (53-54). One of the women gamers, Yamx, employs The Sims
software as a medium to create a social awareness game The Sims 2: Nickel
and Dimed Challenge, an adaptation of Barbara Ehrenreich’s work (49-53).
She does not reprogram the life-simulation software but instead develops
a new “theme” and “rules of play” for her social awareness game (49-53).
Players participate in simulated role-playing, making daily decisions as single,
working-class mothers (49-53). The game is designed to encourage players
to reflect on the effects of poverty on social communities. Furthermore, the
authors illustrate the importance of developing twenty-first-century design
and production skills in chapter 5, “How Passion Grows: A Retired Shutin Goes from Making a Purple Potty to Gaining Millions of Fans.” Gee and
Hayes offer the story of Tabby Lou, who uses the process of recoloring to
create a “purple potty” for her granddaughter by accessing resources (e.g.,
asking other designers for advice on how to recolor new content) within the
community (89). Additionally, in chapter 6, “Passionate Affinity Groups: A
New Form of Community that Works to Make People Smarter,” the authors
illustrate how tacit and explicit knowledges are produced and exchanged by
members of different ages and varying levels of expertise in a “passionate
affinity group” (107-13). Unlike school environments, members of different
ages interact in the same spaces, sharing tacit and explicit knowledge (10713), exemplifying the quality of interactivity, an underrepresented practice
in the educational landscape. Such interactivity encourages production and
exchange of knowledge via informal mentoring among different age groups
of students.
The women gamers also employ modes as mediational tools to gain
more access to “social goods” (Gee 31), or elements of value, within passionate affinity groups (Gee and Hayes 128). In chapter 7, “A Young Girl
and Her Vampire Stories: How a Teenager Competes with a Best-Selling
Author,” Gee and Hayes discuss Alex’s use of The Sims software to design
and produce fan fiction inspired by Stephenie Meyer’s Twilight series. Alex,
a member of a participatory culture, not only consumes but also produces
her own multimodal “fiction” in order to be a star (128-29). To elevate her
visibility, Alex learns to make meaning for a specific audience by using The
Sims software as a medium. Finally, in chapter 8, “From The Sims to Second
Life: A Young Woman Transforms Her Real Life,” the authors consider how
Jesse’s experiences in virtual worlds help prepare her for a graduate career
in “information and learning technologies” (164). Jesse’s transition into
graduate school occurs partly because of her involvement in Second Life,
where she embodies multiple virtual identities, including “designer” and
“head of a Mafia family” (160-63). Through interaction in virtual worlds,
“Jesse learned—technical skills, math skills, social skills, organizational
skills, emotional skills, artistic skills, design skills, networking skills, and
communicational skills” (164). These skills (or alternative literacies) help
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individuals interact with subjects, solve problems, and accomplish objectives
in intellectual, social, and “workplace” environments (164).
Women and Gaming contributes to discussions of situated literacy, multimodality, and new media by encouraging readers to re-conceptualize how
games and virtual worlds can serve as learning tools for the twenty-first century. Gee and Hayes focus on encouraging educators to embrace alternative
strategies for preparing students for complex twenty-first-century challenges,
such as finding a career in competitive global markets in the information
age (167-68). Gee and Hayes’ premise would be better supported by comparing and contrasting data from multiple case studies in each chapter. For
example, the authors might compare and contrast the ways situated literacy
helps Alex and other fan-fiction writers make meaning within the participatory culture (128-29) to highlight the indeterminacy of involving audiences
through production and design. By so doing, Gee and Hayes would have
more data of how the fan-fiction writers attempt to acquire more access to
social goods in order to support their claim that alternative literacies lead
to school reform. When students are provided access to media such as game
simulations, which in turn offers mentoring from novice and advanced
learners within in-school and out-of-school contexts, students have more
opportunity to extend their digital literacies, social and emotional intelligences, STEM skills, and individual and collective problem-solving abilities.
As a result, students are often better prepared to solve real-life problems in
their communities. Gee and Hayes remain aware that many schools (e.g.,
rural schools) may not have the funding to purchase game simulations and
other digital technologies (e.g., Adobe Photoshop). Such awareness could
be better addressed had Gee and Hayes offered some suggestions on how
schools and communities can ensure students from working-class households
have more access to digital technologies within their homes and communities
(169-70). Women and Gaming provides an interesting yet focused analysis
of how alternative literacies may lead to school reform.
San Antonio, TX
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Generaciones’ Narratives: The Pursuit and Practice of Traditional and Electronic Literacies on
the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands, by John Scenters-Zapico. Logan: Utah State UP/Computers and Composition
Digital Press, 2010. 265 pp.
Reviewed by Sally Chandler, Kean University
Generaciones’ Narratives, (Computers and Composition Digital Press,
http://ccdigitalpress.org), presents the everyday literacy experiences of
residents from El Paso, Texas, and Juárez, Mexico—borderlands of the Rio
Grande. The book’s 43 narratives are organized into chapters featuring five
generational cohorts born between 1921 and 1985. Taken together, these
stories illustrate how changing social, political and material landscapes correlate with the literate lives within each generation. For example, Angelica,
born in the 1950s, recalls the boundary between El Paso and Juárez as practically invisible. For her, it was as if “El Paso was more of a continuation of
Juárez—it was the same thing” (63). Participants born in the early 1980s
came of age in the same geographic place but under different economic
and political circumstances. Fear fed by international drug wars and 9/11
led to passage of The Border Protection Act of 2005 and lives spanning the
border no longer felt like “a continuation.” Despite these changes, residents
continued to cross and redefine cultural boundaries, often in ways that
were difficult to observe. According to Scenters-Zapico, “ecological factors
relevant to literacies of Spanish, English, and Spanglish . . . complicate the
local literacy data. . . . Unfortunately, outside researchers do not know or
consider [Juárez and El Paso’s] intertwined, intercultural history” (5). This
book helps make these culturally complex literacies visible.
Generaciones’ Narratives begins by supplementing terminology developed in earlier literacy narrative research. New terms better describe the
behaviors and interactions Scenters-Zapico observed, and allow for differentiation among forms of sponsorship and gateways; they differentiate
between positive and negative, local and pervasive effects within cultural
ecologies. This new, hybrid language allows more nuanced analysis of literate lives in general, and of lives along the border in particular. Chapters that
follow offer a chronological presentation of stories by the five generational
cohorts: individuals born between 1920-50; 1951-60; 1961-70; 1971-80;
and 1981-85. Each chapter includes five to eight narratives and begins with
a chart listing narrators’ birthplace, migrations, and current residence. The
charts intimate what the stories make clear: participants’ lives cross and recross boundaries between countries, cultures, and languages in ways that
demand nontraditional descriptions of their relationships to literacies and
communication technologies.
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Chapter 1 presents stories told by the cohort born from 1920-50. A
central concern for this generation was how to learn the “business” language
of English and still remain rooted in home language and culture. For U.S.
residents, English was taught at school, and the need for lessons in Spanish
led to the teaching of traditional literacies in nontraditional ways—through
reading comics, magazines, and the Bible. Alicia, a participant who grew
up in El Paso, reported regular family trips to Juárez where she read street
signs in Spanish (49). Scenters-Zapico identifies such pedagogical practices
as culturally and linguistically rich, and adds that they represent largely
unrecognized paths to literacy. Chapter 1 also reports the effects of gender
bias on literacies, and documents its receding influence as women move from
childhood to maturity. Alicia’s early participation in education was restricted
by her father, who insisted she help at home and in the cotton fields; as an
adult, Alicia’s daughter encouraged her to attend school so she could learn
to use a computer and get a better job (49). Such stories emphasize family
members as indirect sponsors, and illustrate how increased literacy—and
equality—are often driven as much by economics as by social consciousness.
Stories from chapter 2, as well as chapters that follow, emphasize the
importance of intergenerational literacy sponsorship. The older generations most frequently supported traditional literacies, but it was primarily
the younger generations who introduced elders to digital communication.
In these stories, the direct and indirect sponsorships and the learning they
engender are not simple, and they often have multilingual components:
Laura, born in 1960, grew up in El Paso but had strong cultural connections to
Juárez. Spanish was her home language, and as a child she remembered her
mother “translating everything she could get her hands on” as a way to learn
English, and she became involved in these translations (71). Scenters-Zapico
points out that “this extremely complicated biculturalism and bilingualism
would not appear in any national literacy measure. Such extraordinary and
alternative practices, because they are situated and contextual, most likely
are unknown to researchers” (72).
Both chapters 2 and 3 explore participants’ use of “cubbyhole gateways”—positions or circumstances that provided indirect or partial access
to literacies (23). Cubbyhole gateways often took the form of what is usually thought of as a dead-end job—a position working as cashier or big-box
store clerk. Such jobs provide opportunities to gain basic familiarity and
confidence with new technologies and are particularly important for individuals who must work their way toward digital literacy. In some instances
they provide basic, step-by-step instruction that “older” generations continue
to crave. Andrea Ramirez, born in 1965, describes herself as feeling that
“younger friends learned to use computers ‘the right way,’ that is, through
direct sponsorship, not ‘trial and error like her’” (93). Scenters-Zapico points
out individuals born in the 1960s may be the last generation to want this
kind of traditional sponsorship and teaching for electronic literacies.
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Chapters 4 and 5 tell stories from generations who came of age with
digital technologies and the internet. For some of these participants, such
as Gerardo in chapter 4, engagement with technology started as a pastime
and only later developed into an asset engendering economic opportunity.
Gerardo’s home language is Spanish, and bilingualism not only came late in
life—it was directly related to his job at the Information Technology desk at
the University of Texas at El Paso (UTEP) (120). Stories from these chapters
also emphasize the changing face of the border. Francisco, from chapter 5,
grew up in Mexico but was living in El Paso and going to school at UTEP
at the time of his interview. He indicated that “the struggle is to take the
computer you just have buy in the U.S. and take it to Mexico, without the
soldiers taking it away from you . . .” (158). His narrative represented bringing identities across the border as equally difficult. Like other participants
who went to school in Mexico, Francisco attended schools segregated by
class—and by nationality. Americanos who were culturally Mexican often
lived in Juarez so their children could learn their home culture and language
at school. Francisco remembers that in grade school “there were fights
between Mexicans and Americans, and in sports, the teachers put always
Americans against Mexicans” (158).
Many circumstances of literate learning described in Generaciones’
Narratives will not be accounted for in government sponsored literacy research—and government research provides the “facts” that drive educational
policies and funding, as well as cultural stereotypes. Without adequate
understanding of these multicultural lives, the contributions and needs of
multilingual learners from the borderlands will remain invisible.
Scenters-Zapico’s work is the first book-length scholarship to capitalize
on the unique possibilities multimedia offers for representing literate lives.
Generaciones’ Narratives integrates two multimedia features into traditional
literacy narratives: embedded videos and mouse-over translations. The
videos generally present static shots of participants seated in a chair. Older
generations often speak from their transcript, while younger participants
swivel the chair, talk with their hands, and lean into the conversation. Reading the printed text without watching the videos misses important cues for
understanding the participants’ lives. The audio-visual representations
introduce rich ground for multiple, complex interpretations that will not
necessarily be accessible through the text. For example, Scenters-Zapico
responds to Angelica’s representation of the seamless border by commenting that times have changed. In the text, the deepening divide between
Mexico and the United States takes on the status of fact, but the subtleties
of Angelica’ embodied response offer a more complicated assessment. Given
enough time and attention, study of such subtleties will revise the language
and ideologies that make them invisible. Despite the advantages of digital
representation, there are also annoyances, and browser choice can affect the
reading experience. Internet Explorer provided the most seamless reading
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experience; Firefox also worked well, but while Google Chrome loaded the
text (slowly) it did not allow access to mouseover and video features.
Scenters-Zapico’s ebook not only provides rich, detailed data that can
fill in gaps about literacy learning, it supplements existing theoretical frames
with terminology necessary for accounting for what and how borderland
residents experience literacy learning. Finally and perhaps most importantly,
even though future scholarship will certainly find new ways to use multimedia, this work has helped to establish conventions and suggest possibilities.
Union, NJ

RAW (Reading and Writing) New Media, edited by
Cheryl E. Ball and James Kalmbach. Cresskill: Hampton P,
2010. 372 pp.
Reviewed by Stephanie Vie, Fort Lewis College
This was not the book I expected, but I’m glad. Ball and Kalmbach, both
of Illinois State University, are prominent rhetoric and composition scholars
and Ball in particular has published widely on new media. Thus I anticipated
a volume grounded in rhetoric and composition with a largely pedagogical
bent. With these expectations in mind, I was pleasantly confronted by something different: material drawn not just from rhetoric and composition, not
solely practical, but instead encompassing theory and praxis from a variety
of authors and fields. Indeed, the introduction reframed my expectations; the
editors described their academic paths as ones that began “with the literary
and poetic . . . our early scholarly connections to creative writing were tied
to new media in ways we could not foresee” (3). By incorporating multiple
voices and perspectives, RAW New Media is more compelling, richer than if
it had conformed to my initially narrow expectations.
The introduction shares the inspiration for the unusual title: walking in
Louisville, Ball suddenly noticed a sign near a sushi bar that simply said RAW.
She had walked past it before but never noticed it, now seeing that moment
as a “serendipitous connection to how we view new media—materially rich,
changing and remediating itself, some readers needing a moment to bring
its meaning to light, becoming new again and again” (4). Thus, the book
resists a monolithic definition of new media, instead allowing the individual
authors to relate their own definitions. This resistance to one uniform definition as well as its breadth—twenty-one chapters that vary widely in their
approach—makes the collection useful for scholars not aligned with rhetoric
and composition. However, it certainly proves valuable for those in composition studies and ideally situated for courses in new media, computers and
composition, and/or multimodal composing.
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RAW New Media offers two sections that focus on reading and writing
new media, the former centering on theoretical, analytical approaches to
specific artifacts, the latter offering pedagogical, reflective pieces, with deliberate overlap among concepts throughout. Intriguing moments, like minichapters, appear at the beginning, middle, and end of the book; the editors
note these sections were placed this way because of their ability to move the
book forward persuasively and powerfully. Ames Hawkins’ “Manifesting New
Media Writerly Processes One Really Bad Flash Piece at a Time” fulfills that
promise, offering a compelling manifesto and setting an earnest tenor. While
often hyperbolic, that tone fits the genre, and her point, while one echoed by
other scholars, is apt—if we do not fully participate in the creation of new
media, we cannot expect to effectively teach it. She outlines the productive
tension of creating non-print based texts, describing the different processes
of composition and revision when experimenting with unfamiliar forms,
and arguing that we must revisit that tension as writing teachers. Even the
writing, with its use of binary and HTML, allows Hawkins to “queer” the
form, a way to bring some of the affective abilities of new media composing
into her text. Hawkins thus sets up a call to action that the following pieces
connect to in various ways.
Kevin Moberly moves away from definitions of new media that attempt
to categorize and reframes the concept as a political act in “More than Definitions, Descriptions, and Differences: The Labor of Reading and Writing
New Media.” Rather than relying on easy definitions, Moberly argues, we
should approach new media in a way that allows us to recast individuals as
agents for social change by reasserting their positioning as producers. His
contribution dovetails nicely with the editors’ call for not providing a stable
collective definition. The next four pieces focus on particular new media
artifacts. Licia Calvi’s “Disjoint Montage in Blow Up: The Role of Readers
as Spectators in Pre-Digital Media” uses Cortazar’s short story and Antonioni’s film as examples of how hypertext readers act as spectators through
“disjoint montage,” where discontinuous details must be stitched together
by the reader/participant to make sense of the narrative, piece by piece.
“Cinders, Ash, and Commitment: Database Pathos in Six (Million) Parts” is
a quite personal take on author Michael Salvo’s fascination with Holocaust
memorials; much like Calvi’s disjoint montages, Salvo relates his history
in a meandering, pathos-heavy style using memory to make connections,
pointing out the instability and fragmented nature of human memory. M.
A. Keller reads Megan Sapnar’s kinetic poem “Car Wash” to show how traditional close reading can be applied to new media, but arguing that visual
and audio elements necessitate readers revamp their understanding of the
act of reading. Similarly, David Ciccoricco examines John Cayley’s What We
Will, a rambling interactive digital work, arguing like Calvi that the audience
plays a powerful role in mediating the narrative. At the same time, the language used provides a growing sense of uncertainty—everything is in future
perfect tense and therefore will have happened, but can we trust that is true?
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The second half of section 1 begins with Jennifer Bay and Thomas
Rickert’s “Dwelling with New Media.” They draw on Heidegger’s concept
of dwelling as a framework for understanding how new media reshape the
world we live in—giving not just humans but new technologies agency; we
co-evolve together. Madeline Sorapure follows with an effective example of
this co-evolution in “The Lifewriting of Dataselves: Autobiographical Acts
in New Media,” examining self-representative artifacts by artists who draw
inspiration from databases, blurring the lines between public and private. The
themes that emerge—privacy and surveillance, individual and community,
etc.—are ones that allow us to better understand the act of writing ourselves
in online spaces. The final two pieces in this section, Barry Thatcher’s “New
Media across Cultures” and Kip Strasma’s “Reading Hypertext New Media,”
close with readings of online texts. New media are of course culturally situated and Thatcher shows in clearly articulated readings of global university
websites that their rhetorical choices are driven by cultural understandings
of human relationships. Strasma illustrates the history of new media texts by
following up on earlier studies of readers’ reactions to hypertexts, showing
that today, as then, the orientation, navigation, and reading of digital texts
often remains elusive. Bob Samuels’ “A New Media Reading and Writing
Scene” is an apt interlude connecting sections 1 and 2.
Section 2 shares pedagogical considerations; the editors suggest that
these chapters act “as a follow-up to the much-admired Writing New Media”
(11). This section provides specific lessons and ideas that can be used by
seasoned and inexperienced instructors. Richard Holeton’s “How Much is
Too Much New Media for the NetGen?” paints an intriguing picture of the
differences between computerized classrooms in the 90s and today, querying why (even if) students today seem more jaded about technology. He
suggests that, rather than how much, simply how (to use new media in the
classroom) may be a more accurate question. Stacey Pigg’s chapter offers
clear, adaptable classroom activities in “Teaching New Mediated Student
Bodies: Five Applications,” probably the most immediately practical in the
collection. Amy Kimme Hea and Melinda Turnley’s “Refiguring the Interface
Agent: An Exploration of Productive Tensions in New Media Composing”
enacts the tensions Hawkins described earlier as they composed their coauthored “Build Your Own Interface Agent.” Similarly, Bob Whipple recounts
a collaborative piece (re)shaped for an online journal in “Tiptoeing Through
the Button Bars: New Remediators Create New Media Scholarship.” Both
pieces highlight how composers must shift ways of thinking about writing to
adapt to the affordances of new media and caution us to not let technology’s
seductive sway lead us to compose uncritically. Next, the multi-authored
“Writing with Video: What Happens When Composition Comes Off the
Page?” offers a reflective discussion of the importance of interdisciplinary
and intracampus relationships when developing multimodal courses; Laura
McGrath’s “Negotiating Access to New Media: A Framework for Faculty and
Other Stakeholders” reinforces the important role of campus stakeholders in
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making decisions on campus. “Creating a Center for Communication Design:
Negotiating Pedagogy, Disciplinarity, and Sustainability in Communities of
Practice” by Jennifer Sheppard rounds out the discussion by describing her
approach when asked to create a Design Center at her institution; her reliance on communities of practice and sustainability are applicable to anyone
tasked to create a new center on their campus. The final piece, the “New
Media New English” interview by a composite student, is a delightful send-up
of Rolling Stone-type interviews and finishes the collection on a high note.
The companion website (http://www.rawnewmedia.net/) offers chapter
summaries, authors’ biographies, and few supplementary materials; I longed
for more to truly showcase the possibilities of the online environment (for
example, an audio or video version of the “New Media New English” interview would have been wonderful). This was my one area of disappointment
with the book—the lack of new media texts, delivered through the website
or some other form, to better illustrate new media’s potential. I imagine
Ball will take up this challenge in her upcoming edited collection (with
Debra Journet and Ryan Trauman) The New Work of Composing. Until then,
I wholeheartedly recommend RAW New Media.
Durango, CO

The Writing Program Interrupted: Making Space
for Critical Discourse, edited by Donna Strickland
and Jeanne Gunner. Portsmouth: Boynton/Cook, 2009.
214 pp.
Reviewed by Cruz Medina, University of Arizona
The Writing Program Interrupted: Making Space for Critical Discourse
approaches writing program practices from critical perspectives while also
advocating theories that disrupt and push back against existing bodies of
knowledge. My own perception of the field had been filtered through a
historical lens created from my study under Edward White and his stories
about Kafkaesque universities exiling writing programs and centers to bungalows without functioning copiers and political struggles over budgets and
tenure-lines. Due in large part to White’s storytelling, I have come to value
WPA scholarship in part for the role that experiential knowledge played in
the creation of dominant WPA narratives. Donna Strickland and Jeanne
Gunner, the editors of The Writing Program Interrupted, create a space that
challenges dominant discourses about issues ranging from pragmatism to
self-identifications of sex and gender in the role of WPA. The editors present a “congested” compilation of subversive and contradictory perspectives
in critical discussion that John Trimbur aptly describes in his foreward to
the book as “troubled and sometimes troubling examinations of the WPA
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conscience”(x). These troubling examinations often begin with interdisciplinary approaches that are sometimes controversial and can be accurately
described as interruptions of hegemonic consensus.
The sixteen chapters of The Writing Program Interrupted are structured
into three parts, although the subject matter sometimes blurs the boundaries of these sections. Part 1 looks at the “The Cultural Work of Writing
Programs,” while part 2 discusses “Alternative WPA Discourses,” and part
3 addresses “Subjectivity, Identity, Reflection.” In “Conservative Writing
Program Administrators,” Jeff Rice problematicizes prescribed practices and
even the Outcomes Statement. Redefining what one might think of conservative WPAs and challenging the rhetoric of the familiar, Rice supports Mark
Bauerlein’s reclamation of the value and potential of conservative texts in
order to provide divergent voices outside of narrow, liberal WPA visions.
Specifically, Rice frames these attitudes as anti-intellectual for their role
in silencing new “visions or ideas” for what WPA work could be or where
it could go (2). Rice contributes to the theme of interruption by advocating for more conservative texts while simultaneously critiquing traditional
conservatism for its “conflation of efficiency and stability” that privileges a
scientific managerial style (9).
Also in part 1, Tom Fox looks at what is excluded from the priorities of
WPA scholarship. Fox’s “Standards and Purity” warns against dominance by
default; administrators continue the use of university screening tests targeting English language learners for lack of a better option. This dominance
then carries over into cases of racialized projects like Proposition 187 in
California, which prohibits educational services to undocumented children.
Fox contends that standardized tests that target English learners embody a
practice in need of disruption because the bureaucratic discourse found in
administrative work “does the dirty work of exclusion” (15).
The powerlessness that Fox experiences when advocating for English
learners is shared by Laura Bartlett Snyder who examines the exploitation
of feminized labor in WPAs. Snyder argues that women’s weakened role in
the management and exploitation of women and their labor points to gaps
in WPA literature. She considers how “dominant feminist theories have been
inadequate in explaining the role of gendered labor practices when women
manage women” (34). Pushing back against those who advocate liberal
feminist practices as an administrative strategy, Snyder cites the continued
exploitation of a feminized labor force as a practical demonstration of how
liberal feminist practices still fail to prepare compositionists turned WPAs
to advance labor struggles.
In the last chapter of part 1, Tony Scott focuses on promoting the awareness of the conditions of WPA labor. Speaking on behalf of the adjunct and
part-time faculty position, Scott argues that they “have had the right to engage in collective bargaining taken away from them”(42). Scott points out
the disconnect between what PhDs learn about teaching and the “material
conditions of teaching” within a university (44). Furthermore, Scott asserts
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that graduate students identify with the faculty and administrators in hopes
of “joining their ranks” (48) while the adjunct labor force continues to suffer
silently within institutional hierarchy with only marginal concessions made
for this disgruntled and voiceless labor force.
In part 2, “Alternative WPA Discourses,” Sidney I. Dobrin theorizes
space, place and symbolic violence. Dobrin’s conception of violence is a
productive intervention that advocates for new developments beyond FYC
requirements. These requirements have been a concern of WPAs in much the
same way that the evaluation of intellectual work has been a focus of WPA
scholarship. Concerned with the commodification of the intellectual work of
WPAs, Bruce Horner goes against some traditional views of teacher unions.
Horner posits that teacher unions should be a beginning strategy and not a
solution; at the same time, Horner questions the arguments of composition
teachers who feel they should be fairly compensated for the work they do
because they assume that “in general, such a correspondence exists”(79).
Analyzing the potential for disruption based on queer subjectivity, William P. Banks and Jonathan Alexander provide an investigation into the
performance of queerness in the WPA role. Banks and Alexander discuss
the frailty of “insider” and “outsider” binaries, as well as the political implications of both identity and language. Banks and Alexander conclude that
queerness can function as a “set of tactics that make guerilla attacks against
the center” (97). Banks and Alexander interrupt WPA concerns with FYC
by advocating discussions of sexuality in composition because of the strong
link between “language, image and identity” (98). Interestingly, the Banks
and Alexander’s chapter in part 2 speaks to the Christopher Burnham and
Susanne Green chapter, “WPAs and Identity,” in part 3. Similarly, Burnham
and Green call into question the identities constructed and projected in WPA
literature. With regard to teaching, Burnham and Green intervene with nuanced definitions of identity and promote reflecting on identity in order to
become a better educator.
In part two, Jane E. Hindman’s “Inviting Trouble” makes the case for the
collection of disparate approaches to critical disruption by reinforcing critical reflection as a generative practice that challenges subordinating silence.
Hindman asserts “inviting troublesome questions enhances a healthy system”
(100). She argues that anger, as a part of the trouble provoked by critical
introspection, has a useful function in the struggle against the silencing of
colonial influence. In a similar critique of WPA’s colonizing effect, Wendy
Hesford, Edgar Singleton and Ivonne García confront the persistence of
corporate multiculturalism in the academy that challenges the authority of
instructors in the ethnic minority. Once again a chapter in part 3 crosses over
with the subjects raised in part 2 as the cultural specificity of composition
and WPA literature serves as the point of departure for Lisa Emerson and
Rosemary Clerehan’s piece “Writing Program Administration Outside the
North American Context.” The administrative culture in New Zealand is far
less flexible in the pedagogies and curricula than in the United States. For
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this reason, approaches based on composition and writing scholarship from
North America do not immediately meet the needs of New Zealand students.
In the last chapter of part 2, “The Pragmatics of Professionalism,” Thomas
P. Miller and Jillian Skeffington demonstrate the collaborative agency and
inquiry through their piece that enunciates the philosophy of pragmatism for
public agency and coalition building. Identifying the WPA ethos as having a
“practical, results-oriented mindset” (127), Miller and Skeffington advocate a
pragmatic lens for best working within a hierarchical system “thinking against
the consequences that follow”(131). Part 3, “Subjectivity, Identity, Reflection,” continues with the subject of pragmatism as Joe Marshall Hardin’s
“The Writing Program Administrator and Enlightened False Consciousness”
champions the perspective that enlightened false consciousness stands in
the way of change. Hardin argues that many theories of agency exist without the necessary enlightenment of the subject. Hardin rejects the ability
of WPAs to be neutral and argues against pragmatic administration that
tells us to “do our jobs” (143). As a counterpoint to Miller and Skeffington,
Hardin frames pragmatism as just another “position along a continuum of
differences inside the system” (144).
In the rest of part 3, Kathryn Valentine interprets the decentering of
agency as allowing for meaning-making by graduate students who question authority. In a more traditional WPA discussion, Margaret Shaw, Gerry
Winter and Brian Huot address the power of WPAs in “Analyzing Narratives
of Change in a Writing Program.” Looking at three narratives, the authors
affirm the implications of rank and gender in the privilege afforded to different writing program administrators. While Shaw, Winter and Huot address
differences in WPA positions within the same institution, Suellynn Duffey’s
“Place, Culture, Memory” questions whether WPAs differ too much among
institutions and locations to theorize a monolithic WPA position.
The audience for The Writing Program Interrupted is a specialized one
familiar with WPA scholarship and practices. It is reminiscent of Linda AdlerKassner’s call to rethink WPA work in The Activist WPA; however, Interrupted
also continues with the work begun in Shirley K. Rose and Irwin Weiser’s The
Writing Program Administrator as Theorist, only in a more critical trajectory.
Because the collection seeks to intervene and disrupt existing conversations
in WPA literature, a limitation is that some of the more theoretical chapters
speak at, instead of in conversation with, the existing body of WPA scholarship. Still, this collection provides critical counterpoints to the existing body
of scholarship that could be useful in a WPA or professional seminar. This
text would be especially useful for instructors of WPA courses who would
like to engage students whose research interests include critical theories.
Interrupted creates space in the continuum to propose positive change. At
the same time, The Writing Program Interrupted provides a point of departure for WPAs looking to (re)invigorate their practices with critical theory.
Tucson, AZ
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Diverse by Design: Literacy Education within
Multicultural Institutions, by Christopher Schroeder.
Logan: Utah State UP, 2011. 236 pp.
Reviewed by Mathew Gomes, California State University
In his previous book, ReInventing the University, Christopher Schroeder
questioned the usefulness of academic literacy, traditionally conceived, and
of the implications that teaching such a literacy might have for students.
Schroeder continues this line of interrogation in his new book, Diverse by
Design, a valuable contribution to the growing body of scholarship seeking to
redefine academic discourse. Diverse by Design is an institutional case study
of Schroeder’s own university, Northeastern Illinois University (NEIU), which
touts itself as “The Most Ethnically Diverse University in the Midwest” (xvii,
33-35). This multigenre and multivocal account of literacy at NEIU offers a
rich and complex investigation of this claim, and reveals deeply-entrenched
philosophies and language practices that, even despite best intentions, may
work to perpetuate exclusion and undermine nominal commitments to
diversity and “multicultural education.” The book is in three parts, the first
of which juxtaposes this institutional agenda alongside patterns of exclusion at NEIU. The school’s ethnolinguistic diversity allows Schroeder, in the
second part, to examine the university’s claim on one specific front, which
he does by foregrounding the effects of students’ encounters with literacy
on the campus of NEIU. While the university claims to support its diverse
student population, a look at these effects reveals a tension central to Schroeder’s criticism: the university benefits from being able to claim to offer a
“multicultural education,” but is not doing enough to justify this claim, and
specifically, could be doing more to promote multicultural literacies. In part
three Schroeder offers recommendations for making literacy instruction at
NEIU more consonant with its claim to promote a multicultural education.
Schroeder provides a useful context for understanding this apparent
contradiction by focusing on the history the school uses to justify its claim
as promoting a multicultural education. The university finds support for this
claim in its designation as a Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI). Maintaining
this title benefits NEIU in at least two ways: on the one hand, the HSI designation allows it to apply for Title V funds reserved for such institutions; on
the other, the HSI designation is a linchpin of the university’s self-proclaimed
multicultural identity, which the school has invested in heavily. Schroeder
also describes a long tradition within NEIU of preparing teachers for the
Chicago Public Schools system, a system which has become increasingly
racially segregated. Even while NEIU is in, arguably, one of the strongest
positions to affect the local conditions of education, students coming out of
the CPS system into NEIU tend to struggle disproportionately. Schroeder is
quick to point out the sad irony of this situation, which amounts to a failure
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on the part of NEIU to articulate a full curricular commitment to diversity.
Honing in on this contradiction, Schroeder argues that efforts to develop
a multicultural curriculum at NEIU have almost entirely ignored issues of
language and literacy, and the ethnolinguistic dimensions of its racially
diverse campus.
This failure is reflected in the everyday experiences of literacy on the
NEIU campus, which Schroeder attempts to sketch out in part 2. Schroeder
first focuses on one specific academic support program geared toward the
Hispanic population at NEIU, Proyecto Pa’Lante (PP). This program is designed to offer admissions to Hispanic applicants at NEIU who do not qualify
for general admission. However, using data following students in PP over
four years, Schroeder demonstrates that there are significant gaps in the
reality of the “support” these students have. For example, after their first
year in school, PP students tended to earn fewer credits and lower grades,
and had lower retention rates than their peers. Further, most students in
the program were placed into remedial reading and writing courses, which
required completing an additional two courses before moving on to required
introductory writing classes. Even while most PP students did not consider
English their primary language, placement into these courses was determined
by students’ performances on standardized tests only offered in English.
Beyond introductory writing classrooms, NEIU requires students to take an
English Competency Examination, which students in PP disproportionately
did not pass. Schroeder effectively shows how, at multiple points, literacy
practices and policies at NEIU work against PP students.
Schroeder develops his accounts of literacy experiences of the Hispanic
population at NEIU by including several chapters which take the form of
personal narratives. One chapter is co-authored with an instructor for PP
students, who teaches an introductory course designed to help them adjust
to the university. Two other chapters are authored by students at NEIU, one
graduate student and one undergraduate student who was unable to complete a section of the introductory writing sequence, taught by Schroeder.
Together, these chapters constitute a mosaic of stories which explore the
different ways multilingual students and instructors at NEIU have attempted
to negotiate the curricular demands of the university, which, in terms of
the diversity of literacy practices these students exhibit, still seems to serve
a singularly repressive function. These narratives also lend credibility to
Schroeder’s overarching argument that universities should be more attuned
to local experiences of literacy by showing the ways the university’s notions
of literacy cannot accommodate the very different literacy practices each of
these members of the university possesses.
In part 3, Schroeder presents the all-too predictable conclusion of his case
study: philosophies about literacy at NEIU, as well as language policies embedded at a curricular level, constitute a form of institutionalized ‘color-blind’
racism, which “discriminate against the very ethnic diversity institutions
and disciplines seek to value” (206). In multiple ways, these attitudes and
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practices reproduce a Standard English Ideology, a system of linguistic values
which promotes monolingualism, particularly a (hypothetical) unmarked or
“standard” variety of English. This ideology authorizes the reproduction of
an ethnolinguistically-distributed discrimination. Language policies created
within this framework are characteristically assimilationist, demanding that
students conform linguistically to a white, middle-class English (198-199).
This attitude toward literacy, Schroeder notes, is diffuse, and is one that is
promoted nationally. In the end, Schroeder’s answer is simple: change our
literacy standards. More than this, these standards need to articulate literacies as situated and locally-meaningful, and they need to be implemented at
a wide curricular level. Specifically, this implementation should occur with a
pluralist integration approach, which both acknowledges the dominance and
power of certain “standardized” English practices while also emphasizing
the intellectual possibilities that a truly diverse and multilingual academic
community can provide. The book concludes with an afterword from Victor
Villanueva, who calls for more voices from the field of contrastive rhetoric
to contribute to Schroeder’s discussion, whose voices might be particularly
useful because they reveal the conventions of “good writing” required by
the academy as also culturally-bound.
The changes Schroeder suggests are easier said than done, however, and
I appreciate that this difficulty is one Schroeder recognizes. Interspersed between chapters are autobiographical accounts in which Schroeder addresses
his own encounters with literacy standards, his own efforts to interrogate or
change these standards, and his own shortcomings. When NEIU receives HSI
funds for a campus-wide writing program and subsequently revises its firstyear writing curriculum, for example, he is unable to participate directly in
crafting this new curriculum, which, on the one hand, clarifies programmatic
outcomes but, on the other, also seems to promotes the Standard English
Ideology that Schroeder criticizes. His overall argument is nuanced by these
admissions, and it is one which, again, prompts me to reflect on the effects
of what I am (not) teaching.
Schroeder’s book leaves me here, with the question of how to deal with
the practical implementation of “multilingualism and multiliteracies,” and
the effects of this sort of literacy instruction within the larger landscape
of literacy practices. The concept is valuable for me because I find myself
in a similar position as Schroeder: Like NEIU, my school, California State
University, Fresno, is an HSI, and it also has a reputation for serving historically underrepresented student populations. The questions that Schroeder is
asking of his university are ones that I might also be asking of mine: In what
ways does my own university claim (and perhaps fail) to provide meaningful
support for its own diverse student population? And, the questions his text
raises for me are also pedagogical: How might my own instruction contribute
to encounters with literacy for students in my classroom? And, what potential
effects might this instruction have beyond my classroom, within the context
of literacy philosophies and practices across the university, and outside of it?
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Transforming the conditions and lasting effects of racism will require
more than catchy slogans, and ultimately, Schroeder provides a convincing
analysis of how ostensibly multicultural curricula can continue to reproduce
tacitly racist educations. Schroeder’s critique is important for compositionists
and writing instructors who are interested in rethinking literacy instruction,
especially those on diverse campuses like NEIU and my own. In particular,
Diverse by Design argues that literacy has an important role to play in creating more authentic multicultural curricula, and provokes questions about
the specific roles they might play in creating such an education.
Fresno, CA

Reinventing Identities in Second Language Writing, edited by Michelle Cox, Jay Jordan, Christina Ortmeier-Hooper, and Gwen Gray Schwartz. Urbana: NCTE,
2010. 342 pp.
Reviewed by Todd Ruecker, University of Texas
Over the last several years, second language (L2) writing scholars have
turned their attention to identity issues surrounding multilingual writers in
US academic institutions. These discussions have focused on areas such as
the problems and limits associated with linguistic identity labels like ESL
and non-native speaker, the ways that monolingual ideologies present in US
academic systems work to devalue students’ diverse linguistic backgrounds
and even erase their identities, and how linguistic identities are constantly
shifting as students cross discourse communities and academic contexts.
Having grappled with questions of identity and L2 writers in their research,
the editors of Reinventing Identities in Second Language Writing came together
to create a collection that would “broaden the discussion of identity and
second language writing across a variety of institutional contexts” (ix). The
result is a truly valuable work for anyone interested in identity issues surrounding second language writers. Understanding that identity is complex,
fluid, and multiple, the editors of this collection assembled chapters on a
varied set of topics from a diverse group of voices, ranging from established
scholars to graduate students. By examining identity from different perspectives, institutional positions, and geographical locations, the contributors to
this collection help the reader gain a new perspective on the complexities
surrounding identity in L2 writing.
The first section of this collection focuses on identity formation in a
variety of contexts, including high school, college, graduate school, and
workplaces. In the first chapter, Christina Ortmeier-Hooper draws on social
identity theory and case studies of three students to examine the identities
of L2 writers in a high school and the role that institutional labels play in
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shaping these identities. She points out the problem of the English Language
Learner (ELL) label commonly used by high schools, the stigma associated
with this label in one particular school, and how students would alternatively
distance themselves and embrace the label due to the needs of a particular
situation. In chapter 2, Gwen Gray Schwarz draws on case study research
from a group of Vietnamese Generation 1.5 college students as well as
assimilation/acculturation theories to show how L2 writers’ identities are
stifled by monolingual pedagogies and argue that composition needs to
adopt composing models that acknowledge the hybrid identities of its students. Jun Yang’s brief narrative in chapter 3 provides a personal look into
the challenge that many L2 writers face when people around them do not
understand the difficulty of moving between cultures. In chapter 4, Terry
Myers Zawacki and Anna Sophia Habib report on research in which they
interviewed twenty-six immigrant students as well as faculty from fifteen
disciplines to examine the expectations that faculty have for L2 writers across
the disciplines. Zawacki and Habib explore a number of different issues,
including the challenge writers face in negotiating the different expectations
of US academic tasks and the way that professors make students feel inferior
by rejecting the ways of writing that they bring with them to US colleges.
In the next chapter, Michelle Cox moves to a new context, workplace writing, and draws on situated learning and rhetorical genre theories to explore
how one student moved from a successful undergrad career where her L2
writing background did not limit her, to a graduate program where she was
largely isolated and also “outed” as an ESL student, and finally to an internship where she was once again highly successful. The last two chapters, by
Eunsook Ha Rhee and Yichun Liu, are narratives that focus on the authors’
experiences negotiating their identities in a TESOL graduate program and
as a novice EFL researcher.
The second section of the book focuses on L2 identity as a resource in
multiple settings, including writing centers, secondary schools, and college
classrooms. Gail Shuck’s “Language, Identity, Agency, and Context” is the first
chapter in this section and focuses on how institutionally-imposed identities
ignore the complexity of student identities. She uses case study data from
four Afghan American women to argue that students see different linguistic
identity labels differently, that contextual factors that affect the meanings of
labels are always shifting, and that people are situated in a “constellation of
social meanings” that affect their self-positioning related to institutionallyimposed identities (119). In the next chapter, Kevin Roozen and Angelica
Herrera draw on a longitudinal study of a Latina from a Mexican American
family in Chicago, Illinois. Here, they emphasize the importance of multiple
literacies that students possess and urge teachers to “find ways of helping
second language writers take up and contribute to academic discourse in
a manner that respects and does justice to the literate experiences and
identities they bring to the classroom” (158). The next two chapters, by
Yutaka Fujieda and Soo Hyon Kim, are first-person narratives from graduate
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students who have negotiated the challenges of possessing different identities that come with knowing more than one language and living in multiple
cultures. In chapter 12, Carol Severino, Matt Gilchrist, and Emma Rainey
explore the value of having L2 writers explore and expand their identities
through creative writing work at the university’s writing center. In the last
chapter of this section, a Nigerian graduate student, Salako, explores how
her lived identity as L2 writer teaching and studying in another culture
helps her better relate to and subsequently support her L2 writer students.
The final section of the collection, “Globalism and Technology: L2
Identity in the Twenty-First Century,” explores the complexities of L2 writer
identity in the modern world. The first chapter, by Immaculée Harushimana, expands the collection’s scope to postcolonial Africa. Harushimana
explains how not only African native languages are often marginalized, but
that Africans who learn an African form of English are marginalized as well
because their English variety is often seen as inferior. The author ends by
arguing that “World Englishes confer on Africans the right to express themselves in African English varieties freely” and that there is a new group of
“hybrid language writers” that have begun to take code meshing to a new
level (223-4). Harushimana follows her more formal chapter with a narrative of her experiences as a French-speaking African in the US. In chapter
16, Mary Ellen Daniloff-Merrill reports on qualitative survey research on
Nepali international students at her institution, which focused on their use
of Nenglish, a mixture of English and Nepali, in their daily interactions.
Next, Stephanie Vandrick explores the “ways in which the ‘deficit model’ so
commonly applied (consciously or unconsciously) to second language writers is, in the case of . . . privileged students, mediated by their social class
privilege” (258). In the next chapter, the section shifts towards technology
where Keven Eric DePew and Susan Miller-Cochran argue that examining
writers’ activities in social networking spaces gives us a “unique window
into the emerging multiliteracies of L2 writers, especially the way in which
these writers compose their identities through multiple literate practices”
(274). In a move that connects their work to Vandrick’s chapter, the authors
acknowledge that writers who have access and are active in social networking
spaces tend to be privileged ones. In chapter 19, Hana Kang discusses her
experience as a trilingual (a Korean completing a PhD in Chinese linguistics
in the US), the difficulties of being a “double minority,” and the ways her
identities were reconstructed in different situations and how she used emails
to construct her identity differently. In the final chapter, Youngjoo Yi works
to extend L2 writing research by drawing on a situated learning theory focused on communities of practice as well as transnational theory. She uses
these two theories to examine the writing and identity construction of two
Korean writers, both of whom constructed their online writer identities in
different online spaces using multiple languages and roles.
While this collection is certainly valuable as it is the first to focus exclusively on identity issues surrounding L2 writers, those looking for pedagogi176 Composition Studies

cal suggestions will not find much of interest since this collection is clearly
more oriented towards an audience interested in identity theory. Also,
there are a few shortcomings. First, despite the fact that the collection does
examine identity issues across different institutional contexts, the coverage
of different contexts is limited as the vast majority of chapters and narratives are focused on US academic institutions. When international student
voices are included, their narratives focus heavily on negotiating identities
in US academia. Second, as is typical with composition studies research,
the research methodologies in this collection are all qualitative and generally case-study based. By including other types of methodologies, such as
critical discourse analysis or survey-based quantitative research, the insights
provided by the presented data could be expanded.
Despite these shortcomings, Reinventing Identities in Second Language
Writing makes a timely and valuable contribution to the current discourses
on the identity issues surrounding L2 writers. From Cox’s chapter focused
on workplace writing to Vandrick’s unique discussion about social privilege
among L2 writers, the chapters in this collection explore issues of identity
from diverse perspectives, ensuring that there will be something of interest
for a wide variety of researchers.
El Paso, TX

The Methodical Memory: Invention in CurrentTraditional Rhetoric, by Sharon Crowley. Carbondale:
Southern Illinois UP, 2010 (Paperback Edition). 169 pp.
Reviewed by John W. Pell, Elon University
In the humanities, paperback re-issues are reserved for works that have
significantly altered disciplinary conversations. Southern Illinois University
Press’ 2010 re-issue of Sharon Crowley’s The Methodical Memory is no exception. Twenty years after its original publication Crowley’s historiographic
critique of current-traditional rhetoric still stands as a high-water mark in
Rhetoric and Composition’s theoretical development. Crowley’s text continues to remind the discipline of the pitfalls of theoretical and pedagogical
apathy—the tendency, often as a result of institutional and political pressures,
to avoid making critiques of “effective” (read: data generating) pedagogical
practices and methods. The current economic climate continues to place
pressure on universities in general, and writing programs in particular, to
both cut program costs (primarily through the practice of hiring contingent
faculty and increasing the number of available seats in each writing section)
and to carry out endless assessments that demonstrate the effectiveness of
a particular writing curriculum.
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Economic problems only exacerbate an already cynical academic environment. With recent “studies” like Richard Aurn’s and Josipa Roksa’s
Academically Adrift suggesting that higher education no longer delivers on
its educational promises, many writing programs find themselves working
under the dictum “do more with less.” This confluence of pressures creates
hesitancy on the part of vulnerable WPAs and writing faculty to question
the proverbial wisdom that encourages a greater reliance on technologies,
standardized assessment, and distance learning. These current challenges
are precisely why Crowley’s work remains important some two decades later.
As The Methodical Memory makes clear, scholars and teachers of writing
need to remain vigilant and reflexive, continually challenging, as Crowley
encourages, those notions that begin to appear “natural, self-evident, and
universal” (xi).
As a teacher of writing, I am awed by the continued relevance of Crowley’s central argument for Rhetoric and Composition studies in the twentyfirst century. Specifically, Crowley’s rereading of Rhetoric and Composition’s
early theoretical and pedagogical tradition anticipates the current renaissance within the discipline in which scholars are reexamining archival materials to add depth and nuance to writing studies colorful history. Moreover,
the critical vocabulary and methodology Crowley employs in her critique of
current-traditional rhetoric and its technologies, namely the five-paragraph
theme, provides a useful model for contemporary scholars exploring the
benefits and limitations of contemporary writing technologies, especially
social media that elicit new forms of student interaction. It would be reductive, however, to suggest that Crowley’s text is worthy of study simply for its
enduring utility. Rather, The Methodical Memory marks an interesting moment
in the history of Rhetoric and Composition scholarship, and as such offers
scholars within our field insight into our disciplinary memory.
As Robert J. Connors notes, Crowley’s text is “the first work of revisionist
history to appear in composition studies with a deeply conservative agenda”
(Connors). Crowley clearly articulates her “conservative agenda” in the preface when she argues that despite current-traditional rhetoric’s “theoretical
backwardness” and “pedagogical limitations,” it still heavily influences the
direction of composition studies. This influence, Crowley argues, stems in
part from the perception that current-traditional rhetoric somehow breaks
from the heavy-handiness of classical rhetorical approaches to writing and
allows authors a greater sense of autonomy and freedom. Crowley, therefore,
offers an alternative explanation of current-traditional rhetoric’s ascension,
focusing primarily on the contrast between the current-traditional view of
invention and classical rhetoric’s view of invention, a critique that ultimately
recasts classical rhetoric in a more favorable light.
Crowley provides an unapologetically contrarian and post-structuralist
reading of composition’s historical development from the eighteenth century to the late 1980s. Rather than viewing current-traditional rhetoric
as a textbook manufactured pseudo-discipline inspired by the academy’s
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growing desire for assessment data, Crowley argues that current-traditional
rhetoric can be traced back to the work of early compositionists like George
Campbell and Hugh Blair, thinkers often hailed for their progressive views
on individuality and authorship. In sharp contrast to many of her contemporaries, specifically writers like Peter Elbow and Linda Flowers, Crowley’s
contends that writer-centered pedagogies often obscure the limitations of
viewing the text as an accurate representation of the authorial mind. Using
the canon of invention as a framing device with which to view the historical
development of Rhetoric and Composition studies, the first three chapters
of Crowley’s text provide a concentrated and byzantine textual analysis that
demonstrates how modern rhetorical study broke from the classical notion
of invention. Instead of viewing rhetorical invention as a public endeavor
that begins with recognizing commonplace and communal needs, currenttraditional rhetoric views invention as the “introspective review of [the
author’s] thought processes” (16).
Crowley concludes her deconstruction of key composition texts of the
last two centuries by illustrating how invention, when conceived as a private,
authorial exercise, provides the fertile soil necessary for the growth of writing practices that emphasize form over content. Regardless of its supposed
“democratic impetus,” current-traditional rhetoric’s favorite forms, like the
five-paragraph theme, ultimately appropriate a writer’s agency. Writing
instruction in the current-traditional model, Crowley asserts, becomes less
about helping student-writers develop responses to discursive exigencies and
more about helping students master particular kinds of skills and models.
That is, current-traditional rhetoric, with its emphasis on form and decorum,
provided instructors, teaching assistants, and adjunct-faculty with content
that they could teach. In the end, Crowley acquiesces to the unsavory reality
that a more robust theory of invention cannot address, in any direct fashion,
problems associated with contingent labor and institutional politics. However, teachers of writing that embrace classical rhetoric, which emphasizes
the inventive capacity of rhetoric to create identifications across difference,
illustrate for students how writing contributes to democracy and change.
While there are certainly strains of current-traditional rhetoric still at
work within the academy, it seems safe to generalize that in the twentyyears following the publication of the first edition of The Methodical Memory,
Rhetoric and Composition scholars—thanks in part to the “social-turn” in
writing studies—have moved away from the arhetorical and asocial notion
that writing, specifically writing constrained by particular forms and styles,
offers unmediated access to an author’s thinking. That being said, the critical
methodology Crowley employs throughout her study of current-traditional
rhetoric still serves as a useful model for scholars within the field looking to
revise the historical narratives informing our discipline’s troubled identity.
Works like David Gold’s Rhetoric at the Margins (2008), Byron Hawk’s A
Counter-History of Composition (2007), and Kelly Ritter’s Before Shaughnessy (2009) are all recent texts in the theoretical tradition of Crowley,
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with each providing revisionist readings of received composition history
through thoughtful analysis of archival records and popular pedagogical
and theoretical texts.
While certainly an example of erudite scholarship, The Methodical
Memory continues to have import because of the critical stance Crowley
takes toward the pervasive pedagogical practices of her day. In the final
chapter Crowley reminds her readers, “People need rhetoric precisely because they disagree” (167). That is, differing circumstances, backgrounds,
and aspirations inform an individual’s rhetorical choices, and rhetoric allows interlocutors to effectively assess these differences in order to solve the
discursive exigencies that arise in life. Throughout her monograph, Crowley
returns to the familiar refrain: current-traditional rhetoric, with its emphasis
on form and style, attempts to artificially elide interlocutors’ differences
by subjugating agency to the authority of institutionally authorized forms,
like the five-paragraph theme. In short, writers’ differences are tempered,
middle-class normativity is enforced, and all under the auspice of invention
and authorial autonomy.
Crowley’s critique of current-traditional rhetoric is strikingly similar to
the concerns of philosopher and “father of virtual technology” Jaron Lanier.
In his essay You are not a Gadget, Lanier finds the uncritical embrace of social
media disconcerting. The lack of critical reflection Crowley saw in Rhetoric
and Composition’s adoption of current-traditional writing practices, Lanier
finds in the technologists and software designers that have ignored the deeper
philosophical questions needing to be asked about the use of social media,
which Lanier contends, “chop up a network of individuals so finely that you
end up with mush” (17). Like the five-paragraph theme, social media provide
a framework through which authorship and subjectivity are institutionally
and socially recognized. The frameworks of social media, Lanier argues, are
necessarily limiting and stifle invention, dissent, and authentic collaboration.
And, as many teachers of writing are well aware, there is a substantial push
from administrators, politicians, and publishers to integrate “technology” into
the teaching of writing. While these external forces often cite popular appeal
and ease of use as reasons why writing programs should embrace the latest
technologies, there is little discussion concerning how these technologies
might, to borrow a phrase from Lanier, “lock-in” arhetorical pedagogies that
recast the problems Crowley saw in current-traditional rhetoric textbooks
into problems of writing technologies and social media.
As writing programs continue to confront the funding challenges of the
current recession and respond to the bureaucratic pressures that want to
streamline course offerings through online and distance-learning programs,
I can’t help but think that teachers of writing might benefit from borrowing
Crowley’s critical stance toward practices that value form and ease of use
over the intellectually rigorous study of invention as social, rhetorical, and
civically-informed. In the end, The Methodical Memory marks an important
moment in the development of Rhetoric and Composition studies, and if
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Memory serves us, might continue to provide teachers of writing with a
methodology and vocabulary for examining the current role of invention in
an age of Facebook and distance learning.
Greensboro, NC
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A Taste for Language: Literacy, Class, and English Studies, by James Ray Watkins, Jr. Carbondale:
Southern Illinois UP, 2009. 181 pp.
Reviewed by Tara Lockhart, San Francisco State University
In A Taste for Language, James Ray Watkins, Jr. challenges the traditional
view of English studies as bifurcated along disciplinary lines by focusing on
one particular narrative: his father’s attempts to gain and use language, literacy, and both material and cultural capital to enable class mobility. What
enabled his father’s transition from working class to middle class, Watkins
argues, was the complex accumulation of the often competing values and
modes of composition and literary instruction. Watkins, following Bourdieu,
delineates these competing epistemologies as the “popular ethos” and the
“formalist aesthetic,” respectively. He argues that combining these ways
of knowing—pairing pragmatism with aesthetics, skill with sensibility (or
taste)—can help students to gain the cultural capital that promotes class
mobility (5). Moreover, it is this combination that Watkins hopes will allow
us to achieve two larger goals: first, to refigure English studies so that it
more responsibly acknowledges (instead of ignores) our students’ relationship to class and, second, to correct our own inequitable labor practices.
The form of Watkins’s monograph is central to its methodology. Using
the few remaining documents and texts from his father’s educational and
professional lives, Watkins unfolds his literacy biography as a way of materializing what was at stake for many students mid-century—particularly those
returning from the war, as his father did, or gaining access to the university
for the first time via open admissions—and what continues to be at stake
for many students today: coming to college in order to be able to live a life
that is more prosperous than the previous generation. Watkins weaves the
details of his father’s journey, including the effects it had on his own educational choices, alongside a class-based analysis of education, textbooks,
disciplinary divisions, and the relation of class to culture throughout the
first two chapters, “My Father’s Education” and “English Studies, Rhetoric,
and Writing.” By focusing on the multigenerational role of class movement
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within his own family, Watkins successfully situates and grounds his theoretical examination and his call for disciplinary reform.
Watkins’s nuanced examination of both the possibilities and the limits
of the first generation’s class mobility made possible via education is one of
the most interesting and useful claims of the book. Watkins illustrates the
way that his father used the strategies of college-level reading and writing
to secure a more firmly middle-class position, not only through acquiring
skills he would later employ as an accountant, but also by gaining a new
sensibility which opened up new ways of “understanding the world” (42).
Watkins argues that it is the next generation, however, who is often encouraged to pursue education for its own sake instead of primarily for means of
class transformation, since they can build on the established capital gained
by the first generation. Watkins thus reminds us why a first-generation
college student might feel strongly compelled to pursue a professional or
business degree, or why many students describe their educational goals
primarily in instrumental terms. More importantly, Watkins’s analyses of
class transformation complicate the teleological narrative of class mobility.
More an ongoing process and evolution with mixed results than a sense of
having “made it” once and for all, class mobility is also as much about a
reimagined self as it is about reimagined employment possibilities.
Watkins maps this balance between professionally-oriented literacy and
personally-oriented learning and growth onto the composition and literature
classes, and their attendant values, that his father took at LSU. Illustrating how composition’s ideology was often underwritten by a transparent
view of language and a popular ethos influenced by scientific positivism (or
what James Berlin has called “objectivist rhetoric” [9]), while literary study
was supported by a formalist aesthetic that conversely viewed language as
problematic and open to interpretation, Watkins shows how each enabled
his father’s move to the middle class. The implications of combining composition’s popular ethos with literature’s formal aesthetic are twofold. First,
Watkins complicates each field’s too-narrow focus on disciplinarity, suggesting instead the dynamic interrelation of accumulated literacies that resulted
as his father synthesized practices, habits, and values from each field in a
negotiated and ongoing manner. Second, although he notes the ways that
literary study provided a necessary model for how to aestheticize life in ways
that enabled the adoption of middle-class values, Watkins ultimately wants
to argue that despite its lower status, composition played a more central
role in the creation of a middle-class in the U.S. Indeed, Watkins ultimately
goes on to claim that separating the related and distributed literacy that occurs across both fields—valuing the transformative power of literature while
denigrating the popular ethos and “instrumental language” often linked to
composition—sustains the “adversarial relationship” between fields, resulting
in the continued exploitation of workers in Composition and the continued
alienation of students (120-4). As Watkins puts it, if we don’t acknowledge
both the critical and vocational goals of our students, we risk “obscur[ing]
182 Composition Studies

the messy business of class mobility, with its unstable mix of existential and
material desire and individual and social aspirations” (120). We risk making class even more invisible.
Watkins understandably turns to Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of habitus to
theorize the development of the tastes and habits that make class transformation possible, however I found his examination of cultural values as they
play out in textbooks to be more illuminating. Watkins first analyzes his
father’s composition textbook (Unified English Composition, 1946), tracing
how the values of meritocracy and objective rhetoric enabled the expansion
of the middle-class by “giving everyone a shot,” while simultaneously “managing the costs” of democratized education by regulating the distribution of
economic and cultural capital. Watkins builds on this reading by arguing
that the New Critical textbooks that followed this period, particularly those
written by Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren, attempted to balance
those overriding narratives of meritocracy and objectivity by developing
traits of skepticism, interpretation, and contemplation for the widest number of students possible. In this way, Brooks and Warren faced head-on the
challenges of diversifying students’ sensibilities with regard to language by
supplementing their epistemology of the everyday, popular ethos with an
aesthetically-attuned epistemology. Watkins concludes, then, that unlike his
father’s earlier textbook which valued ethos over aesthetic, the Brooks and
Warren textbooks value both ethos and aesthetic—exactly the combination
needed to translate education into increased class privilege. Having worked
on these textbooks in my own research, I fully concurred. Moreover, I appreciated this textual example that demonstrated how practices of composition
and literature might combine to help students achieve the cultural capital
that Watkins endorses.
The final chapters of Taste attempt to situate the preceding analysis of
class in terms of contemporary critiques of English studies and calls for its
reform, as well as to suggest what a contemporary, integrated pedagogy of
skills and sensibility might look like. Watkins shares the elements of his
version of this pedagogy—“writing in the wild”—which uses ethnography to
stress the overlap between school and outside-of-school projects and goals
(130-4). Although I admired his willingness to offer a practical version
of his theoretical argument, I anticipated that Watkins might take up this
work—perhaps bridging academic texts with “wild” or wordly texts to suggest what he and his students found each might offer the other—and I was
thus disappointed when this opportunity was missed. Nonetheless, by the
end of the book I was on board with Watkins’s ultimate recommendation:
we must rewrite the project of English studies to include—once, again—the
work of enabling class mobility (160-1). And we must practice what we
preach. In one of the most striking lines of the book, Watkins writes: “To
the extent that we accept exploitation of labor in our own departments, we
promote it in the culture at large” (162). Despite the challenges in righting
our unbalanced and inequitable workforce, this understanding must guide us.
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Beyond this crucial message, A Taste for Language is important in the
model it offers for combining the ethnographic details of literacy with a
theorized understanding of how specific, material realities provide a richer
picture of literacy education, one that can hopefully feed back into our work
with both programs and individual students. Although A Taste for Language
will probably not persuade non-believers of the importance of a unionized,
self-governing workforce and revamped (non-positivistic) models of assessment for both teachers and students, it does provide a usefully situated,
historical understanding of why composition and literature too often seem
fundamentally invested in different goals due to the types of capital they
aim to instill. Watkins persuades us that the very differences which have
led to division and hierarchy might actually join together in an enriched
version of English studies that takes seriously the intersections of both material and cultural capital. As a field becoming more comfortable with mixed
methodologies such as Watkins provides, I hope that we can continue to
populate our scholarship not only with the experiences and voices of our
past and present students, but also with a closer examination of their written
texts—artifacts that make visible the contradictory, striated, and recursive
nature of literacy and the (classed) desires that motivate education.
San Francisco, CA
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Undergraduate Research in English Studies, edited by Laurie Grobman and Joyce Kinkead. Urbana:
NCTE, 2010. 273 pp.
Reviewed by Kathleen Mollick, Tarleton State University
First-year writing courses are meant to introduce novice writers into
academic discourse in various ways and to serve as a gateway to research in
their major and possibly at the graduate level. For writing program administrators, trying to implement change to one’s own courses, let alone guiding
fellow faculty through the evolution of the profession, can be daunting.
In many colleges and universities, the added demand that undergraduate writing courses focus on teaching students how to engage in research
can be particularly stressful, when some faculty members either lack the
time to produce research due to increased teaching loads and increasing
departmental service, or that the demands of research keep faculty from
devoting much time to incorporating that into first-year writing courses. And
yet despite the demands on one’s time and the ever-growing list of what
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composition should do for undergraduate writers, including serving as a
platform for undergraduate research, the compelling and cogent discussion
of how research can play a crucial role in English Studies provides a rush
of enthusiasm for the reader who reads Undergraduate Research in English
Studies, edited by Laurie Grobman and Joyce Kinkead.
Neither Grobman or Kinkead are new to the discussion about the role of
undergraduate research in first-year writing curriculum. In 2009, Grobman
situated her discussion of the relevance of undergraduate research as a way
to reinvigorate English Studies, in part as a response to a statement made by
Joyce Kinkead that “there is a paucity of understanding and knowledge of
undergraduate research among professionals in composition and rhetoric”
(qtd. in Grobman 196). Grobman made the argument that undergraduate
research as it occurred in the composition classroom should be viewed as a
continuum which “recognizes the attributes all authors share, despite different levels of expertise or differences in language use” (Grobman 180).
In this collection, both argue that undergraduate research is particularly
needed in the humanities, since the humanities are slowly joining the effort
to participate in this movement (Grobman and Kinkead xiii). The articles that
comprise the four major sections of the book demonstrate the continuum
that Grobman spoke of earlier, and for those faculty who may struggle with
this latest part of composition studies, or who may wonder how they will
adapt their own research practices to a level that would be understandable
to first-year writers, the articles are both challenging and stimulating.
“Mentoring Undergraduate Researchers in English Studies,” the book’s
first section, is aptly named, given that many of the other articles that follow
in other sections refer again and again to the concept that faculty mentors
inspire undergraduates to engage in research. Grobman and Kinkead speak
of “illumination” of the issue of undergraduate research as a key to this
collection, which is evident from the articles that follow (xi). David Elder
and Joonna Smitherman Trapp address the give and take that occurred in
their student/mentor relationship. Their differing views of the strengths
and weaknesses of their collaboration together comes together at the end,
when they speak with one voice at the conclusion of their article, advocating
that the undergraduate research relationship carries with it the aspect of
long-term friendship (9). This back-and-forth exchange carried on between
Margaret Earley Whitt and Matthew Henningsen provides a slightly more
pragmatic view of the student/mentor relationship by taking the audience
on a chronological ride through their time together as Henningsen helped
Whitt develop an annotated bibliography for a course on AIDS-based short
fiction (14). Jane Greer’s fascinating discussion of the potential brought to
undergraduate research by non-traditional students introduces us to three
of the students she has worked with, and argues that not only may the more
traditional sources of research (such as university libraries and university
archives) be used for non-traditional research, but that many non-traditional
students lack access to college and university resources in their own comBook Reviews 185

munity. Greer encourages potential faculty mentors to “be in tune with
local research resources, such as the outreach programs of public libraries;
county historical societies that may seek volunteers to engage in projects to
preserve local history; and local chapters of professional organizations that
may welcome ‘amateur’ members” (42).
The book’s second section, “Conducting Research Responsibly,” focuses
on the role of methodology and inquiry in all research activity, and how
these practices can be applied at the undergraduate level. Deaver Traywick’s
article will strike a chord with anyone who has ever had an unsuccessful
experience with an IRB office. He asserts that “no single authoritative source
exists on teaching RCT [Responsible Conduct of Research] to undergraduate
composition researchers” (52). Traywick then traces the evolution of ethical
research from the Nuremberg Code to federal guidelines today (53). Not
only does Traywick call on faculty mentors to educate students in the ways
of navigating and negotiating ethical standards in research, but he also calls
on faculty mentors to educate themselves in these same ways, the better
to guide their mentees (67). Jacqueline McLeod Rogers then provides a
thorough description of the theory and methology for a course she teaches
in ethnography at the University of Winnipeg. Rogers clearly outlines her
choice of ethnography as the driving genre of the course and then concisely
describes the course’s theoretical and ethical framework (75-79). Part of
describing the process by which she designed the course comes in the section
“The Research Project: Writing the Proposal and Seeking Ethics Approval.”
Rogers addresses the stresses involved with getting IRB approval for studentbased research projects, yet her strategy of having students filling out IRB
forms in sections and in groups makes the case that finding creative ways
for students to navigate the necessary paperwork to engage in research is
possible and worth pursuing (80-81).
The third section of the book, “Disseminating Research and Scholarship,”
concentrates on how undergraduate research results can be shared with
others both within the university and beyond. Marta Figlerowicz’s article is
notable for its frank discussion of the failures she encountered in some of
her research projects as well as its discussion of the kind of financial support that Harvard offers its student researchers. Her ability to address how
failure in her research projects helped her as much as her successes should
be required reading for undergraduate and graduate majors alike, since
rejection for conferences and publication is a component of engaging in
research as a novice and as an expert (116-117). Figlerowicz’s experiences
with undergraduate research at Harvard, however, provide a stark contrast
to the funding opportunities at smaller state universities. She had the opportunity to apply for funding that Harvard extends to its undergraduate
students, which, “in the academic year 2007-2008 . . . exceeded $1,500,000”
(110). For faculty whose universities are undergoing extensive budget
cuts, Ted Hovet provides hope for those wishing to provide students with
cost-effective ways to present their research to an academic audience. He
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describes an increasingly popular one-day English conference at Western
Kentucky University that uses a $1,000 grant that provides “publicity, printing expenses, refreshments, and awards” (104).
The book’s fourth section, “Case Studies Across the Discipline of English,” contains case studies of literary and composition undergraduate
research projects. The English fellows program at Utah State University
is the focus of the project undertaken by Christine Cooper-Rompato and
her student research fellow, Scarlet Fronk. They discuss their experiences
working together on a topic relating to medieval studies and the negotiation
involved in the student-faculty mentor relationship. Evelyn Funda reflects
on her sustained mentor relationship with her student, Amanda Marinello,
which leads to Marinello discovering a research area of her own after initially assisting Funda with her research (152). In Kinkead’s conclusion to
this article, she identifies “synergy” as the hallmark of the student-mentor
relationship, among other factors, that makes the program at Utah State
University so notable (159). Douglas Downs and Elizabeth Wardle provide
hope for faculty who despair when year after year composition students
struggle with their research-based writing. Downs and Wardle believe that
their approach shows “that teaching contributive research in the first year
can have important benefits, even if the student does not actually end up
making a contribution” (178). They believe that their approach “should
result in better transfer (generalization) of writing-related knowledge to
other courses” (178).
What makes this collection so notable is its belief in the ability of faculty
to create a challenging and rewarding research experience that encourages
undergraduate students to engage in research ranging from topics in literary studies as well as composition studies. In Laurie Grobman and Joyce
Kinkead’s introduction to the book, they assure their audience that “The
times they are a changin’” (xiii). They are, but with a collection of articles
that are accessible to those who are new to the profession and those who are
veterans of it, this book provides a reliable guide as to how to get started.
Stephenville, TX
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