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POLYLOG: ARE WRITING CENTER 
DIRECTORS WRITING PROGRAM 
ADMINISTRATORS?

A rhetorician, I take it, is like one voice in a dialogue. Put several such 
voices together, with each voicing its own special assertion, let them act 
upon one another in co-operative competition, and you get a dialectic 
that, properly developed, can lead to views transcending the limitations 
of each. 

—Kenneth Burke, 
“Rhetoric—Old and New” 

INTRODUCTION: IN WHICH WE ASSUME SOME POSITIONS

As Composition Studies has grown as a discipline over the last quarter 
century, the fi eld has wrestled with defi ning and naming disciplinary 
expertise and professional positions. At fi rst glance, issues of naming may 

not appear worthy of debate, and so whether an individual writing center direc-
tor identifi es as a writing program administrator may seem of little disciplinary 
import. Yet, as we work at the institutional level on hiring as well as on promotion 
and tenure committees, and engage in disciplinary debates at the national level, 
we also implicitly work to determine who “really is” a compositionist, a rhetori-
cian, and/or or a writing program administrator. Ambiguity in these defi nitions 
can lead to elisions and, as Valerie Balester observed in her 1992 response to the 
“CCC Statement on Principles and Standards,” such omissions can be particularly 
troubling for the unnamed, for “[o]ne might argue that writing centers and writ-
ing assistants (or tutors) are implied . . . but, considering the history of writing 
centers and their longstanding battle to receive recognition within English, even 
within Composition Studies, implication is just not good enough” (167, emphasis 
original). Therefore, the seemingly trivial matter of naming raises questions of 
credentialing, working conditions, and professional authority. 
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Refl ecting the fi eld’s concern with these issues, over the last two years, 
the authors of this essay have gathered at the Conference on College Composition 
and Communication, the International Writing Center Association conference and 
the conference of the Council of Writing Program Administrators to discuss these 
matters in panels, workshops and roundtable sessions.1 As former and current 
writing center directors (WCDs), our focus began with the complications of this 
particular administrative position within shifting disciplinary and institutional 
landscapes. However, as former and current writing teachers and as WPAs of other 
kinds of programs—including WAC, FYC, and some admixture of the three—we 
have come to see that our questions about the professionalization of writing center 
work are entangled more broadly with other kinds of WPA work. Indeed, we view 
our discussions as relevant to all teachers and students of writing, for the relations 
among these programs—writing centers, WAC programs, as well as those cur-
ricular-based programs in fi rst-year and advanced writing—affect not only how 
we all teach writing to undergraduates but also affect how we help new teachers 
and administrators situate themselves in writing programs. 

As Mark Waldo pointed out sixteen years ago in his answer to the question 
“What Should the Relationship between the Writing Center and Program Be?,” 
the connections among an institution’s writing programs have broad pedagogical 
ramifi cations for the ways its students understand writing. If, for example, the 
writing center remediates grammatical errors while the curricular-based writing 
programs emphasize writing as inquiry, then students are caught between confl ict-
ing visions of the writing process: the rhetorical process of the writing program 
and the mechanical process of the writing center. Likewise, if the authority and 
expertise of the writing center director draws on a body of knowledge distinct 
from that of the composition program director, pedagogical confl icts may emerge 
from the confl icting paradigms, hindering the efforts of writers and teachers in 
both settings. 
  Such issues of disciplinary naming are also immediately important to 
the individuals who inhabit these administrative positions. Often, naming is at 
the expense of the writing center director. Nearly twenty years ago, Gary A. 
Olson and Evelyn Ashton-Jones conducted a study and concluded that writing 
center directors were not viewed as a WPAs in the best sense of the term, because 
“freshman English directors” were likely to “view the writing center director . . 
. not as a teacher, scholar, or even a writing specialist” (20). More recently, in a 
2001 study Valerie Balester and James C. McDonald found that “writing program 
directors generally have higher qualifi cations in rhetoric and composition than 
writing center directors” (63) and, overall, that their study evidence “strongly 
suggests that institutions tend to grant writing program directors more status than 
writing center directors, often signifi cantly more” (70). The similarity between the 
Olson/Ashton-Jones and the Balester/McDonald studies underscores a longstand-
ing problem in the professional defi nition of writing center directors: their status 
is inferior, relative to their composition program counterparts. Attention to the 
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administrative status of writing center directors thus not only draws the critical 
gaze to the pedagogical ramifi cations of positioning and credentialing writing 
center directors as WPAs, but also brings attention to the manner in which WCDs 
have long occupied lesser institutional roles.
 While the directors of composition programs and writing centers may 
frequently fi nd themselves in a binary where the former position is privileged 
over the latter, there nevertheless seems to be scholarly ambiguity concerning the 
precise relationships of these two roles, and whether writing center directors are, 
in fact, WPAs. A cursory survey of the scholarship in this area suggests that such 
is the case: Both the Olson/Ashton-Jones and Balester/McDonald studies refer to 
writing center directors as WPAs and, in the more recent “Writing Centers, Writing 
Programs and WPAs: Roles by Any Other Names?” (2002), Carol Peterson Havi-
land and Denise Stephenson describe the “WPA roles that writing center directors 
play” (377). A closer examination, however, reveals the ambiguities that plague 
both titles and, by extension, the general diffi culties resulting from positioning 
the writing center director in relation to other WPAs. Olson and Ashton-Jones, 
for example, designate both the writing center director and the “freshman English 
director—those who on most campuses direct the overall writing program, or 
at least its largest component” as writing program administrators (19). Such an 
equivalency would seem to bode well for the status of the WCD, yet Olson and 
Ashton-Jones go on to suggest that, for their study participants, “administrator” 
was far from an encomium of equality. As they contend: 

Because the role of center director varies from institution to institution, 
the respondents’ perceptions were not always unanimous; nevertheless, 
several clear patterns emerged in their responses. Overall, what we found 
is that freshman English directors are more likely to view the writing 
center director as simply an administrator. (20) 

Here, the writing center director may be a WPA in the sense that she oversees the 
bureaucratic matters of a writing program, but this administrative work appears 
strictly instrumental, not involving the expertise of the “teacher,” “scholar,” or 
“writing specialist” (20). Thus, the writing program director may be a WPA, but the 
word “administrator” itself appears diminished by its association with the WCD. 

Balester and McDonald similarly claim the term “WPA” for WCDs 
even while shifting the defi nitional ambiguity away from the general signifi er 
“WPA” and onto one of its constituent parts. Here, as in the Olson/Ashton-Jones 
study, WPA is clearly the master term that encompasses writing center directors 
(WCDs) as well as other administrators, yet “writing program director”—the 
term that here names non-writing center WPAs—implies that writing centers are 
not programs, thus reestablishing an implied hierarchy: all directors of writing 
centers and composition programs may be writing program administrators, yet 
paradoxically only some of these so-called WPAs actually run writing programs. 
Here, then, we see replicated the unnamed yet distinct differentiation of a writing 
program (and, by extension, its administrator) and a writing center (and, by exten-
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sion, its administrator) fi rst in seen in Olson/Ashton-Jones. Such unstated fl uidity 
in terminology makes it diffi cult to position the WCD in relation to other WPAs, 
for it commits the elision Balester critiques elsewhere. Accordingly, for purposes 
of this essay, we follow Olson and Ashton-Jones, Balester and McDonald, and 
Haviland and Stephenson by naming WCDs as WPAs and so ultimately answer 
the eponymous question of this polylog in the affi rmative. However, we attempt 
to mitigate any slippage in terms by designating non-WCD WPAs as “directors 
of curricular-based programs,” thus defi ning WPAs not by distinguishing among 
defi nitions of “program” or “administrator,” but rather through the curricular 
location of the writing center and other writing programs. 

During our conversations, represented below, we have considered, dis-
cussed, researched and debated the question that provides this essay’s title: “Are 
writing center directors WPAs?” and identifi ed a spectrum of opinions on ques-
tions of administrative expertise. None of us fully commits to any single position 
on the spectrum (nor do we allege that any administrators cited below does so), 
yet we fi nd that defi ning these positions helps us outline historical narratives, 
analyze disciplinary debates, and forecast the possibilities for our professional 
futures. Thus, we outline these positions broadly before moving to the individual 
voices of the polylog.
 At one end of the disciplinary expertise spectrum is the model we name the 
“Universal Professional,” which defi nes WPAs by credentials clearly recognized 
in the academic universe, that is, Composition Ph.D.s with relevant coursework, 
experience and mentoring in administrative matters. Such a model assumes that 
WCDs and administrators of the curriculum-based writing programs are all WPAs 
and so would share considerable overlap in their theoretical training and experi-
ential backgrounds—such as the “universal” professional knowledge certifi ed by 
Ph.D. programs. However, each position would also require an additional subset 
of specialized knowledge about writing centers or other curriculum-based writing 
programs. Viewed from this perspective, extant histories of Composition Studies 
teach us that scholarly identity is the path to agency in the academy; the rise of 
composition as a fi eld, after all, is marked by the rise of composition research. So 
too, this perspective describes the present state of writing center studies as one of 
disarray, where the lack of professional certifi cations for writing centers directors 
makes it diffi cult for specialists in this area to claim parity with other areas of 
academic expertise. In this model, the best future plan for the continued growth 
of writing center studies lies with the new generation of writing professionals 
who will move beyond lore by applying research methods to our experiential 
knowledge of writing centers and help us see the writing center through new 
lenses. Aligning with this view of the writing center professional is the perennial 
“Call to Research” described by Alice Gillam in her study of early essays about 
writing center research: 

The strongest calls in rhetorical terms are those that urge writ-
ing center professionals to conduct research that will prove the 
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intellectual worth of writing center work in the eyes of others. 
In short, these early calls send the sometimes subtle, sometimes 
not so subtle, message that the research that counts most in 
our developing fi eld is either that which contributes to larger 
domains of inquiry, specifi cally to composition studies, or that 
which resembles the scholarship in this fi eld enough to garner 
respect. (6)

Such an approach, then, pushes for writing center administrators to professional-
ize by aligning their interests with teacher-scholars outside the center, most often 
those in Composition Studies. This model of the writing center director assumes 
the full academic panoply: a terminal degree, an active research agenda, and an 
engagement in a recognized academic fi eld.

Sharing some the goals of the “Universal Professional,” is the model we 
term the “Local Professional,” which argues that individual context rather than 
the disciplinary standards of Composition Studies provides the best route to WPA 
preparation and success. Rather than investing their identities in the national scene, 
writing center directors should be local professionals. Such a model assumes that 
WCDs should understand the best practices circulating in the fi eld, but more im-
portantly, they should have the professional ability to understand their individual 
contexts. In “Solutions and Trade-Offs in Writing Center Administration,” Muriel 
Harris articulates such a position:

Writing center administration, a highly complex task as is, has an 
added complication in that so many new directors plunge in with 
an almost total lack of preparation. . . . [Experienced WCDs] share 
our knowledge, our experience and our handouts with newcom-
ers, but we may inadvertently be passing along a message that we 
don’t intend to distribute—that there is a “right” way to structure 
a writing center. . . . Even the guidelines worked out every week 
by more experienced writing center administrators cannot be 
removed from a variety of contexts and compromises . . . . As 
long as we . . . keep in mind that there are no simple answers, 
we will remember to fi le away what we hear as we think about 
whether it will work for us in our centers. (155-56) 

Here, WCD expertise is founded on practical experience, and attention to individual 
context is paramount. As opposed to the full faith in specialization seen in the 
previous paradigm, history viewed from this perspective teaches us that the most 
successful WPAs (including WCDs) of the previous generation grew organically 
out of their contexts, learned from fi rsthand experience, and weren’t incubated in 
a graduate program and then dropped into a writing center or writing program. 
This perspective also changes our understanding of history: the “Local Profes-
sional” stance assumes that any threat posed to disciplinary identity in writing 
center studies, for example, only impacts the national level where the tensions 
created by the centrifugal forces of professionalization competing with centrip-
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etal forces of determined amateurism are made manifest. The WPA’s best bet for 
a productive future lies in investing in her campus, not in chasing butterfl ies of 
disciplinary specialization, as in the Universal Professional model, or mulishly 
refusing to deal with institutional discourses. 
  Such so-called mulishness has its proponents, however, for at the other 
end of the spectrum from the “Universal Professional” model is the “Administra-
tive Iconoclast” model. This position assumes that the primary value of all writ-
ing instruction is its attention to the individual—individual students, individual 
campuses, and individual writing centers. At its extreme, the performer of such 
a position rejects affi liation not just with other fi elds of writing studies but with 
its own institution’s priorities. Whether such a critique focuses on writing center 
studies, such as Terrance Riley’s polemic against its professionalization, or en-
compasses curricular-based programs, such as James Sledd’s repeated censuring 
of the “Boss Compositionist,” this position argues that writing program admin-
istrators are not only not part of Composition Studies, but that they shouldn’t 
want to be—for such specialization is just another effete, pedigreed discourse 
that devalues the individualism at the foundation of ethical writing instruction. 
By extension, the ethical WPA (including the WCD) should avoid disciplinarity 
to resist the normalizing forces of the punishment-and-reward system of modern 
universities, where prestige—the badge of which is tenure—is most often at-
tached to traditional notions of research and group instruction, not service and 
individualized instruction.

Unlike the defi nitional context provided by the institution in the “Lo-
cal Professional” model, the notion of professionalization in the “Administrative 
Iconoclast” model is defi ned solely within the context of an individual admin-
istrator’s work and focuses on how well she mentors teachers, peer tutors and 
student writers, not on her graduate degrees or whether she has read every issue of 
Composition Studies, WPA or The Writing Center Journal. From this perspective, 
history teaches us that disciplinary formation dilutes the transformative power and 
egalitarian sense of community seen in, for example, early CCCC conferences. 
Present disciplinary anxieties in writing center studies are therefore the results of 
hyper-professionalization and the attempt to turn away from a service orientation. 
Riley aptly summarizes this position when predicting “The Unpromising Future 
of Writing Centers”:

Fall out of love with permanence; embrace transience. Stake your 
reputation on service rather than on publication. Acknowledge that 
directing a writing center does not involve the kind of diffi culty 
for which advanced degree preparation is necessary. . . . If we 
want to offer an alternative to mass education, we must reject its 
mythology of expertise and permanence. Our energy at present 
derives form what we have left of happy amateurism. . . . If we fi nd 
a way of publicly rejoicing in our impermanence, we may preserve 
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the energy and the purpose. If not, we certainly will become, like 
everyone else, introverted and disciplinary. (31-32)

Here, then, the future is grim, but our best hope is in the hands of those individu-
als who aren’t going to focus on personal professional advancement either on the 
local campus or on the national scene.
 We offer each of these admittedly reductive administrative models as 
a beginning, not an end, to the conversation; indeed, we see these positions not 
as a defi nitive summary of administrative approaches but as our means of entry 
into a complex set of issues. Like the voices in the polylog that follows, employ-
ing this multi-perspectival analysis allows us to bring competing discourses of 
professionalism into contact, a contact that might spur useful change. There are, 
of course, many fi ner points that might be placed on this roughly-hewn outline. In 
the individual analyses that follow, we refl ect upon and critique this taxonomy to 
better understand what it means to position writing center directors as WPAs.

POLYLOG: IN WHICH WE STAKE OUR CLAIMS

GLAMOUR DAYS

Mary Wislocki, Seton Hall University

 In 1990, Waldo asked the question, “What Should the Relationship 
Between the Writing Center and the Writing Program Be?” and considered two 
answers. First is the “commonplace” point of view held by English Departments 
that writing centers are “subservient” to writing programs (73). Of course, Waldo 
advocates for a second possibility, a vision in which both writing center and writing 
program are “equal and complementary,” working together as a “powerful union” 
(73). Using his experience as a case in point, Waldo demonstrates that the work 
of a WCD can be similar enough to a curriculum-based WPA that the positions 
are essentially interchangeable. When Waldo leaves his center after successfully 
implementing its new and ambitious WAC mission, the resident WPA secures 
the job for himself. Waldo explains that his cross-curricular position garners a 
great deal of prestige and visibility for the center, and it is much more interesting 
than the curriculum-based position. But achieving equity and a relationship of 
“purposeful bonding” (75) between center and program are complex endeavors, 
and Waldo takes great care to discuss the necessary safeguards that must be in 
place, including the creation of tenure-track positions and the development of 
progressive writing center missions. 
 Sixteen years later, Waldo’s achievements with his center and the writing 
program still impress. His analysis of the ill-conceived job descriptions for WCDs 
that require minimal expertise or training and centers that function as “grammar 
garages” (77) is still relevant and is a painful reminder of our slow progress. But 
I confess that I lack Waldo’s enthusiasm at the prospect of writing center bonding 
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to writing program, director to director. Do WCDs believe the solution to their 
problems is to aspire to an identity as a WPA in a symbiotic relationship with 
another WPA? It seems to me that there are at least two good reasons why WCDs 
should be wary of aligning themselves too closely to curriculum-based adminis-
trative models: fi rst, the fl uidity of institutional confi gurations and, second, the 
divergent goals of writing centers and curriculum-based writing programs. While 
we can all learn from the example of Waldo’s inspiring achievements directing a 
center, tracking the evolution of a center in relation to a writing program over a 
longer period will inevitably complicate his lessons and suggest new ones. The 
history of New York University’s writing program and writing center is my own 
case in point.
 NYU’s Expository Writing Program (EWP) and writing center began 
operations in the fall of 1980; since then, the EWP has been restructured twice. 
The fi rst WPA was hired from Yale as a full professor in the English department. 
By all accounts, she negotiated a cutting-edge, high-powered writing program that 
included a writing center. She hired two other administrators: Cy Knoblauch, the 
associate WPA, also on a tenure-track line in English, and Lil Brannon, the WCD, 
who was on a joint tenure-track line in English Education and English. A colleague 
recalled that Brannon’s dual appointment was a “tricky, tricky position” and said 
that the WPA’s fi rst choice for WCD had “sort of chickened out” and declined the 
offer as a result (Pradl 6).2

 At fi rst, the EWP writing center exemplifi ed the Universal Professional 
model. Although Brannon’s dissertation was in literature, she had coursework 
and training in composition, which was thought to be the prudent thing to do in 
those days (2). Brannon said, “[The WPA] wanted someone to direct [the center] 
who had a vision . . . and [she] never got in my way” (7). Forging ahead, Brannon 
persuaded her colleagues that writing center consultants should be “exceptional 
teachers, those already demonstrating superior performance in the EWP” (Bran-
non, “Memo” n.p.) and she labored tirelessly to make the center into a “writing 
community” (Brannon, “Personal Interview” 7) that would work with faculty 
members as well as students from across the university. During these years, Bran-
non wrote grants, many articles, and a book; she and Stephen North founded and 
co-edited The Writing Center Journal. In addition, Brannon developed and directed 
the basic writing program for students who failed the writing profi ciency exam. 
In Brannon’s eyes, she had proved herself more than equal to the WPA. She wrote 
to the English Department Chair, “As I told you in our telephone conversation, 
I have always felt that I had more to do than the other two directors combined” 
(“Memo” n.p.). 
 But EWP relations with the English Department were diffi cult. By 1985, 
all three were gone. The WPA was the fi rst to go. Brannon said, “I realized how 
fragile it was when [she] left NYU” (7). Brannon felt “embattled” (Brannon, 
“Personal Interview” 23), in part because the new English Department Chair 
pressured her “to get serious” and “to become the William Safi re of NYU” (7). 
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She recalled that he wanted her “to get a little rubber stamp that [had] ‘awk’ and 
‘frag’ and ‘spell’” on it and to teach faculty how to use it so that they could, in 
turn, teach students “how to get their grammar right” (7-8). She successfully 
resisted the effort to make the center into the “grammar garage” Waldo critiques 
and stayed until she won tenure. But Knoblauch was less fortunate. When Brannon 
and Knoblauch left, the English department reconsidered its commitments and 
decided that only the course-based administrative position would be tenure-track. 
As Brannon’s colleague explained to me, “Well, basically . . . the glamour days 
of both the University and the English Department having anything to do with 
composition were gone” (Pradl 13). 
 The glamour days gone, administering the curriculum-based programs 
became the responsibility of a series of English Department faculty. An interim 
WCD stayed briefl y and this position began its drift toward the Local Professional 
model. Nevertheless, Barbara Danish, the next center director, was a stabilizing 
force during her ten-year career with the EWP. Danish had worked under Bran-
non in the writing center, and Brannon was an advisor on her dissertation. Like 
Brannon, Danish recruited the best writing teachers to be writing consultants. 
She directed a WAC initiative, and she restructured the basic writing program. 
Danish provided strong, collaborative leadership for the center and program, and 
most of the curricular administrators proved helpful.
 Finally, in 1994, the EWP was taken out of the English department and 
a new course-based administrator was hired, a trained compositionist and a man 
of energy, vision, and experience. This WPA was given free reign to restaff the 
program and fi re the other EWP directors, who now numbered four. He chose not 
to. The new WPA clearly learned from the culture of collaboration that he joined, 
and he valued the EWP’s fairly fl at organization; nevertheless, he fi rmly took 
charge and stayed in charge. As might be expected, the WCD position continued 
to move further away from the Universal Professional Model.
 After Danish left in 1997, I became the new WCD. I was still a graduate 
student at that time, and I did not understand that my position had been slowly 
devolving into a diminishing professional role. Actually, the feeling that I had 
worked my way up through the ranks to become the WCD was gratifying, to say 
the least. I had worked closely with Barbara in the center, in the basic writing 
program, and in the WAC initiative, and she was on my dissertation committee. 
I felt confi dent that I could do the job. But I slowly realized that my true position 
was to be a kind of assistant WPA in the development of a large and complex 
writing program. I administered and restructured the writing profi ciency exam 
and directed the basic writing program but, as NYU became a more exclusive 
university for top students, these programs became a minor sideline. I gradually 
lost the authority both to recruit “the best teachers” as writing consultants and to 
determine the direction of consultant training: consistency across the program 
became an EWP administrative principle. I did what I could to continue developing 
the center. I provided online writing assistance for fi rst-year students and piloted 
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a writing fellows program. Still, the mission of the center began to shift under the 
pressure to provide greater access to fi rst-year writing students. The course-based 
administrator who headed up the EWP began to refer to the center as “ours” and 
the writing center increasingly became that appendage to the writing program 
that Waldo emphatically rejects. 
 While this brief history compresses and simplifi es the complexities that 
affect the administrative interactions between the curriculum-based program and 
writing center, some conclusions seem unavoidable. The administrative planning 
that invested the fi rst WCD with the authority of a fully-fl edged WPA was never 
really secure: the English Department determined that two of the three EWP ten-
ure-track lines should not support the writing program, but instead should revert 
to literature faculty. Despite the academic success of the fi rst WCD, prevailing 
opinions about the comparative worth of writing center and the writing program 
favored the latter. Perhaps as a result, later WCDs were Local Professionals, creden-
tialed through an up-through-the-ranks apprenticeship system. Twenty-fi ve years 
later, the prestigious writing center culture that Brannon initiated had faded. 
 Admittedly, the administrators of the curriculum-based program didn’t 
have an easy time over the years, but they continued to enjoy more institutional 
status, evidenced through a more secure tenure-track position. Interestingly, not 
every tenure-track WPA seemed inclined to push hard for curriculum-program 
goals in relation to the Local Professionals who ran the writing center. But when 
a more ambitious and professionalized curriculum-based WPA came on the scene, 
he clearly had the prerogative and authority to use the center in ways that would 
make the writing program more effective. This is not bad or wrong or surprising: all 
WPAs have a job to do. But for our purposes, this history confi rms Waldo’s argu-
ment that for WCDs to be fully-fl edged WPAs with their own vision and goals for 
the center, their positions must equal the power and authority of curriculum-based 
administrators. The history of the EWP shows as well that all permutations of the 
WCD position were tricky, as its administrative powers waxed and waned. 
 There has to be a better way. We can’t look to Waldo, who proposes just 
two roles for the center in relation to the writing program: appendage or symbiotic 
partner. A third possibility is suggested by the example of the early EWP itself, 
although it means that the glamour days of the writing program having anything 
to do with the writing center will be over. What if the center moved out of the 
writing program as the writing program had moved out of the English Depart-
ment? And rather than promoting an idealized, symbiotic relationship between 
WCDs and the curriculum-based administrators, wouldn’t it be more useful for 
WCDs to consider more carefully the implications of writing center directors as 
autonomous Local Professionals? These questions are worth asking if WCDs want 
the authority to develop progressive, cross-curricular missions for their centers 
and to form less-risky programmatic alliances
 I was a Local Professional who took a few years to acclimate myself as I 
fi nished my dissertation in Composition and read the literature on writing centers. 
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As a result, it took me a while to realize my predicament. It seemed sensible to 
follow Joan Mullin’s example of “trying to act like faculty (when at the time I 
wasn’t)” (2), but this was understandably diffi cult with conjoined programs and a 
WPA primarily concerned with furthering the goals of his own program. I worry 
that other inexperienced Local Professionals suffer similar diffi culties, beginning 
their careers with a limited institutional perspective and lacking the knowledge 
or the power to enact a vision for the center that could be supported by the larger 
institution. Balester and McDonald’s research concludes that WCD professional-
ization has improved over a twenty-year period, although WCDs still lag behind 
WPAs: they are less likely to be in tenure-track positions, to be granted faculty 
status, or to be Composition specialists (77). In other words, there are many of us 
Local Professionals who take several years to grow into our positions. I believe that 
to increase the status of writing centers and WCDs, centers must be independent 
of writing programs, and that requires a fully professionalized WCD. Without the 
assurance of tenure-track lines, professionalization is the only way WCDs can 
continue without assuming a position of subordination. 

“DEVIL’S BARGAIN”?: TENURING THE WCD AS WPA
Lauren Fitzgerald, Yeshiva University 

 As Mary Wislocki suggests, when the issue of professional equity for 
WCDs arises, the issue of tenure is usually not far behind, central as it has been to 
professional self-defi nition in the academy. Perhaps not surprisingly, WCDs have 
continued to be less likely than their curricular-based counterparts to hold tenure-
track positions (Balester and McDonald 67). But what might be surprising is that not 
everyone in the writing center community agrees that this is a bad thing. Rebecca 
Jackson, Carrie Leverenz, and Joe Law sum up these confl icting opinions well: 
“Having tenure-track status may be a sign that writing center directors are profes-
sionalized, but if such status requires them to give their research agendas greater 
priority than the administration of their writing centers, they may be striking a 
devil’s bargain” (135-36). This disagreement about where WCDs should stand in the 
academic hierarchy highlights a familiar tension between the ideals of disciplinary 
status (what we call at the beginning of this polylog the Universal Professional model) 
and the day-to-day realities of running a center that serves its staff and clientele 
successfully (the Local Professional and Administrative Iconoclast). Wislocki and 
Waldo, however, remind us that tensions surrounding WCDs and tenure-track status 
do not always exist in isolation as strictly an individual’s choice between profes-
sional advancement and doing the job well. Institutional requirements and needs 
are, of course, relevant; however, the status of other writing program administrators, 
whether on campus or as members of the larger emerging disciplinary category of 
writing program administration deserve consideration, too.
 Are WCDs WPAs? The tenurability of WCDs is one way to address this 
question. My own case answers the question in what are, for me, surprisingly 
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complicated ways. On the one hand, as a tenured WCD active in the Council 
of Writing Program Administrators (CWPA), an organization that—according 
to Jeanne Gunner—has become “synonymous with professional advancement” 
(317), I seem to embody an unqualifi ed affi rmation of this status. On the other, 
the “devil’s bargain” I had to strike to get to this position indicates that, as in 
Wislocki’s account, the institutional and professional status of the WCD is far 
from a settled matter. Through an arrangement that might be possible only in the 
kind of small institution where I work, the most important bargain I made, after 
I’d served for two years as a non-tenure-track WCD, converted my position to 
tenure-track. This conversion was contingent, however, on my agreeing to direct 
First-Year Composition (FYC) in addition to the writing center—along with 
fulfi lling the regular expectations for scholarship, teaching, and service. In other 
words, the WCD position as it was then defi ned was not tenurable and, because it 
lacked the possibility of professional advancement in this limited sense, was not, 
to my mind, fully a WPA position. 
 The costs of this bargain were much as Jackson, Leverenz, and Law 
would have predicted. During my exhausting, infuriating, and exhilarating 
journey toward tenure, I found myself haunted by the same questions that Nancy 
Grimm describes en route to her becoming a tenured writing center scholar: “Was 
I driven by something that would be good for me rather than something that would 
benefi t writing centers? Would my attention to personal tenure concerns compro-
mise my attention to local concerns?” (21). At various points along the way, the 
answer to both seemed to be “Yes.” It wasn’t just that in my new role directing 
both the writing center and FYC I had twice as much administrative work to do 
(usually at the same busy times during the semester); it was also that the kinds 
of work each program demanded were very different. As FYC Director, I had to 
answer to multiple, often high-powered stakeholders (from my senior colleagues 
and chair to admissions offi cers and deans); consequently, I was very public and, 
as a result, needed to be systematic in my approach. By contrast, my role as WCD 
was relatively (as I came to see) autonomous and private, requiring a great deal 
of fl exibility in order to address concerns of individual tutors and writers—much 
like writing centers themselves. Because of this difference, I came to understand 
Neal Lerner’s claim that WCDs often see “our writing centers as extensions of us, 
rather than institutional entities with security and status” (“Confessions” 38-9).
 But with the pressure to publish mounting, something had to give, and, 
probably because of this personal connection, where I noticed this cost exacted 
most was in the writing center. (There were costs to FYC as well, but I wasn’t 
as concerned about them, or in any case don’t feel as compelled to confess them 
here.) As I researched and wrote more and more, I was in the center less and 
less, as both a previous Assistant Director and at least one tutor pointed out. As a 
result (at least indirectly), during the two years leading up to my tenure decision, 
the numbers of writers we served, sessions we held, and students who applied to 
be tutors declined. Moreover, and despite the important differences between the 
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two programs, I found myself trying to consolidate my administrative work by 
making the writing center systematic, too. For example, I replaced some face-to-
face meetings with email and simply laid down (rather than negotiated) policies 
and procedures with the staff. I seemed to be reversing Lerner’s personalized 
model, making the center more of an institutional entity than an extension of 
me. Nonetheless, it was hard not to take personally a long, angry email from an 
undergraduate tutor about how I was treating the staff “like robots” as a result of 
these administrative changes.
 These were serious costs to the writing center, and though I don’t want to 
underestimate their importance, I also don’t want them to overshadow the benefi ts 
that resulted from my dual position and, specifi cally, from being on the tenure 
track. For one thing, some of the research I conducted to make my case for tenure 
broadened my understanding of what was happening in the center and improved 
my work there. In addition, though the blurring of the boundaries between the 
writing center and FYC could cause problems (as when it led colleagues to view 
the center as subservient to FYC), it also led to moments of realizing Waldo’s 
“equal,” “complementary,” and “symbiotic” relationship between the two pro-
grams, especially when full-time and adjunct colleagues tutored and taught in 
both (73). Finally, with writing consolidated on our campus under my oversight, 
I gained the institutional power to argue for a full- (rather than part-) time As-
sistant Director for the center, more tutors, and better pay for adjunct faculty in 
both programs. To return to Grimm’s questions, then, what is good for the WCD 
professionally can be good for writing centers—and for FYC.
 I also don’t want to underplay what this devil’s bargain taught me about 
professionalism that I was not able to see as a non-tenure-track WCD. I had 
long participated on the WCenter listserv and presented at International Writing 
Centers Association conferences, and I continue to value the insights gained in 
these forums. But I needed advice from a group less ambivalent about the costs 
of professionalization and tenure because I knew that I could not afford to be. 
Becoming FYC Director led me to the CWPA, and that involvement helped me to 
reconceptualize professional advancement as what Gunner calls “a rhetorical and 
political matter involving multiple, often confl icting communities and requiring 
strategic mobilization of disciplinary and institutional power” (316)—which is to 
say, still a devil’s bargain, but one with the devil of institutional power and rhetoric 
that I was coming to know. Consequently, I realized the confl icting demands of 
the various communities I dealt with weren’t the result of the peculiarities of my 
dual position at my particular institution but represented business as usual for all 
WPAs. More concretely, I used the CWPA’s arguments concerning the scholarly 
and disciplinary nature of much WPA work to revise my job description and to 
begin to negotiate the terms for my tenure decision. Most importantly for my 
professional advancement, I no longer viewed “research agendas” and “admin-
istration” in opposition, which helped me to argue successfully that some of my 
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administrative work as WCD was scholarly. It was only when I had to mount an 
argument for my own professionalism that I was able to understand these issues.
 Are WCDs WPAs? The short answer, based on my own experience, is that 
they can be, but at a cost, sometimes to the Administrative Iconoclast defi nition 
of WCD as personalized, hands-on, and autonomous. For those of us who value 
this vision of writing center work, there is reason to be ambivalent about the WPA 
status, and I recognize that not every WCD would have made the choices that I 
did to get through the tenure process. I hope to make up for the costs accrued to 
my center during the next twenty years of service that I’ll now be able to provide 
because of my long-term job security. Not surprisingly, however, stepping down 
from FYC has involved a nearly palpable loss of WPA muscle, tenure or no. Without 
authority over FTEs, section caps, and adjunct hires, for example, I no longer have 
the ears of the deans and chair in the way that I once did. In a sense, this loss of 
power merely plays out the zero-sum game of writing program administration. 
But I hope too that the lessons I’ve learned about professionalization will prepare 
me for other devil’s bargains I will inevitably have to make.

SPEAKING SOFTLY

Lisa Lebduska, Wheaton College (MA)

 At small liberal arts colleges, where every face recognizes every other face, 
and fi rst names suffi ce to identify most individuals, decision-making often begins in 
hallways or over lunch or at the gym. Every voice is magnifi ed, and, conversely, every 
silence is deepened. Power reverberates more intensely against small walls. But small-
institution power, as Thomas Amorose notes, operates differently than large-institution 
power, and differs from authority and infl uence (94).3 Power, Amorose explains, involves 
wielding threats or making promises; it proves of “limited use” in small schools, where 
institutional memory is more durable, for people stay longer and the hierarchy is fl at-
ter (93-100). Authority, by contrast, is more symbolic but no less effective at a small 
school. According to Amorose, a small-school WPA is often seen as the embodiment 
of deeply held values—a shared belief in the importance of writing, for example, that 
the WPA signifi es (99). Even more useful than authority is infl uence, which hinges on 
opportunities to persuade, rhetorical acts which center on kairos rather than on one’s 
cultural status as keeper of the writing fl ame. Using Amorose’s framework, in many 
instances the “Local Professional” model the introduction describes would seem to 
provide authority and infl uence to small-school WPAs. In instances in which major 
cultural shifts are at stake, however, I would suggest that WPAs cannot rely on their 
authority or their local professional knowledge alone, and that their ability to infl uence 
effectively depends heavily on their ability to connect the Universal Professional’s 
specialist knowledge to local values.
   My authority or “positional power” (Jones 3) as Director of College 
Writing emerged when the English department at Wheaton (student population 
approximately 1500), created my position, which was tenure-track and ranked at the 
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Associate Professor level so that I might avoid the diffi cult circumstance Charles 
Schuster describes in which the untenured WPA “makes every decision with one 
eye glancing toward her senior colleagues and the other toward the dean” (94). 
Supported by a Mellon grant, my colleagues also created three “staff” Writing 
Associate positions responsible for teaching First Year Writing, working with me 
to develop WAC initiatives, and tutoring students across the curriculum. 
 Since then, I have discovered that authority, conferred by my position 
as Director of College Writing and supported by localized professionalization 
(an English Ph.D. that included graduate level courses in Composition) succeeds 
when my positions align themselves with existing institutional traditions sur-
rounding writing. Nevertheless, it is my specialized training that helps me to 
identify instances in which my efforts might challenge such traditions, and then 
I fi nd myself relying far more on the kinds of professionalization associated with 
program planning and evaluation. Before my arrival, for example, our department 
had relied on a single individual to provide courses and tutorial support for ESL 
students and students with learning differences (LD). My own understanding of 
ESL and LD education allowed me to suggest that that work needed to be divided 
among several individuals, so that we were able to hire a Writing Associate who 
specialized in each area. And because these specialists did not need to be All 
Things Writing to all people, they in turn were able to bring their own forms of 
specialized knowledge to the community. Our ESL Associate introduced us to the 
concept of “Generation 1.5”— American students born into non-English speaking 
households whose writing had characteristics of non-native speakers. Because 
these students did not take the TESOL exam, they were not readily identifi ed as 
needing non-native speaker support. Having an ESL specialist has allowed us to 
begin developing a means of identifying these students and sharing that knowledge 
with our colleagues.
 At times, moments of infl uence extend beyond the writing program. As 
Dominic Delli Carpini notes, “the tenure-line job search,” from its job descrip-
tion through its interview process and hiring, provides small colleges with an 
opportunity to emphasize “the national status of composition as an intellectual 
discipline” (Carpini 8). The search is also, as Carpini observes, an opportunity 
to bring the work of the writing program to various constituencies across cam-
pus. Along with all of my English department colleagues, I participate in every 
departmental hire, reading vitae, attending presentations, and contributing to 
departmental interviews. This participation allows me to inquire about candidates’ 
writing pedagogy, their knowledge of and relationship to writing tutors, and their 
general perspectives on literacy. My colleagues, who have a longstanding com-
mitment to teaching writing, are also likely to ask writing-related questions. In a 
sense, then, the hiring process serves as a signifi cant ritual, affi rming our shared 
commitment to writing in its most general sense. My contributions, which I tend 
to create from my localized knowledge about our students, writing at Wheaton, 
and composition in general, enhance my authority. And, though I do not have the 



26  Composition Studies

power to hire these tenure-track candidates single-handedly (nor would I want 
to do so), this “moral authority,” as Amorose suggests, with “its basis in deeply 
held, pre-existent beliefs, and its ongoing support by symbols may make it a better 
instrument than power for establishing the legitimacy of a position” (95). In other 
words, the threats and promises of power arenas would not fare well here.
  A more diffi cult instance of infl uence, and one that demands profes-
sionalized knowledge, is arising as I work with colleagues across the curriculum 
to convert certain contingent teaching positions from “staff” to some sort of 
“faculty” designation. Writing Associates, who teach Basic, ESL, and First-Year 
Writing as well as tutor students from across the curriculum, are among the 
contingent faculty being considered for the conversion, which might include 
voting privileges on faculty legislation and eligibility for committee member-
ship. The details of this “faculty” designation provoke complex discussions 
involving academic freedom and teaching. At the moment, these Writing As-
sociates lack an offi cially-recognized institutional voice. They possess insight 
and share expertise in teaching and tutoring academic writing, and receive 
some professional development support to attend conferences, but they may 
not participate in offi cial curricular discussions, nor may they serve on com-
mittees, which range from faculty governance to student development. They 
are also not permitted to apply for sabbaticals.  
 The conversations surrounding the conversion legislation for these 
Associates are teaching me that the disciplinary theory and research that 
contribute to WPA work are equally essential to local advocacy, and that local 
advocacy is itself a component of successful program administration. Tensions 
surrounding the Associates’ institutional status provide me with the moments 
of infl uence that Amorose identifi es. As I contribute to the discussions shap-
ing legislation that converts Writing Associates from “staff” to some form 
of “faculty” designation, I fi nd myself traversing between local and profes-
sionalized knowledge, drawing on local knowledge to help me understand my 
message while tapping my professionalized knowledge to identify with my 
audience—colleagues unfamiliar with the teaching and tutoring of writing as 
an intellectual activity. The “local,” then, consists of the work of the Writing 
Associates, who teach writing and tutor students from across the curriculum. 
The “professional” knowledge entails an ability to interpret the work of the local 
so that it is recognized by colleagues outside of composition as a contribution 
worthy of “faculty” status.
 Like Lauren Fitzgerald channeling her inner Grimm, I have my own 
“devil’s bargain.” In this instance, however, abandoning the local would also 
mean abandoning my own professional self-interest. Invoking professionalized 
knowledge in my call for the Associates’ conversion to “faculty” status may in-
deed jeopardize my upcoming tenure hearing in 2007—the advocacy has meant 
countless meetings, e-mails, and responses to proposed legislation, sometimes 
in opposition to senior faculty. At the same time, however, failing to advocate 
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for the Associates’ conversion would imply a tacit acceptance of composition 
as something other than a scholarly discipline. Moreover, these conversations 
supply many of the “moments of infl uence” that Amorose delineates, junctures 
at which a dialogue can increase the communal understanding of the writing 
program’s mission.
 The opposition to the Associates’ faculty conversion has included 
concerns over budget, fears of creating a two-tiered (research versus teaching) 
faculty, and objections that future administrations might begin replacing ten-
ure lines with similar non-tenure-track positions. At one meeting, a colleague 
asked why positions that involved “telling students where semi-colons go” 
warranted faculty status. It was a genuine question, one that could not have 
been answered through sheer reliance on my moral authority. (“As the keeper 
of the writing fl ame, I forbid such questions.”) Nor was it one that could have 
been answered by using infl uence based on localized knowledge alone, which 
might have appealed to the interlocutor’s respect for teaching or might have 
invoked my institution’s public commitment to Writing Across the Curricu-
lum. It was a question that signifi ed, as Fitzgerald puts it, “business as usual 
for all WPAs,” one that demanded professionalized knowledge, but it was also 
one that required local understanding, a recognition of our small, liberal arts 
environment, where we tend to see such moments as opportunities to engage 
rather than challenges to battle.
 My professionalization—graduate school training, conference and 
listserv participation, and research—provided me with the language and under-
standing to recognize my colleague’s question. I could respond to him publicly 
about the history and nature of composition as a discipline and about tutoring 
as an intellectual activity. When he and I next meet for lunch, I will be certain 
to share composition research, tempering it perhaps with Fred Kemp’s insights 
about the “limits of proof in writing instruction” (Kemp n.p.). Whether our 
program can offer a “heuristic for change” (Phelps 164) remains to be seen. 
 I realize, though, that as I prepare my tenure case and contributions 
to these discussions about conversion—my opportunities to wield inf lu-
ence rather than power—I need to marshal the best professional arguments 
possible. My professional identification as a WPA, acquired through WPA 
conferences and workshops, WPA listserv exchanges, and research includ-
ing WPA-specific texts has helped me to understand this. This identification 
has also helped me to realize that to rest solely on my localized knowledge, 
the “authority” of my position as a writing icon, is to risk an unintentional 
silencing of significant composition praxis. Clearly, I have work to do.
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WCD AS THE WPA: IS THE NEW BOSS SAME AS THE OLD BOSS?
Melissa Ianetta, University of Delaware

It’s mid-October of my fi rst year as Assistant Professor of English and Director 
of Writing at the University of Delaware. My Chair (a specialist in professional 
and technical writing) and I are arguing vigorously but good-naturedly about a 
change to the university’s fi rst year writing program: 

He begins to ask, “But don’t you think that a writing program should . . .” 
 “Not a writing program I run.” I interrupt in a cheerfully autocratic tone.
He shoots back: “Well, aren’t you just the ‘Boss Compositionist?’” 
“Well, just as long as we know who’s ‘Boss,’” I counter.

This brief incident is typical of my initiation as Director of Writing. Like 
the positions Fitzgerald and Lebduska describe, my administrative responsibili-
ties include both writing classes and the writing center. However, unlike those 
other contributors to this essay who occupy dual roles at small colleges, I work 
at an R1 university where I administer not only the writing center and fi rst-year 
writing but also writing-in-the-disciplines and the full portfolio of upper-level 
service writing classes. Thus, I am what James Sledd has unfl atteringly termed 
a “Boss Compositionist”: the single tenure-track Composition specialist hired by 
an English department to administer the writing programs, “admit[ted] . . . to the 
worshipful company of privileged researchers . . . to assign the actual teaching 
of writing” (275). Sledd’s infamous censure of the complicity of such administra-
tors in an exploitative system seems, at fi rst glance, fundamentally antithetical to 
the service ethos foundational to much writing scholarship, particularly to those 
works central to writing center studies. However, having previously worked as 
a peer tutor, administered as a writing center director, and researched as scholar 
of writing center studies, I come to my Boss-ship with a strong awareness of the 
manner in which my current role both benefi ts from and clashes with my commit-
ment to the writing center. Here, then, as a means of understanding more broadly 
the tensions and opportunities created by viewing the WCD as a WPA, I explore 
the ways in which my experience as a WCD both benefi ts and complicates my 
position as a Boss.
 Most obviously, my orientation as a WCD makes me sensitive to writing 
center needs and better able to advocate for mutually benefi cial changes for both 
the writing center and writing programs. I not only understand the pedagogical 
differences between conference-based and curricular-based writing instruction, 
for instance, but as “the writing person,” I am able to speak for both the writing 
center and writing courses at the university level, granting both programs greater 
visibility and authority. Such confl uence may not be the case when the Boss’s 
background is not in the writing center, however. Joseph Harris, for example, in 
the best-known advocacy of the Boss, suggests its perils for the writing center 
when he proposes addressing writing program staffi ng issues by “devis[ing] ways 
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of helping students with sentence-level issues in writing through imaginative uses 
of peer tutors and writing center consultants” (62). To a non-WCD Boss, this plan 
may well appear an effi cient use of expertise and resources. Yet, to an administra-
tor trained in the writing center, Harris’s suggestions resonate strongly with those 
derogatory depictions of writing center as a sentence-level “grammar garage” 
(Waldo 170) that have dogged the discipline of writing center studies since its 
inception. 

From this perspective, Harris simply replaces the writing instructor with 
the writing center at the bottom of the teaching hierarchy that he purports to dis-
mantle. The administrator with experience as a WCD, however, can use fi rsthand 
knowledge to negotiate the competing demands and pedagogical differences of 
the writing center and the writing program. On the most concrete level, unlike 
an individual primarily trained in curricular-based writing programs, WCD as 
“Boss” means that both the center and the classroom are led by an individual who 
understands the similarities and disparities between the pedagogical means and 
goals of individual and group instruction. From a more abstract point of view, the 
administrator who is trained in the writing center has a strong background and 
ready identifi cation with those individual students that curricular-based programs 
have the most diffi culty reaching systematically, such as those struggling writers 
who often comprise much of a writing center’s clientele. Such an understanding, 
I think, is crucial for inter-program collaboration whether the director of the cur-
ricular-based writing programs is administering the center or simply collaborating 
and negotiating with the WCD. 
 While writing center expertise therefore benefi ts the administrator of the 
composition program, the reverse is also true: the writing center benefi ts from a 
WCD who understands fully and negotiates well with the competing and some-
times confl icting pedagogies and demands of the writing program. On the one 
hand, writing centers may pride themselves on their intimacy (which can lapse 
into insularity), folksy egalitarianism (which can descend into a stale amateurism), 
or celebration of iconoclastic individuality (which can degenerate into a willful 
blindness to shifting institutional forces). By contrast, as Fitzgerald describes in 
this essay, administrators of curricular-based writing programs wield the “WPA 
muscle” at the university level by exerting control over course caps, curricular 
requirements and the like. With this level of control comes an equivalent level of 
accountability and so individuals in these positions are disinclined to fall prey 
to the isolating forces that can beset the WCD. Those external constituencies 
interested in such issues as general education requirements, institutional literacy 
standards, and shifting budgetary allocations compel the administrator of a cur-
ricular-based program to work with stakeholders beyond their program’s confi nes 
and to articulate their goals and achievements. Although such curricular-based ac-
countability mechanisms are tied to my work in the curricular-based program, this 
combination of university-level visibility and accountability can serve the writing 
center equally well, allowing it to partner with other programs in pedagogically 
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and fi scally benefi cial relationships. Such, at any rate, has been my experience; 
my writing center has an advocate at any university-level meeting I attend, which 
has provided opportunities to expand our initiatives—and multiply the resources 
that support those initiatives. 
 Not that all is harmony between the writing center and the writing 
programs in the life of the Boss—or the life of the institution. Offsetting the 
advantages of the professionalization of the WCD—or the über-professionaliza-
tion of the Boss Compositionist—are the drawbacks inherent to administrative 
work. In my daily existence as the omni-administrator of writing, for example, 
I am ironically aware of how these responsibilities draw me away from the very 
programs I administrate: the “triple threat” of my administrative assignments, 
graduate-level teaching responsibilities, and research expectation leaves scant time 
to teach service writing courses or tutor in the writing center. Rather, the structure 
of my position requires that my energies be focused at the broadest program- and 
university-levels, while it is the assistant directors who are locally connected to 
the individual programs in my portfolio. Such a position, then, can clash with 
those writing center philosophies that privilege the one-to-one relationship, 
leaving the WCD Boss feeling vaguely guilty of writing center treason. So too, 
anti-authoritarian pedagogies of writing center instruction fundamentally clash 
with the power dynamic of the Boss Compositionist, who must fi rst recognize 
her authority—over budgets, programs, and individuals—to use this authority 
responsibly and effectively. What Edward M. White has argued about WPAs in 
general is, I think, even more true for the Boss Compositionist: 

[T]he situation of most WPAs is more or less under siege, and 
we had better take stock of the power arrayed against us, the 
power we have to fi ght for our programs, or we will not be do-
ing our jobs. If we really don’t want to deal in power, then we 
had better step aside or we will be doing more harm than good. 
. . . Administrators, including WPAs, cannot afford the luxury 
of powerlessness. The only way to do the job of a WPA is to 
be aware of the power relationships we necessarily conduct, 
and to use the considerable power we have for the good of our 
program. (108, 113)

Clashing with White’s comfortably authoritarian point of view, however, are 
those disciplinary discourses of writing center studies that censure institutional 
hegemonies and urge WCDs to maintain themselves and their centers at a safe 
distance from these corrupting power structures. In “War, Peace and Writing 
Center Administration,” for example, Steve Braye argues that centers are “beating 
against the institutional current” (Simpson 152) and wonders, 

When the administration gives me a budget, does that free me 
to bring about more changes? Or does it weigh me down with 
institutional values. . . . I don’t necessarily want to [become a 
member of the institution] . . . it isn’t because I see administra-
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tion as the enemy. But I think institutions have a power of their 
own . . . no matter who is in certain administrative positions. 
(Simpson, Braye, and Boquet 153)

Even while provocative in their critique of institutional hierarchies, such arguments 
encourage an administrative squeamishness that will not serve well in situations 
where authority must be asserted or a strong negotiation position must be taken. 
 Despite such caveats, however, the possibilities of the Boss Compositionist/
“Universal Professional” model remain: the clear lines of communication it enables 
between the writing center and the curricular programs, the collaborative opportu-
nities it fosters both among and beyond the writing programs, and the opportunity 
it provides for the WPA to have the recognizable voice that Lebduska cites above. 
Perhaps, as in Fitzgerald’s description of Yeshiva, the single-specialist program 
might be best employed as a developmental stage rather than as a goal unto itself 
or, perhaps, in other contexts, the costs of such a structure outweigh the benefi ts. 
And yet, while the administrative extreme will not serve all institutions’ needs, 
the benefi ts associated with this position nevertheless argue the advantages for the 
writing center and the institution when the WCD is professionalized as a WPA. 

THE TRAJECTORY OF CHANGE: GRADUATE PROGRAMS, PROFESSIONALIZATION, 
AND RESEARCH

Linda Bergmann, Purdue University

 Through much of the past three decades, as Rhetoric and Composition 
emerged as a discipline and writing programs and writing centers were actively 
and consciously developing identities, it was possible for a person to self-identify 
as a WPA or WCD and build a program as it went along. We learned to do the work 
by following the lore disseminated on the WCenter and WPA-L lists, at confer-
ences, and in books, and ultimately we started contributing to the increasing body 
of research in teaching writing. Because so many WPAs and WCDs came out of 
English (Literature) Departments, we tended to be untrained in and suspicious 
of quantitative research and used case studies and anecdotal evidence to support 
the things we learned. This progression describes my own career path: starting 
with a literature Ph.D., moving to teaching composition, then through a series of 
positions founding and directing WAC programs and writing centers. I learned 
how to be a WPA and WCD as I went along, and the knowledge I gathered from 
reading, listening to, and talking with others doing similar work helped me develop 
expertise as well as experience.
 However, the situation of the Writing Center Director has changed in 
response to the proliferation of graduate programs in Rhetoric and Composition 
over the past three decades, programs established to distinguish Composition 
Studies from Literature Studies in English Departments. Since then, new Ph.D.s 
in Rhetoric and Composition are replacing the autodidacts who have retired or 
moved into university administration. I would suggest that many changes in writ-
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ing program administration take direction from these new faculty members who 
have, from the start of their graduate programs, been engaged with the theory, 
practice, and pedagogy of Rhetoric and Composition. Some of these directions 
may seem foreign and even threatening to those of us who learned writing program 
administration on the fl y. However, would we be satisfi ed to hire “amateurs” to 
start the process of learning all over again, after fi ghting so hard for a respected 
place in writing research and instruction? 
 Even though senior faculty in Rhetoric and Composition warn graduate 
students about the dangers of taking administrative appointments before tenure, 
many such jobs are advertised each year. Moreover, many new Ph.D.s, having 
experienced the active and engaging work of writing program administration as 
students, are eager to take them. Given this reality, graduate programs have the 
responsibility not only to give students a solid grounding in Rhetoric and Com-
position theory and research, but also to consider how to prepare students for 
the work of directing writing centers and programs. As graduate programs have 
evolved over the years, then, writing program administration has become part of 
Rhetoric and Composition, and writing center administration a part of writing 
program administration (Jackson, Leverenz, and Law; Hesse). Notice that I use 
the term “part” rather than “sub-set,” which can too easily be read as subordinate 
or subservient to the larger fi eld. It is, I think, a good thing to be a recognizable 
part of a discipline that has fi nally started to gain broader academic recognition. 
Writing Center Directors’ intellectual disputes with other sub-sets of Rhetoric 
and Composition are important ways of defi ning our specifi c place within that 
discipline, but in a larger context, we have more in common with Rhetoric and 
Composition than we have differences with it.
 A graduate program in Rhetoric and Composition like the one at my 
large Midwestern research university strives to maintain a core curriculum 
in the history of rhetoric and theories of composition, while adjusting to stu-
dents’ expressed interest in taking courses in academic administration. To 
emphasize what we see as the intellectual core of the field—the knowledge 
it has generated—we focus more on developing WPAs as researchers and 
theorists in the ways suggested by Shirley Rose and Irwin Weiser, than on 
daily management and program administration. Like other WPAs, writing 
center directors need to understand the history and ideas behind their work 
as well as how to manage its daily tasks, and so graduate courses in writing 
center theory and practice teach the traditional scholarly concerns of history, 
research, and theory. This is why I teach a graduate seminar in Writing Center 
Theory and Practice. Students who take WCD positions after graduate school 
learn to do the bean counting, publicity generating, and other daily work by 
working in a writing center. Our course in writing center theory and practice 
helps future WCDs see writing centers as part of a larger process of teaching 
writing, and it also helps future WPAs understand and appreciate the research 
and practices of WCDs.
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 Because they are learning in school what earlier generations learned on 
the job, graduates of Rhetoric and Composition programs moving into WCD roles 
tend to consider themselves members of both the umbrella discipline of Rhetoric 
and Composition and its fi elds of Writing Program Administration and Writing 
Center Administration. Their approach to these fi elds differs from the thinking of 
writing center directors of the previous generation, who because they were fi ghting 
to create a body of knowledge specifi c to writing centers, emphasized the distinc-
tiveness of writing center work from classroom composition teaching. In contrast, 
my graduate students see writing center work through the lens of Rhetoric and 
Composition. Although they may be attracted to the collaborative atmosphere and 
human caring of the writing center, they are reading its now-canonical literature 
critically and asking diffi cult questions about our ideas and practices, such as “do 
they work?” and “how do they work” and “how do we know?” 
 Clearly, graduate students are not merely passive recipients of received 
knowledge, and in their critical reading I see potential for change in our concept of 
professionalization. They are asking how accepted ideas and practices can be tested 
by empirical research, both qualitative and quantitative, with clear and repeatable 
methodologies and falsifi able hypotheses. Inspired by works like Cindy Johanek’s 
Composing Research, they are questioning received lore and “what everyone has 
always believed,” and they are initiating research projects and writing dissertations 
that measure the results of tutoring, teaching, and administrative practices.
 This questioning suggests that changing directions of writing center 
theory and practice are not only propelled by directors educated in rhetoric and 
composition programs, who think of themselves and expect to be thought of as 
professionals; the fi eld is also moving toward asking questions that need to be 
addressed by empirical research. This turn may explain what we said in the intro-
duction: that writing center research seems to be “in a state of disarray”—which 
I would prefer to think of as a “state of transition.” Part of that apparent disarray 
may come from a growing dissatisfaction, articulated by Barry Maid and others, 
with considering writing programs as part of the humanities, not of the social and 
applied sciences. For compositionists in general, this preference may come from 
visualizing writing as art rather than craft. Some writing center administrators 
may associate the humanities with the idea of offering a “humane” and caring 
refuge from the rest of the university. Therefore, we continue to use primarily 
research methods of the humanities rather than of the social sciences, and few 
directors of either composition programs or writing centers, even those with 
Ph.D.s in Rhetoric and Composition, have much training in empirical research 
design or statistical analysis. As David Russell noted at the session on Writing 
Program Research at the 2004 Watson Conference, we ignore relevant research, 
often quantitative, from disciplines like education and cognition—and do so at 
our peril. Russell and his fellow panelists at that session, Neal Lerner and Robert 
Schwegler, called for more and better empirical research, in writing centers and 
elsewhere—not just counting, but analyzing data. The trajectory of change, I 
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suggest, may be directed not only by friction between considering WCDs as car-
ing amateurs or career-building professionals, but also by changes in and friction 
between research methodologies—and the issues of identity and ethos that come 
with such changes.

WCD OR WPA: BOTH/AND

Carol Peterson Haviland, California State University, San Bernardino

 I gird myself for round fi fteen—another go around with yet another 
dean who wants me to fi t a vision of writing center director that collides with 
my vision. He, like several of his predecessors, argues that rather than remain 
an English professor with half of my time released to direct the writing center, I 
should become a full time member of his division, undergraduate studies. 
 As unappealing as I fi nd his offer, I can see how it makes sense—at least 
from his perspective. As a full-time member in his division, he says, I would no 
longer feel the tug between two “homes,” I would be “freed” from teaching, I 
would feel little pressure to engage in scholarship, I would have much more time 
for administrative work, and I might in time make more money. Indeed, it is a 
choice he himself made a number of years ago. Also, he adds, such a move would 
make life better for him because the administrative lines would be tidier. He and I 
could work more closely together, and we wouldn’t have to juggle my time with the 
English department—in fact, as he shows me a newly-confi gured administrative 
chart, I can see the tidiness he has mentioned: the lines are straight, not dotted 
and circuitous; I am responsible to only one person and have only one title. All 
of this makes sense when viewed from one very common administrative lens—a 
lens that defi nes effi ciency or “leanness” as organized with tight reporting lines 
and measures administrators’ importance and power by the sizes of their budgets 
and the number of people they govern. 
 But again I resist—as I have each time I have been invited to make this 
move. Although I can see the tidiness it might offer the dean and even how it 
might simplify my life, I continue to think that the tradeoff would be the wrong 
choice for me and for our writing center. I have increasingly come to recognize 
that my experiences—fi rst at Montana State University and now at California 
State University, San Bernardino—as very fortunate, and probably owing more 
to gracious mentoring and good luck than to any intelligent planning on my part. 
On both campuses, well-integrated WC/FYC/WAC models have allowed the 
English Department’s several compositionists to contribute their several threads 
to weave a full cloth—or program. Of course, these weavers have encountered 
some snags and even some big holes as state economies and the ways that we, like 
many compositionists, are stretched far too thin as we teach, research, and manage 
multiple writing enterprises. But seeing ourselves as co-weavers has allowed us 
to add and redistribute responsibilities as our own lives as well as the lives of our 
campuses have shifted. 
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 One of the reasons, however, that this administrative structure has been 
largely successful is that we have been able to establish all of the WPA roles as 
faculty positions, supported in ways that allow each WPA to remain active in 
teaching and research roles. Thus as regular faculty members who teach, mentor 
students, do research, and participate in department and university governance, 
we help create credibility for writing programs. A second reason for our success is 
that our two writing centers have developed alongside the other writing programs 
rather than as add-ons for dealing with writing crises. Thus in neither case did we 
have to shed the “place for bad writers” identity. 
 Of course, I cannot tell this tale of “fortunate adventures” without confess-
ing that the cloth and its weavers that I have romanticized encounter the same kinds 
of peril that those clad in composition-clothes encounter on all campuses. We too 
have to weave pretty madly some days when our colleagues ask yet again what in 
the world compositionists do—and even more why we would want to do it. We too 
develop countless explanations of why writing is both complex and interesting and 
why directing writing programs might be different from assembling can openers, 
drawing on scholarship that defi nes WPA work as intellectual activity, such as 
the “Writing Program Administration as Intellectual Work” statement (Council). 
And here I want to urge writing center and WAC organizations both to develop 
their own parallel statements and to broaden the WPA statement to include their 
work. I also want to urge these organizations to support WCDs who are preparing 
for more academically-oriented positions, for clearly WCDs cannot expect equal 
WPA status simply by claiming it. 
 Even as I advocate these professionalizing moves, I want to foreground an 
emerging concern about professionalizing WPA, one that Jeanne Gunner emphasized 
at the 2005 WPA conference and Wendy Hesford elaborated in the May 2006 PMLA. 
Drawing on David Smit’s observation that composition has increasingly turned away 
from teaching to managing teaching, Hesford cites David Bartholomae’s reluctance to 
separate writing instruction from the intellectual moorings that academic departments 
can offer. Certainly, intellectual demise is not the foreordained fate awaiting composi-
tion programs that separate themselves from non-collegial English departments. Indeed 
many have fl ourished after such moves. However, their directors run the risk of becoming 
intellectually isolated and chiefl y managerial if they do not create their own scholarly 
culture. It was this that I feared if I were to agree to an even more perilous move—po-
sitioning not the entire writing program outside of an academic department but 
the writing center alone, locating me in a setting where intellectual work was 
less prominent and isolating me from the department’s other writing programs 
and compositionists. 
 Thus, I remain convinced that at least on some campuses a “both/and” 
model is possible, a conviction Rebecca Moore Howard describes as she responds 
to a WPA-L post. When a new assistant professor described herself as not yet 
a WPA but maybe going that way, Howard articulated well the convergence of 
these roles: 
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Karen, if you’re director of the Writing Studio, you’re already a 
WPA! WPA work is not only being in charge of a “program,” but 
also the often-separate jobs of TA training, directing the major 
(or minor) in writing, conducting WAC workshops, and so forth. 
Lots of people would categorize writing center administration, 
too, as a subset of WPA work (though many WC folks would 
protest that taxonomy). My department has fully a half dozen 
WPAs. One is in charge of the department (we’re a freestand-
ing writing program); another, the undergraduate curriculum; 
another, the part-time faculty; another, TA training; another, the 
writing center; another, the Ph.D. program (in composition and 
cultural rhetoric). You get the picture. (Howard n.p.)

 Our taxonomy offers categories, which, like most categories, are more 
useful for discussion than for adoption. First, each of them hinges on a different 
and slippery defi nition of “professional,” and second—and more important—they 
call for unacceptable either/or choices. Facing a choice among the three—being 
well-grounded in composition theory, situating oneself thoughtfully within local 
contexts, and valuing students as writers, I hope that WPAs of all writing pro-
grams—FYC, WAC, WID, writing centers and any other—would say “all three.” 
This is neither idealistic nor evasive, for the three are inextricably linked. Caring 
about writers must be at the heart of what we do, and understanding local contexts 
is essential to creating strong programs, but planning writing programs intelligently 
and evaluating them usefully are much less diffi cult when programs are anchored 
in theory, when they have strong theoretical/disciplinary underpinnings. 
 For this reason, I continue to resist my deans’ suggestions that I leave 
my English department home to join a generic less-academic division. And it is 
why I want to argue that all directors of FYC, of WAC, or of writing centers “are” 
or act as WPAs and should prepare for their professional lives by knowing the 
anchoring fi eld of Composition Studies well. In addition, they should study local 
contexts both before they accept positions and while they occupy them, and of 
course they must care intensely about language and writers. Far from being “one 
of the three” or incompatible choices, these are inextricably “all three” choices.

CONCLUSIONS: IN WHICH WE RESIST CONCLUSION

Unlike a conference panel, a polylog in essay form might be expected to 
arrive at that “transcendent view” cited in Burke s̓ epigraph to this essay or, at least, 
a (re)statement of the idea that drew the interlocutors together and from which the 
reader might hope to profi t. This expectation is challenged by the experiential and 
institutional range represented in this essay; however, such diversity of experience 
threatens to dissolve into the merest relativism, what Jeanette Harris has termed 
the “ʻthis-is-what-we-do-it-at-my-writing-centerʼ” genre (663). And yet, some of the 
most illuminating moments of our writing process were precipitated by differing 
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opinions and experiences: the contrasts among Wislocki, Haviland and Ianetta̓ s 
descriptions of hierarchy and its (dis)contents, for instance, or the difference in 
the experience of private school WPAs that Lebduska and Fitzgerald describe. 
Nevertheless, as we read across our narratives, commonalities emerge in both the 
viewpoints articulated and the strategies by which these views are backed. Although 
not tidily summative of a single viewpoint, these similarities, we believe, indicate 
solidarity among our differing perspectives of WCD as WPAs:

1. WCDs share a set of common texts with WPAs in and out of writing center 
studies. 

Throughout this essay, we have interwoven germinal texts from writing 
center studies—such as the work of Nancy Grimm, Muriel Harris and 
Mark Waldo—with infl uential work from other areas of Composition 
Studies—such as the work of Jeanne Gunner, Joseph Harris, and Doug 
Hesse. Viewing WCDs as WPAs means holding them accountable for 
knowledge in both areas, challenging WCDs to broaden their horizons 
even while offering them the opportunity to grow in new ways and to 
build bridges between creating knowledge in writing center studies and 
in other areas.

2. Viewing WCDs as WPAs builds connections between local knowledge and 
the wider community of scholar-teachers in and out of writing centers.

Throughout our writing process, each of us was challenged to present 
our individual experience in a manner pertinent to compositionists in 
and outside writing centers. In a similar manner, we need to position our 
individual writing center experiences in both the collective knowledge 
represented by the fi eld of writing center studies, as well as the broader 
fi eld of composition. Such connections, we argue, give rise to new knowl-
edge among the subfi elds of writing studies and create community among 
sometimes seemingly isolated individuals.

3. Scholarly expertise in program administration needs to be grounded by 
fi rsthand experience.

The “trajectory of change” that Linda Bergmann sees in the profes-
sionalization of WCDs over the last decades and in the future glimpsed 
through her graduate students also describes a trajectory of the essays 
that make up this polylog: each discussion is more optimistic than those 
that precede it, each paints a brighter picture of WCDs who are able to 
wield power or infl uence, head up multiple programs, grab the brass ring 
of tenure, resist the imposition of alternate visions for our work. It would 
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be too simple to account for this burgeoning optimism as an unrefl ective 
rallying around the Universal Professional model for WCDs. However, if 
Bergmann’s prediction and this polylog’s trajectory are correct and the 
Universal Professional does increasingly become the model for at least 
some writing centers, we hope that it does not become license to dismiss 
the local or the individual but rather to incorporate them in a richer view 
of writing centers.

4. Experience needs to be both informed by and renewed in the professional 
community of WPAs.

On small campuses, a single person may direct all writing programs as 
well as teach one or more courses. In other institutions, programs may 
be directed by staff with limited teaching or research responsibilities. At 
very large schools, particularly R-1 institutions, multiple directors may 
manage multiple programs along with carrying signifi cant teaching and 
research responsibilities. Some of these larger programs will be directed 
by a single “Boss” compositionist, and others will be collaboratively 
directed by a group of program administrators. However, as we push 
for optimal conditions, we believe that directors of all writing programs 
should have solid grounding and ongoing affi liations with Composition 
Studies. We say this recognizing that some writing programs, including 
writing centers, can be, and in fact are, well-conceived and run by di-
rectors with other preparations. Nevertheless we believe that both these 
programs and the fi eld itself will be the richer for this reciprocal engage-
ment. So, we hope that however directors come to their positions, they 
will fi nd an affi liation with Composition Studies desirable and useful and 
that they will fi nd encouragement for this affi liation on their campuses 
and hospitable spaces such as the Conference on College Composition 
and Communication, Computers and Writing, and the Writing Across 
the Curriculum Conference as well as professional organizations such as 
the Council of Writing Program Administrators, the National Council of 
Teachers of English and the International Writing Center Association.
 At one time, writing program administrators and writing center 
directors knew their places and usually stayed within them: most WPAs 
directed fi rst-year writing programs, and most WCDs directed writing 
centers. Although they may have had interests in common—often they 
came from backgrounds in English studies, they were interested in 
writing and writer-to-writer relationships, and they regularly oversaw 
staffs of TAs and tutors—they rarely crossed paths and even more rarely 
exchanged ideas. Geography, institutional structures, and assumptions 
kept them in their places. But this is no longer the scene: the tidy spaces 
have become less clearly marked, and the familiar lines have blurred. The 
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name WPA has become increasingly complex as it encompasses multiple 
writing programs, housed in multiple contexts, and directed by differently 
situated staff. Seeing WCDs as one of several possible WPA positions, 
then, is a “both/and” situation, for individually and collectively teachers 
and students stand to gain when WCDs renew their local practices in their 
immediate contexts, with their colleagues in writing center studies, and 
within the broader community of Composition Studies. 

NOTES
1 In addition to the individuals represented here, participants in this 

conversation have included Rebecca Fraser and Jennifer Ritter. We would like to 
thank them for their contributions to our ongoing discussion and for the ways in 
which they continue to enrich our thinking.

 2 The transcripts of my oral history interviews with Gordon Pradl and Lil 
Brannon were prepared by the Writing Centers Research Project at the University 
of Louisville. Brannon’s 1984 memo, excerpted in this article, are part of WCRP 
archives, along with other materials from her years at NYU.

3 Amorose draws directly from David V. J. Bell’s Power, Infl uence and 
Authority.
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THE ADVANTAGES OF USING ELECTRONIC 
PROCESSES FOR COMMENTING ON AND 
EXCHANGING THE WRITTEN WORK OF 
STUDENTS WITH LEARNING DISABILITIES 
AND/OR AD/HD

The responses that instructors write on student essays are a subject of much 
discussion in academic circles. The varied purposes for writing such 
comments, their short- and long-term effi cacy, their tone and length, and their 

emotional impact on students as developing writers are all worthy and well-explored 
topics of inquiry, as a review of the relevant literature quickly demonstrates. Much 
less attention has been given to more concrete, yet equally important questions: How 
can an instructor’s written comments, whatever their nature, be most effectively 
communicated to students? How can we best expedite students’ efforts to act on 
our suggestions for revision? And what methods for exchanging and managing 
documents best enable students and teachers to locate and work with the drafts 
that provide the forum for this discourse? 

The average college student today has grown up with computers and now 
uses them for communicating with friends and family, playing games, shopping, 
downloading music, checking the news and weather, surfi ng the Web, conducting 
research, and writing papers for school. These days, it’s the rare student who turns up 
in one of our classes needing instruction in basic computer functions, and most are 
quick to master the campus email system. Most of our students at Landmark College, 
all of whom have diagnoses of language- and/or attention-based disabilities, are 
quick to embrace assistive technologies such as voice recognition and text-to-speech 
software and incorporate them, as appropriate, into their writing processes.

At the same time that most writing instructors expect students to be 
willing to try new computer-based writing process strategies, many of these same 
instructors continue to use the print-based marking techniques they used when 
they themselves were college students. For many, these habits date from an era 
that now seems distant almost to the point of quaintness, when the typewriter was 
still the most effective tool for producing clear text, and handwriting was the most 
convenient and effective method for marking papers, because paper was literally 
the only medium available for turning in written work.

In the current academic setting, in what might be viewed as a transitional 
period between print and electronic media, students are required to adapt to 
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the preferred submission and revision modes of each of their instructors. Some 
instructors will only accept printed drafts; others request (or grudgingly accept) 
electronic submission via email attachment, shared folder, or drop-box, and then 
print the drafts themselves and return them with their handwritten comments; still 
others have come to use the fully electronic process for marking and exchanging 
work that we advocate. As a result, students may use three or four different processes 
for managing their written work in the course of a semester. As we hope to show, 
this lack of consistency needlessly complicates the academic lives of our students, 
particularly the growing number of college students whose writing processes are 
hampered by language- and/or attention-based issues.

Although it is beyond the scope of this article to delve into a detailed 
discussion of the symptoms and educational outcomes for college students with 
learning disabilities and attentional disorders, it is important to begin with some 
basic understanding of these diagnoses, their frequency on college campuses, and 
their impact on many of the writers we see in our classrooms and writing centers. 

 The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) defi nes a Specifi c 
Learning Disability (LD) as “a disorder in one or more of the basic psychological 
processes involved in understanding or in using language, spoken or written” 
(IDEA 101-476). In part because of this law and the support that it gives students 
with disabilities, more and more students with a diagnosed LD are now going to 
college. Indeed, “learning disability” is the fastest growing category of reported 
disabilities among college students today (Henderson 5). Similarly, students with 
Attention Defi cit Disorder (AD/HD), which manifests as “a persistent pattern of 
inattention and/or hyperactivity-impulsivity” (DSM4tr 78), are another large and 
increasing population on college campuses (Byron and Parker 341; Farrell 50). 
Some studies indicate that students needing services for AD/HD are growing in 
such numbers that they may soon equal those with learning disabilities (Byron 
and Parker 341). 

Attention disorders are not considered learning disabilities in the strictest 
sense of the term, but the two conditions frequently coexist (Katz 39; Pliszka 
192) and both can profoundly impact a college student’s academic performance 
(DuPaul, et al.) Given that 65% of students with AD/HD suffer from a written 
expression learning disability (Brown, “New Understandings”), and that writing 
problems are believed to exceed the other academic challenges faced by students 
with learning disabilities (Li and Hamel 29), we have chosen to focus our article on 
the overlapping groups of LD and AD/HD college students and the ways in which 
widely-available electronic processes can support their writing.

Other researchers have explored the impact of computer-assisted feedback 
(Jansen, et al.) and electronic mail (Hawisher and Moran) on students’ writing, 
but most of the work to date seems to have focused on second language writers 
(Tuzi), peer response (Tannacito and Tuzi; Hishesher and Moran), or response as 
part of an online composition course (Blair). Although research has documented 
the importance of certain generic features of word processing programs (e.g., 
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storing, copying, pasting, and spell check) for people with writing diffi culties (Li 
and Hamel 34), the distinct advantages of the easily mastered and widely available 
technologies of electronic commenting and electronic exchange of documents have 
yet to be explored for students with LD and/or AD/HD and their instructors. What 
follows is a brief introduction to each of these processes, and then arguments for 
their advantages for this student population.

PROCESS #1: USING THE REVIEWING TOOLBAR TO MARK STUDENT 
WORK 

Our description of electronic marking in this piece is based on using the 
Reviewing toolbar in Microsoft Word. Our purpose here is not to promote Microsoft 
products. Rather, we are describing this feature of a widely utilized word processing 
program to elucidate the general advantages of commenting electronically over 
continuing to use handwritten comments. We have sampled various software 
programs designed exclusively for marking and grading, and although most offer 
more bells and whistles than Word, we feel that Word’s Reviewing toolbar provides 
all of the features necessary to digitally represent what we used to do when marking 
papers by hand. (Basic instructions on using these features are contained in an 
appendix at the end of this article.) Its functions are easy to master and, perhaps 
most importantly, it is virtually ubiquitous, so neither our departments nor our 
students need to buy additional software. Our descriptions are drawn from Microsoft 
Offi ce® Word 2003; earlier versions have slightly different functionality, but are 
still perfectly adequate.

The feature that we consider the best for commenting on students’ work, 
and on which we will focus in this article, is “Balloons.” This option places the 
instructor’s comments in sequenced “balloons” in the right margin, a format 
easily recognized by anyone who is used to working with traditional handwritten 
comments (see fi gure 1). The balloons are also linked to the referenced text by 
dotted lines that become solid when the student clicks on the balloon, and by 
brackets around the text.

Another useful markup feature in the Reviewing toolbar is the “Highlight” 
tool, which allows the user to select from a palette of fi fteen colors for marking 
(without comment) words or passages in the student’s text or in the commenting 
balloons. This can be employed in useful ways. One might, for example, mark all 
instances of a particular error (run-on sentences, misspellings) in one color, adding 
a comment to the fi rst instance with instructions to correct the rest.
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Figure 1. Format of electronic “balloon” comments 

ADVANTAGES OF ELECTRONIC COMMENTING

1. Advantages for Students: Reading and Understanding Instructor 
Comments

As anyone who has helped students work with marked “hard copy” 
essays in a writing center can attest, the notes written on them can be diffi cult to 
decipher. The diffi culties posed by variably legible handwriting styles tend to be 
worsened when instructors attempt to squeeze the commentary into the limited 
white space available. The result is often a tiny script that spills from the margins 
into the spaces between the lines, and sometimes even onto the back of the page. 
Moreover, penciled comments, thought by some to be less harsh than the traditional 
red ink, have a way of smudging into an illegible morass after bouncing around 
in a student’s backpack. For students with dyslexia, whose diagnosis is defi ned 
by their challenge with decoding letters on the page (graphemes) into sounds in 
a word (phonemes), the struggle to render meaning from the resulting amoebas 
of text can be readily appreciated. But even for a high-decoding ADD student 
whose resources of concentration are limited, the effort involved can only detract 
from the attempt to resolve any of the problems or questions his or her teacher has 
attempted to convey. 

Text-to-speech software such as Kurzweil 3000® is among the assistive 
technologies used on college campuses to help college students with learning 
disabilities that manifest in writing diffi culties (Li and Hamel 35). This same 
technology has also been shown to be helpful for students with ADD (Hecker et 
al.). If the patterns that we see on our campus are any indication of larger trends, 
increasing numbers of students with both learning disabilities and attentional 
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disorders will be using text-to-speech software in the future. Besides being legible 
in the more traditional sense of the word, electronic comments have the added 
advantage of being easily “read aloud” by the computer. (The Reviewing toolbar 
even provides the capacity to record and insert “Voice” comments into a draft, 
providing a virtual conference for the student, although this has the drawback of 
creating very large fi les.) 

The superior legibility of electronic comments is obvious and cannot 
be overstated. If our goal in writing on student work is to communicate our 
responses—be they questions, praise, or suggestions for improvement—as clearly 
as possible, this implies using the best means available to minimize barriers to 
their comprehension. Electronic comments present the most accessible medium 
for this interaction. 

Current research indicates that students benefi t most from written responses 
to their writing that are elaborate, specifi c, and explicit (Edington 288; Straub 93; 
Wong et al.). Comments should be clearly stated and thorough. In a meta-analysis 
of how students respond to different types of instructor comments, teachers and 
researchers have identifi ed the following as a foundational principle: Teachers should 
write out their responses in full statements and text-specifi c comments (Straub 
92). The practice of writing comments on printed drafts, however, can thwart an 
instructor’s best intentions. Either, as previously mentioned, one must cram the 
commentary into the limited space available, or one is forced to use the terse lexicon 
of obscure phrases, words, and abbreviations (e.g., “Awk”) passed down from 
generation to generation of English teachers. Richard Straub, summarizing a group 
of studies that looked at students’ views of traditional teacher responses, found that 
editing symbols, abbreviations, cryptic marks, and comments cast in these specialized 
terms (e.g., “Frag,” “Not clear,” “Tighten,” “Generalization”) were ineffective. He 
found that “students resoundingly do not fi nd these comments helpful. . . . They 
fi nd it diffi cult to understand such commentary and consequently are put off by it. 
They want comments that are fully stated, clear, and specifi c” (93). 

While the time pressures posed by the need to mark stacks of printed 
student drafts certainly play a part in limiting a teacher’s comments, the lack of 
space (and attendant writer’s cramp) is at least equally to blame. In a study of his 
students’ reactions to his comments, Anthony Edington reported that almost all of 
them mentioned that his handwritten marginal comments hindered or prohibited 
elaboration, because they were “brief” or “vague” (289). Using electronic means 
to comment on drafts eliminates this problem. The text balloons that appear in 
the right margin expand to fi t the comments of even the most effusive instructor, 
and sequence themselves automatically near the referenced text. Unlike with 
handwritten comments, it is also easy to go back and add to, delete, or revise 
previous commentary before returning the paper to the student. The balloons also 
serve to visually distinguish each comment from those before and after it. The 
result is an annotated draft that is graphically much “cleaner” than its hand-marked 
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predecessor, and therefore, especially for easily distracted and frustrated ADD 
students, more likely to result in thorough revision.

Finally, the range of methods teachers use to signify the specifi c passage 
or word to which a comment refers can present yet another layer of challenge for 
a student writer saddled with language and/or attentional defi cits. These markings 
typically include parentheses, marginal brackets, underlining, circling, arrows 
whose long looping tails meander or slice through the text, and other idiosyncratic 
symbols developed by creative (or graphically challenged) instructors. A paper that 
has been carefully read and thoroughly marked can end up looking like a garden 
overrun with vines, the “weeding” of which can be a discouraging prospect. It’s 
not surprising, then, that in a study focusing on how students react to the format 
of writing instructor feedback (i.e., marginal, letter/end comment, conferencing), 
“marginal comments were often seen as the most confusing response format. When 
describing their reactions to handwritten marginal comments, students often used 
terms such as ‘random,’ ‘confusing,’ [and] ‘scattered’” (Edington 289). 

As noted above, the linking cues provided by the “Balloons” option in 
the Reviewing toolbar are graphically explicit: the selected text is highlighted and 
bracketed, and connected to the margin note by a dotted line. When the student clicks 
on the note, the highlighting and brackets intensify and the dotted line becomes 
solid, making the passage in question stand out from those around it. This frees 
the student to focus on the content of the teacher’s note, rather than working to 
decipher its specifi c relationship to the nearby text. 

By eliminating the need to decipher suggestions embedded in a range 
of handwriting styles and fl agging devices, we can help students with LD and/or 
AD/HD focus their mental energy on the important work of improving their writing 
by acting upon their instructors’ questions, corrections, and comments. 

2. Advantages for Students: The Revision Process

The benefi ts of electronic comments go beyond their legibility, however. 
Their use can greatly streamline the student’s revision process, freeing up cognitive 
working space that would otherwise be devoted to nonessential tracking tasks 
imposed by the need to shuttle their visual and mental foci between the marked 
hard-copy draft and their computer screens. To use the hybrid methods that are 
still common in many classrooms, students with LD and/or AD/HD must fi rst 
parse the teacher’s handwriting, shorthand, and/or editing symbols and then, 
holding this information in mind, follow the fl agging marks to fi nd the passage 
the comments address. After rereading that passage, they must shift their focus to 
the computer screen and locate the same section, which can be diffi cult if the text 
has shifted laterally, as it does when text has been added or deleted. Finally, they 
must remember the import of the teacher’s comment and attempt to revise their 
text in response to it. While this multi-tiered activity may come naturally to some, 
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it makes signifi cant demands on active working memory, which is impaired in 
many students with LD and AD/HD. 

As acknowledged by both composition theorists (Hayes 8) and learning 
disability theorists (Brown), working memory, which refers to one’s capacity 
to retain pieces of information long enough to weave them into a larger fabric 
of meaning (e.g., a written sentence), plays a crucial role in the act of writing. 
According to Dr. Mel Levine, one of the foremost experts in the fi eld of learning 
disabilities, “Writing requires more memory than just about anything else a student 
is asked to do. Writers need to simultaneously retrieve spelling, punctuation, 
capitalization and letter formation rules, vocabulary and content information, 
transitions and connections, and all the other ingredients of written output” (Levine). 
Even under the best conditions, working memory has a limited capacity, and it 
can easily become overloaded if a student tries to comprehend and implement too 
much information.

Levine asserts that many students with LD and/or AD/HD “have writing 
diffi culty that stems from weaknesses related to active working memory, the part 
of the memory that allows them to keep track of immediately relevant information 
while doing a task. These students tend to forget aspects of the writing tasks while 
they are writing” (Levine, emphasis added). Thus, memory impairment is not just 
a complicating factor, but a root cause of their written output problems. Anyone 
who has used an oral process to help students with LD engaged in composition has 
seen evidence of these defi cits: a student speaks a well-formed complex sentence 
that would fi t perfectly into the piece at hand and then, upon being eagerly cued 
to “write that down,” stares blankly and asks, “What did I say?” Or, unless they 
literally cross out the handwritten comments as they work through them, they 
struggle to remember where they left off.

This tendency to forget can only be exacerbated by the use of the circuitous, 
hybrid revision process described above. By contrast, the use of electronic comments 
creates a single milieu—the computer screen—for the student’s efforts. Comments 
are right there on the screen, clearly linked and in close proximity to the text he 
or she will be revising. Even if the text shifts as a result of prior revisions, each 
comment remains linked to its “target.” Perhaps best of all, in terms of students’ 
revising experience, once they have dealt with a particular comment, they simply 
right-click on the balloon and delete the comment, leaving clean, revised text on 
the screen.

Additionally, using the highlighting tool to “color-code” recurrent errors 
allows students to address each type of error systematically, rather than simply 
taking them on individually as they crop up in the course of the draft. The value 
of this approach is supported by research showing that students with LD and/or 
AD/HD should begin their fi nal writing stage with explicit purposes and plans as 
they reread their texts. It allows them to deal with one specifi c type of error at a 
time, thus achieving more effi ciency and effectiveness (Li and Hamel 39). 
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Finally, for instructors whose goal in providing comments is to start a 
written dialogue with the student, electronic comments can help by providing the 
space to do just that. Students can easily reply to a comment with a comment of 
their own, offering an explanation or asking for clarifi cation. They do this by simply 
highlighting the text within the comment and clicking the “Insert Comment” icon. A 
new balloon appears underneath the original comment with the designation “R” in 
the bracketed identifi cation tag and the student then types his or her reply into this 
space. Depending on which computer setting the student uses, this comment can 
contain his or her initials and appear in a different color from that of the original 
comment.

3. Advantages for Instructors

For instructors working with writing students with LD and/or AD/HD, the 
use of electronic means for commenting has several advantages over handwritten 
comments. As we have already mentioned, the fl uid nature of the comments allows 
the instructor to express ideas fully and explicitly, without the fear of running out 
of margin space. While some, feeling overburdened with grading, may question 
whether the ability to write more on their students’ drafts is a desirable option, 
such comments have proven to be the most useful to developing writers: “Only by 
elaborating one’s comments in a way that opens up the matters under discussion 
for a mutual investigation by writer and reader can a teacher make his comments 
conversation” (Straub 389). The ability to write full sentences rather than pithy, 
stripped-down remarks couched in the imperative mood enhances the quality and 
clarity of this dialogue, and also allows instructors to model proper syntax and the 
unique possibilities of tone and voice. These nuances can be diffi cult for our students 
to pick up, but when they know the author and can “hear” him or her in the writing 
on their draft, the effect is both more personal and more comprehensible. 

For fast typists, using electronic comments is apt to save time in the 
marking process; those less dexterous have the option of using voice recognition 
software to dictate their remarks to the computer. Another time-saver is to use the 
Autocorrect feature to set up personal codes for common responses. For example, 
“ts” can be automatically replaced by a brief review of the typical elements in a 
clear topic sentence, which saves a lot of keyboarding. This feature should not 
be overused, however, as identical “scripts” soon lose their impact on students. 
All of the features of Microsoft Word (spelling and grammar checks, automatic 
capitalization, font styles and colors, etc.) are also available for text inside the 
comment balloons. Employing the Highlighting tool, already described, provides 
a more graphic view of error patterns than purely textual markings. This can be 
very helpful when identifying error patterns and planning for their remediation, 
and it can facilitate more focused discussions during conferences. 

 Another notable feature of using comment balloons, in situations where 
students have access to the Internet, is the ability to paste live links into one’s 
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comments. This allows the instructor to give students direct access to websites 
relevant to the specifi c comment, such as further sources for research, or one of 
the several excellent grammar sites that provide tutorials and interactive practice 
tests. Such ready, one-click access to Web-based learning opportunities, in our 
experience, greatly increases the likelihood that students with LD and/or AD/HD 
will explore them, since it eliminates the need for them to type complex URLs 
copied from a handwritten note.

PROCESS #2: ELECTRONIC EXCHANGING OF WORK

The case for using an electronic marking process when working on writing 
with students with LD and/or AD/HD is predicated, of course, on the assumption 
that drafts will be exchanged digitally, rather than by using printed copies. This can 
be accomplished in several ways. Some teachers like to set up a “shared folder” on 
their campus intranet or on a class web page, which allows students to drag and drop 
their work into a desktop folder whose contents are then available to anyone with 
permission (as confi gured by the IT department) to view them. This arrangement 
works well for writers’ workshop situations where the entire class needs to be able 
to read one another’s drafts before class discussion. Another option is to exchange 
work by attaching it to emails. In our experience, this method can be easily taught 
even to students who have limited experience with computers. Beyond simple 
necessity, however, electronic exchanging of work can simplify document and fi le 
management in signifi cant ways that benefi t both students—particularly those with 
AD/HD—and their instructors.

ADVANTAGES OF EXCHANGING WORK ELECTRONICALLY 

1. Advantages for Students 

The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders- Fourth Edition 
(DSM4), a reference guide published by the American Psychiatric Association, 
contains diagnostic criteria, statistical information, and treatment options for a wide 
range of mental health disorders. Its criteria for the diagnosis of AD/HD include 
diffi culties in the following areas: keeping track of details, sustaining attention 
(frequent shifts from one uncompleted activity to another), following through on plans, 
organizing tasks and activities, and maintaining control of materials necessary for tasks 
or activities. These impairments in executive function often translate, in the whirlwind 
of a young adult’s physical environment, into what one might conservatively call 
chaos. The fate of a marked hard-copy draft that has been released into this maelstrom 
is far from certain: the draft can always be printed again, so the “My dog ate it” gambit 
is now anachronistic, but the instructor’s handwritten comments may be lost forever. 
Some of our colleagues solve this problem by photocopying every draft they mark, 
but this practice results in an unnecessary waste of time and paper.
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A fully electronic process eliminates the problem of lost papers. Even if a 
student loses a marked electronic draft, by deleting or mismanaging fi les or dropping 
a laptop, a copy remains on the teacher’s computer and/or university-drive, and 
it can easily be sent again. Some might argue that this is an “enabling” behavior 
that avoids the real issue of teaching effective organization of materials. However, 
we live in an age of digital text, and we might as well teach our students to use its 
tools to their fullest potential. Besides, this is the way drafts of documents—such 
as letters, reports, articles like this one, or the next best-selling novel—are modifi ed 
and exchanged in the larger world (Writing in Digital Environments Research 
Center Collective). 

That said, it must be noted that the tendency toward disorganization can 
apply as much to students’ electronic desktops as it does to their literal desktops, 
which means that fi le management skills should be taught explicitly and then 
evaluated on a regular basis. These include the development of systems for saving 
and naming documents, creating and organizing folders, and backing up fi les on 
a university-drive or CD. Again, these are all vital skills for working effectively 
in a digital environment.

Electronically-marked text also presents more options for retrieval when 
students work away from their rooms, whether in a writing center, an instructor’s 
offi ce, the library, or anywhere with access to the intranet. If students retain a copy 
of the email in which the instructor returned the marked draft, they can even open 
and revise it on an off-campus computer, and send the revision back to the instructor 
or to themselves for further work.

This easy access to the materials they need to do schoolwork is a good 
fi t for the impulsive tendencies of students with AD/HD. More than typical 
students, they express the need to be “in the zone” or “in the mood” in order to 
work productively on writing tasks. Using a fully electronic process increases their 
ability to strike before the moment passes.

2. Advantages for Instructors

To facilitate managing and exchanging student drafts, most of the above-
mentioned benefi ts apply equally to teachers. By clearly marking each submission 
with a name, assignment, and process stage indicator (e.g., “SmithNarrDM” for the 
marked rough draft of Mr. Smith’s narrative essay), an instructor can quickly review 
a student’s development of a piece of writing. This becomes particularly useful 
when assessing the thoroughness of revisions made to a marked draft. Rather than 
relying on their fading memories of comments made a week earlier, instructors can 
compare the two versions in a simple, graphic format. By opening both documents, 
one “behind” the other so that the texts are aligned, it’s possible to toggle between 
the two, so that changes to the draft are easy to notice and focus upon. As the 
semester progresses, the instructor can quickly scan sequentially through several 
of a student’s marked drafts to see if he or she is making progress in areas such as 
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sentence structure and paragraph organization, gaining solid diagnostic information. 
For the purpose of providing the kind of clear and concrete feedback most helpful 
to students with LD and/or AD/HD, instructors can copy and paste from several 
drafts into a new document to use when conferencing.

 An electronic process can also simplify collecting and returning student 
work. Students can no longer use printer problems, real or imaginary, to plead 
for extensions. Granted, networks sometimes go down, but this situation is easily 
verifi able and usually quickly corrected. Clear deadlines are easy to enforce, since 
the emails to which the students attach their work are stamped with the time and 
date when they were sent. And students who are not in class when a draft is returned 
need not wait until the next meeting to continue their writing process, because they 
can simply retrieve their drafts electronically.

CONCLUSION

In a discussion about using computers as a tool for responding to student 
writing, Geoffrey Sirc, who has written extensively and insightfully about the 
subject, expressed legitimate concerns about their potential for automating, and 
thus depersonalizing instructors’ responses: “The computer . . . so far can only 
serve effectively, in terms of a general pedagogical tool, as a medium for response 
rather than as a respondent” (187). The best uses of computer response, according 
to Sirc, are those that facilitate communication between the instructor and the 
student, with the goal of improving the student’s ability to communicate with his 
or her audience: “Computers per se have nothing to tell my students. But I have 
much to tell them, and they have much to tell themselves; if computers can aid in 
this endeavor, so much the better” (203).

When our colleagues who still mark papers by hand are pressed to 
explain why they do so, they most often point to “quality of life” reasons. Some 
are tactile: they like the heft of a stack of student essays, and the palpable sense of 
progress that comes from working their way to the bottom of it. Or they feel that 
handwritten commenting is more personal and creative, and reinforces an ineffably 
deeper link between teacher and student. Others resist the increasingly dominant 
presence of the computer in their daily lives. They cite the ability to grab some 
papers and a pen and do their grading in the back yard, at a child’s soccer game, 
or on the beach, if they so choose. And still others admit frankly that they lack the 
time or interest to learn a new method for a professional activity that they feel they 
already perform quite well. 

None of these reasons are compelling arguments for maintaining the 
status quo. Computers have inalterably changed the writing process. Some argue 
that it hasn’t changed for the better, but the point is now moot. The vast majority 
of the text generated by our students is, in origin at least, digital, and as such it 
lends itself to modes of response and exchange that have distinct advantages over 
print and handwriting, especially for those who struggle with reading, spelling, 
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ideation, memory, attention, or combinations of these processes. By making good 
use of these digital modes, we can enhance the legibility and thoroughness of our 
comments, simplify our students’ revision processes, and facilitate the storage 
and exchange of their work, thereby helping them to become more effi cient and 
effective writers.
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APPENDIX: 
BASICS OF ELECTRONIC COMMENTING VIA THE REVIEWING TOOLBAR

To bring up the icons for the Reviewing toolbar, right-click anywhere in 
the visible toolbar icons and select “Reviewing.” You can also select “Customize” 
in this menu in order to remove any icons that aren’t useful.

To insert a comment about a word or passage, simply highlight the 
passage and click on the “Insert Comment” icon (a yellow “sticky note”) on the 
toolbar (see fi gure 2).

Figure 2. Reviewing toolbar and “Insert Comment” icon

Each balloon is numbered and contains the initials of its author. The 
text to which the comment refers is highlighted (the instructor can select from a 
range of colors). Clicking on a comment balloon intensifi es the color, making the 
passage in question stand out from the rest of the text.
 Once a student has revised the passage in question, he or she simply 
right-clicks on the comment itself, and selects “Delete Comment” from the pop-
up menu.

Microsoft Word provides two options other than “Balloons” for viewing 
comments which we have found to be decidedly less useful when providing 
electronic feedback to students with or without learning disabilities. The fi rst 
of these, the “Reviewing Pane,” shows all of the comments, keyed to numbered 
footnotes with the reviewer’s initials, in a separate window at the bottom of the 
screen. This view is graphically less familiar to students who have been receiving 
handwritten comments, and has the added disadvantage of decreasing the space 
available for their original text on the screen. 

The other option for viewing comments appears when the Reviewing 
Pane is turned off, and “View > Normal” is selected in the Toolbar. In this case, 
the numbered footnotes remain in the text. When one holds the cursor over one of 
them, the instructor’s comment appears in a text box above or below the passage in 
question and disappears when the cursor is moved. This makes for an uncluttered 
view of the draft, but this can be a negative feature for LD and/or AD/HD students 
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who are more prone to overlook—for reasons related to visual processing or 
attention—the less obvious “insertion points” provided by this setting.

The third Reviewing toolbar option that we would discourage is the “Track 
Changes” option, which indicates specifi c revisions a reviewer might make in the 
course of marking a draft and gives the original writer the option of accepting 
or rejecting changes, individually or as a group. Although its usefulness is easy 
to appreciate in environments where collaborative writing is common, in the 
context of the typical college classroom, this device is the functional equivalent 
of a teacher adding (or crossing out) punctuation, words, or passages on the hard 
copy of a student’s draft. Such “rewriting” may be common, but it is clearly 
contraindicated for instructors whose goal is to improve students’ writing ability, 
not just a particular piece of text. The ease with which the student can, at a single 
keystroke, accept all of his or her instructor’s emendations—making the revision 
look a lot like something the instructor might have written and thus more likely 
to receive a higher grade—is particularly problematic for students with learning 
disabilities, who tend to overlook content and coherence revisions in favor of 
mechanical changes that have little or no impact on the overall quality of their 
writing (Graham et al. 237; Li and Hamel 39).
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BACKGROUND FOR THE PROJECT

 In recent years, scholars and teachers in both the broad fi eld of Com-
position Studies and the more specialized arena of Computers and Composition 
Studies (Yancey, 2004; Selfe and Hawisher, 2004; Wysocki and Johnson-Eilola, 
1999; Ball and Hawk, 2006) have begun to recognize that the bandwidth of 
literacy practices and values on which our profession has focused during the 
last century may be overly narrow. In response, a number of educators have 
begun experimenting with multimodal compositions, compositions that take 
advantage of a range of rhetorical resources—words, still and moving images, 
sounds, music, animation—to create meaning. 
 In particular, the work of scholars in The New London Group (1996), 
Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen (1996, 2001; also Kress, 2003), and 
Cope and Kalantzis (1999) explore the understanding of alphabetic writing as 
one modality among many that individuals should be able to call on as rhetori-
cal and creative resources when composing messages and making meaning. 
These scholars argue for a theory of semiosis that acknowledges the practices 
of human sign-makers who select from a number of modalities for expression 
(including sound, image, and animation, for example), depending on rhetorical 
and material contexts within which the communication was being designed and 
distributed. They also note that no one expressive modality, including print, is 
capable of carrying the full range of meaning in a text, and point out that the 
texts sign-makers create both shape, and are shaped by, the universe of semiotic 
resources they access. 
 For educators, the implications of this scholarly work are profound. In 
a 1999 chapter, “English at the Crossroads,” in Passions, Pedagogies, and 21st 
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Century Technologies, Kress described the impact of the exclusive focus on print 
and written language, noting that it

has meant a neglect, an overlooking, even suppression of the 
potentials of representation and communicational modes in 
particular cultures, an often repressive and always systematic 
neglect of human potentials in many . . . areas; and a neglect 
equally, as a consequence of the development of theoretical 
understandings of such modes…. Or, to put it provocatively: the 
single, exclusive and intensive focus on written language has 
dampened the full development of all kinds of human potential, 
through all the sensorial possibilities of human bodies, in all 
kinds of respects, cognitively and affectively. . . . (85)

If such work is rich in its theoretical grounding, however, its curricular and 
programmatic instantiations continue to emerge within the profession. Indeed, 
in 2005, when this survey was designed and conducted, a clear snapshot of who 
was teaching multimodal composing and at which collegiate institutions in the 
U.S. had yet to be reported. Nor did the profession know what new forms such 
composing projects were taking, how teachers were preparing themselves to design 
and assess these assignments, how they were motivated and recognized for such 
work within institutional contexts, or what environments students had access to 
when they undertook multimodal composing projects.

To remedy this situation, a team of researchers, funded by and working in 
conjunction with a research initiative of the Conference on College Composition 
and Communication, designed and distributed a survey focusing on multimodal 
composing. In the following sections, these authors provide theoretical support for 
using surveys in Composition research, outline the methods employed in crafting 
the survey, report on the data that it yielded, and provide some conclusions based 
on the data. Finally, the authors offer future research directions in multimodal 
Composition practices. 

SURVEY RESEARCH IN COMPOSITION STUDIES

 In examining modes of inquiry in Composition Studies, Steven North, in 
The Making of Knowledge in Composition: Portrait of an Emerging Field, notes 
Composition’s thrift in the use of surveys as a research method (102). Although 
North chooses not to include survey methodology in his exploration, he points 
out that over 200 surveys have been conducted in Composition since 1963, a 
number which has increased since the 1987 publication of his book. Composition 
researchers have used survey methodologies to answer a range of questions, 
gathering information about a large population by questioning a smaller sample. 
As Janice Lauer and J. William Asher note, surveys provide a means for teachers 
to learn what others are doing, thinking, or feeling about a particular subject. They 
suggest several questions that researchers should consider when using surveys in 
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Composition Studies: who is the population, what methods were used for sampling, 
how were the questions theorized and written, what kind of data was collected, how 
many from the sample responded, and what conclusions can be drawn from the 
data? For our study, we would add a question that addresses the medium of survey 
distribution. Later, we will answer these questions to show how we constructed, 
distributed, and made conclusions about our survey on multimodal pedagogies. 
First, to situate our survey within a growing body of methodological research, we 
turn to the historical uses of survey methodology in Composition Studies.
 Two kinds of surveys are prevalent in Composition Studies. The fi rst 
is the classroom-based survey where students are surveyed at the beginning, 
middle, and/or end of a course. This would not involve a sample, but rather 
the whole population, yielding a 100 percent response rate. The second type of 
survey—involving universities, departments, programs, students, staff, etc.—is 
much larger in scope and target population. These surveys provide a template for 
our own work. To illustrate how surveys have been used in Composition Studies, 
we explore two published surveys in depth, pointing out their strengths and 
limitations. The surveys here were selected because they are both national surveys 
related specifi cally to Composition Studies. One survey explores graduate student 
attitudes toward their graduate program and the other looks at writing program 
administration.
 Scott L. Miller, Brenda Jo Brueggemann, Dennis Blue, and Deneen 
M. Shepard conducted a national survey regarding graduate students’ current 
satisfaction with their Rhetoric and Composition programs. They identifi ed a 
target population, determined a sample of that population, and mailed their survey 
to predetermined contact persons for distribution. The authors then reported the 
quantitative results in “Present Perfect and Future Imperfect,” demonstrating that 
graduate students are satisfi ed with their programs, but that they understand far less 
about the larger fi eld of Composition and Rhetoric: i.e., “professional development 
issues, job market concerns, transition from graduate school to professoriate” 
(Miller et al. 397).

The sample population, chosen from graduate students attending 72 
universities with graduate rhetoric and composition programs, was asked to rate 
its satisfaction with graduate experiences according to a list of 27 program features 
and experiences. The 72 universities were identifi ed by means of the 1994 report on 
“Doctoral Programs in Rhetoric and Composition: A Catalogue of the Profession,” 
provided by Rhetoric Review. The authors distributed the survey by using a “pre-
identifi ed contact” at each school who agreed to distribute the survey randomly. 
They received back 162 out of 360 surveys mailed out, obtaining responses from 
63 of the 72 schools contacted (408). The survey solicited information through 
multiple-choice and narrative answers (similar to the open-ended textboxes we 
use for our survey). The way in which the survey data and the written responses 
were analyzed is not clear, but the authors appear to use a percentage of responses 
to each question and use written responses to support their quantitative data.
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The strengths of this survey included identifying a sample from a well-
defi ned population and explaining their researcher bias up front. The authors 
indicated that the survey, in part, represented their own interests, agendas, and 
departments, with all their “strengths and weaknesses, both idiosyncratic and 
common to the fi eld at large” (399). They also discovered the usefulness of open-
ended questions. As we prepared our survey, we replicated this idea, inserting text-
boxes to allow the same kind of elaboration. These strengths helped us articulate 
how to select a population and to recognize our own bias when constructing the 
survey questions. The limitations to this study are that while the survey identifi es 
a defi nite population, the methods of distribution are ambiguous. For example, 
Miller et al. say they mailed the surveys to pre-identifi ed contacts at each of the 
72 schools, and those pre-identifi ed contacts were to “distribute the surveys as 
randomly as possible” (408). This poses an interesting issue because, if Miller et 
al. pre-identifi ed the contacts, then the method of sampling should be defi ned as 
“selective” or “accidental” sampling, not random sampling. Selective sampling 
means that the investigator requests particular members from the identifi ed 
population to participate. In addition, the authors neglect to explain how they 
created the questions or how those questions were fi eld-tested. What’s more, the 
limitations of the study include no access to the actual survey and no review of the 
percentage of students dissatisfi ed with their graduate programs (or an exploration 
of the nature of their dissatisfaction) which would have provided some balance 
in the survey results. These limitations helped us negotiate the role of presenting 
statistics and the role of a pilot study, which we explain below.

The second survey we explore is Carol P. Hartzog’s Composition and the 
Academy: A Study of Writing Program Administration, a book-length report on 
issues related to “writing programs at institutions belonging to the Association of 
American Universities (AAU)” (ix). Hartzog claims that Composition’s relation 
to English Studies is a tenuous one that creates intellectual problems stemming 
from an inability of Composition to defi ne itself in the light of English Studies (ix). 
Hartzog’s report relies heavily on survey data, which she uses to shape interview 
questions with survey respondents as a prelude to three institutional case studies. 
However, here, we want to highlight the ways in which Hartzog creates, distributes, 
and analyzes her survey for the report on college writing programs. 
 Hartzog’s survey serves a specifi c purpose in that she gathers information 
that will point to more narrowly-circumscribed research questions rather than 
gather data about the fi eld at large. In other words, the data collected via the survey 
allowed Hartzog to follow up with data collected from in-person interviews or 
phone interviews. Her interview questions grew out of the survey, giving the 
survey respondent an opportunity to clarify answers. Hartzog’s report is based, 
in part, on questionnaires “mailed to 52 AAU campuses and returned by 44 
program directors or department chairs” (ix). The sample she uses derives from 
the campuses listed as “AAU” campuses. At the time there were 52 total AAU 
campuses. The response rate for the survey was 79 percent (of the 52 campuses 
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belonging to the AAU, 41 responded). Ultimately, she concludes her study by saying 
that her project is an act of defi nition—the data collected in her project reinforces 
the idea that Composition, according to survey results (as well as interviews), 
should be an independent academic discipline, or at least one that seems to want 
to defi ne itself in this manner. Likewise, our survey seeks to defi ne multimodal 
compositions and their place within Composition Studies and English departments 
(survey as an act of defi nition). 

The strengths of Hartzog’s survey included a well-defined target 
population, a carefully selected sample, and an effective distribution system. 
There are certainly more than 52 writing programs, but, knowing that every 
writing program could not be surveyed, Hartzog narrows her sample down to 
the AAU programs, mails the survey, and achieves a high response rate. These 
strengths, again, reinforce the importance of sampling and population selection 
and contributed to how we formulated our study. Hartzog’s survey has some 
limitations, primarily the lack of detail concerning her 42 survey questions and 
responses. The author is reluctant in some cases to explain in further detail what 
the responses mean. For example, Hartzog asks a survey question that relates to 
how a program budget will change over the next 5 years, but she does little to 
explain the importance of the question, nor can the reader infer the relevance of 
the question. Hartzog states that most survey respondents accrued a slight increase 
in funding, but she fails to contextualize the signifi cance of this response in light 
of the survey goals (61–62). Both the strengths and weaknesses of these surveys 
provided practical guidelines for us as we conceived our own survey project.

FORMULATING THE CURRENT SURVEY

The survey used for this investigation was designed to identify how 
individual teachers and their Composition programs were, in 2005, working 
to integrate multimodality into writing classes. Our goal was to learn more 
about what Composition teachers were doing with multimodal composing, what 
technologies they used in support of composing multimodal texts, and how faculty 
and administrators perceived efforts to introduce multimodal composition into 
departmental curricula and professional development. 

To formulate the questions for our initial survey draft (see Appendix A, 
Composition Studies Online, for the survey questions), we began with a list of 
questions from one of the authors’ dissertations (Atkins, 2004), which used survey 
questions to address technology training for graduate students. We adapted these 
queries as needed to focus on our topic of multimodal composition, focusing 
on the following areas: Multimodality and Praxis, Assessment of Multimodal 
Compositions, Teaching Resources, Technology Resources and Infrastructure, 
Pedagogical and Technological Training, Assessment of Technology Training, 
Scholarship and Tenure/Promotion, and Individual and Program Demographics. 



64  Composition Studies

The resulting draft survey, divided into eight distinct sections, was 
designed to allow respondents to answer only the queries applicable to their 
situation. Graduate students, for instance, could skip questions on tenure and 
promotion. Section 1 of the survey, Multimodality and Praxis, addressed the 
various ways that programs were defi ning and implementing multimodality in 
their respective programs, asked respondents to describe multimodal assignments, 
requested further information about the production of such assignments, and 
inquired about the place of multimodality in graduate programs. Section 2, 
Assessment of Multimodal Compositions, asked instructors how they assessed 
students’ multimodal compositions, and what goals and purposes informed these 
assignments. Section 3 of the survey, Teaching Resources, asked respondents 
to comment specifi cally on the textbooks available to support the teaching 
of multimodal composing. Questions in Section 4 of the survey, Technology 
Resources and Infrastructure, inquired about various types of classrooms, 
hardware, and software available to teachers and students who were engaging in 
multimodal composing. Questions in this section also asked about the location of 
computer-supported classrooms, and where/how students and teachers obtained 
other types of equipment such as digital video cameras, digital audio recorders, and 
microphones. Section 5 of the survey, Assessment of Technology Training, asked 
respondents to assess the effi cacy and extent of technology training that students 
and teachers received in their program, as well as the available resources that 
teachers were able to access when they wanted to learn about specifi c technologies. 
Section 6 of the survey, Scholarship and Tenure/Promotion, asked respondents 
to describe how multimodal scholarship (and scholarship about multimodal 
composing) counted toward promotion and tenure in their particular department 
and at their institution. Section 7, Individual and Program Demographics, asked 
respondents to identify demographic information about their academic status, the 
type of institution at which they taught, how long they has been teaching, what 
kind of department they were a part of, and how long they had been using digital 
technologies to teach. The questions within this section were designed to allow 
for the cross-tabulation of responses for specifi c sub-groups within the sample.

In a series of user tests of the draft survey, the research team exchanged 
and revised the initial set of questions and consulted with Kristen McGowan of 
the National Council of Teachers of English, the organization through which the 
survey would ultimately be administered. After refi ning the questions through 
this process, the team constructed a second draft of the survey. This draft, in print 
form, was shared with ten volunteer teacher-scholars who taught Composition 
to make sure that the questions were clear and invited a range of responses. The 
results from this small test sample allowed us to change the wording of unclear 
or leading queries. 

We then adapted what we knew about effective paper-based surveys to an 
online format. Several online survey engines are now available to researchers, and 
each has strengths and weakness. Limited engines like SurveyMonkey, for example, 
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provide little more than the percentage of respondents answering each question. 
Although such feedback might be suffi cient for a simple in-class questionnaire, 
it did not meet the needs of our own project. WebCT and Blackboard also offer 
survey functions; however, neither of these tools provides cross-tabulations or 
measures of statistical accuracy. For the purposes of the current project, we chose 
the software application Zoomerang, a survey-building software package used 
by the National Council of Teachers of English, which we could access for free. 
Zoomerang provided automatic methods of fi ltering and tabulating data, as well as 
fl exibility in survey design and the reporting of survey data. The fi nal draft of the 
survey was then put into Zoomerang and tested one more time in its new online 
form to make sure that users could navigate through the various sections of the 
electronic survey, as well as respond easily and thoroughly to questions.

The fi nal, online survey consisted of seven sections and 141 total ques-
tions. Given the feedback from the user tests of the survey, the research team 
paired multiple-choice questions with open ended-text boxes that gave respondents 
the chance to elaborate fully on their responses and add important information 
about their teaching and learning environments that could not be anticipated by 
a fi xed set of queries. Figure 1 offers a glimpse of what respondents saw when 
they encountered the survey online. 

Figure 1: Sample online page from the survey.



66  Composition Studies

SURVEY SAMPLE

As we have noted, the goal for the survey project was to get a 
contemporary snapshot of how multimodal composition was being taught in 
collegiate environments within the U.S. Given this goal, the research team 
identifi ed faculty, graduate students, and academic staff members (computer 
lab directors or writing center directors) involved in teaching multimodal 
composition as part of Composition, Rhetoric, Professional Writing, or related 
programs. Since no list of schools whose writing programs were implementing 
multimodal composition was available (unlike the AAU and Rhetoric Review 
lists mentioned in other studies), we invited survey participants in three ways: 
(a) personal, email invitation to individuals in schools/programs we knew were 
engaged in teaching multimodal composition, (b) a general call for volunteers 
on listservs (i.e., TechRhet, WPA, ATTW) that served teachers of Composition 
broadly, and (c) open solicitations at conference presentations during sessions 
about our survey project. Through these three approaches we identifi ed a pool of 
80 possible respondents. We emailed all of them to ask them to participate in the 
survey and offered a $50 gift certifi cate on Amazon.com or iTunes for those who 
took the time to do so. Forty-fi ve individuals of the 80 possible participants that 
the team identifi ed eventually took the survey. 

Of the respondents who participated in the survey1, 66 percent (n=29) 
indicated they were tenured or tenure-track faculty, 11 percent (n=5) indicated 
they were graduate students, and 2 percent (n=1) indicated they were non-tenure-
track, “permanent lecturers” (q123). The remaining respondents (n=9) who did 
not identify as one of the above academic positions included “academic special-
ists” as well as dual-role respondents (for example, a graduate student who was 
also a faculty member at a community college), and those who were in between 
completing their Ph.D.s and starting a tenure-track job. Forty-eight percent (n=21) 
of our respondents have been teaching college for 10–20 years, and 36 percent 
(n=16) have been teaching for 5–10 years; eleven percent (n=5) have taught more 
than 20 years (q128). When asked how long they have been teaching with digital 
technology (q129), 37 percent (n=17) have been for 10 years or less; 25 percent 
(n=11) for 5 years or less; and 21 percent (n=9) for 15 years or less. Sixteen percent 
(n=7) of respondents have been teaching with digital technology for 16 or more 
years. Seventy-seven percent (n=34) of the respondents indicated that they were 
profi cient or very profi cient with technology (q130). 

Five percent of the respondents (n=2) taught at four-year institutions, 
77 percent (n=34) in programs granting masters or doctoral degrees in their 
departments, and 5 percent (n=2) at two-year institutions (q124). (The majority who 
indicated that they taught primarily in Ph.D. granting institutions/departments may 
have been affected by the costs of technology, software, professional development, 
and institutional support associated with early efforts in multimodal composing.) 
Of those who did not identify with any of the above choices, fi ve of the respondents 
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(n=6) indicated that they taught in departmentally interdisciplinary programs or at 
regional branches of Ph.D.-granting institutions. Sixty-six percent of respondents 
(n=29) identifi ed as working in English departments while 14 percent (n=6) 
identifi ed as working in Composition/Rhetoric/Writing programs or departments 
(q125). Two respondents (5%) identifi ed as working in Humanities departments. 

When asked what undergraduate courses the survey takers taught (n=41), 
80 percent (n=33) responded that they taught Composition, 49 percent (n=20) taught 
Technical Communication, 29 percent (n=12) taught Literature, and 12 percent 
(n=5) taught Creative Writing (q126).2 Those who offered course descriptions 
other than those listed above (n=21) ranged from Digital Storytelling, Web 
Design, Developmental Writing, Cultural Studies, English Education, Rhetoric, 
New Media, Visual Design, Film, and Women’s Studies. At the graduate level, 
respondents taught Composition (49%, n=20), Technical Communication (29%, 
n=12), Literature (7%, n=3), and Creative Writing (2.5%, n=1). In addition, twelve 
respondents indicated that they also taught Research Methods, Computers and 
Writing, Digital Rhetoric, Literacy, Teacher Education, Literary Theory, and New 
Media classes (q127).

Schools represented by respondents included 
• Ball State University
• Clemson University
• Columbia College Chicago
• Georgia State University
• Illinois State University
• Iowa State University
• Lynchburg College
• Mesa Community College
• Michigan State University
• Michigan Technological University
• New Mexico State University
• North Carolina State University
• North Dakota State University
• Ohio State University
• Ohio State University at Marion
• Penn State Altoona
• Spokane Falls Community College
• Texas Woman's University
• University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
• University of Pittsburgh 
• University of California at Santa Barbara
• University of Florida
• University of Massachusetts, Amherst
• University of Notre Dame
• University of South Florida, St. Petersburg
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• University of Washington
• University of Utah
• Utah State University
• Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University
• Washington State University
• Washington State University, Tri-Cities (q140)

Readers will understand that the results of this survey are limited in important 
ways by the research team’s sampling technique. Our sample was relatively small 
and self-selected in nature. Because no comprehensive listing of instructors who 
were currently teaching multimodal composition was available, the sample for 
our survey was limited to those individuals who read our calls on professional 
listservs, those who heard about our project at professional conferences, and those 
individuals known by or identifi ed to research team members as we sought out 
possible respondents across the country. For these reasons, the sample was neither 
randomly selected nor systematically representative of the larger population we 
hoped to reach, and it was skewed toward individuals in four-year institutions and 
research universities (see endnote 3) who were actively writing about multimodal 
composing in online and print venues and discussing this topic at professional 
conferences. In addition, given the focus of the survey, as well as its online format, 
all respondents had to have access to email and the Internet, a fact that may have 
limited some teachers from participating. 

RESULTS

Regardless of the sampling limitations, this data still provides a snapshot 
of how multimodal composing was being taught in collegiate writing classes in 
the U.S. in 2005. In the following sections, we elaborate on the survey results pre-
senting an overview of the pedagogical, technological, and other issues teachers 
encounter as they work with multimodal compositions. 

The Defi nition and Teaching of Multimodal Composition

 One of the purposes of the survey, indeed, was to fi nd out what respon-
dents meant when they used the terms multimodal or new media to describe the 
instruction they provided in Composition classrooms (q1). We purposefully did 
not want to defi ne these terms in order to elicit how respondents defi ned them, 
giving broad multiple-choice options in our list of possible answers. Although the 
authors recognize that a lack of defi nitions may have caused respondents to be 
confused about the question (or purpose of the survey), we believe that because 
our sample was targeted to respondents who were probably familiar with current 
multimodal/new media theory, we decided to abstain from defi ning the terms. 
Sixty-two percent of respondents (n=28) considered multimodal compositions to 
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be texts that “included a range of communicative modes including media such as 
audio, video, animation, words, images, and others.” Seven percent each (n=3) re-
sponded that multimodal compositions should be either “digital” (such as websites) 
or “analog texts composed with digital technologies” (such as printed documents 
that may include images/illustrations). Fifteen percent (n=7) of the respondents 
elected to elaborate on the answer options we provided by explaining that, as a 
department, they hadn’t agreed on a single defi nition that would support pedagogi-
cal applications of multimodal composition. The following narrative answer was 
typical of these elaborated responses:

In some ways, our program is in fl ux. While there is no specifi c 
statement regarding multimodality in our program statements, 
we have created specifi c courses and sections that focus on visual 
rhetoric and visual argument and have thereby been integrating 
multimodality into our lexicon in the manner most closely con-
nected with the fi rst and second defi nitions above [(a) texts that 
are designed using a combination of words, images, animations, 
video, audio, etc. and (b) texts that are designed with attention 
to several/many modes of communication]—emphasis on the 
digital, but not exclusively relegated to such a distinction.

While we asked about programmatic-level implementation of multimodal 
composition practices, we suspected that individual teachers who specialized in 
digital media studies were doing the majority of this work and that these efforts 
did not extend to department-wide or program-wide curricula. Eighty-four percent 
of respondents (n=37) indicated that multimodality was taught on an “individual 
teacher basis” while only 32 percent reported that multimodality was taught in 
specifi c courses (rather than by specifi c teachers). On both undergraduate and 
graduate programmatic levels, 24 percent of respondents (n=9 in both cases, 
although not the same 9 respondents in each case) indicated that multimodal-
ity was emphasized as part of the curricula, and 21 percent (n=8) indicated that 
multimodality was implemented in general-education sequences (q6). Of typical 
undergraduate English majors that might include multimodal composition (Writ-
ing, Literature, Technical Communication, Creative Writing, etc.), 31 percent of 
respondents (n=12) said that none of those degree programs included program-
matic implementation of multimodality. At the graduate level, the percentage of 
respondents (n=21) who indicated that there was no programmatic implementation 
of multimodal pedagogy jumped to 54 percent (q12). As we hypothesized, the 
majority of multimodal composition was occurring at the individual level and not 
necessarily in program-wide efforts, even if curriculum committees were aware 
of those efforts, as indicated by the 71 percent of respondents (n=29) who said 
that they implemented multimodal composition with the support of their curricula 
committee (q20). An additional 17 percent (n=7) indicated that consent from the 
committee was not needed or was assumed. 
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One question we often hear from teachers who do not teach multimodal 
composition is: What is being displaced when teachers engage students in these 
writing practices? When our survey respondents were asked this question, 76 
percent (n=31) responded that they believed nothing was being displaced (q27). 
Instead, these respondents described their teaching of multimodal composing as an 
“alteration,” “shift,” or “remediation” of conventional Composition instruction.
 

Assessment of Multimodal Compositions

Similar to what we found with the teaching of multimodal composition, 
83 percent of respondents (n=35) identifi ed that individual instructors are involved 
most in the development and implementation of multimodal composition assess-
ment practices at their various institutions (q31). Only 7 percent of respondents 
(n=3) reported that program committee recommendations informed the design 
and implementation of these assessments. Respondents indicated the following 
sources were used for assessing multimodal compositions (q33, multiple responses 
possible): individual research (88%, n=37), instructors in their same department, 
(71%, n=30), colleagues at different universities (69%, n=29), online information 
outside of their home institution (52%, n=22), and instructors in other fi elds (31%, 
n=31). Less relied upon were resources attached to respondents’ departments or 
programs: a technology consultant (26%, n=11), online information within their 
home institution (17%, n=7), program committee recommendations (14%, n=6), 
and writing center help (12%, n=5).

The goals for student learning (q36) that respondents indicated most fre-
quently were “access to workplace skills” and “collaboration” (both 71%, n=30). 
Other goals that respondents indicated were access to symbolic capital (62%, n=26), 
multilayered voice (55%, n=23), diversity (48%, n=20), and civic pluralism (36%, 
n=15). Respondents specifi ed “other” (58%, n=24) to be related to increased ability 
for critique or meta-cognitive awareness, “practicing new, culturally valued forms 
of expression” or “literacies outside of academic,” “design and writing as related 
rhetorical skills,” critical literacy, ownership or empowerment, advocacy and 
“increased civic voice,” and “the use of a variety of tools to make meaning.” 

We might ask whether the chosen goals for students’ learning with media 
Composition assignments match the criteria instructors look for when assessing 
these compositions. One hundred percent of respondents reported that what they 
looked for when assessing students’ new media compositions (n=41) indicated 
that the “message [be] appropriately shaped for the rhetorical situation (purpose, 
audience, context)” (q39), and most respondents (43%, n=18) selected that criterion 
to be the most important (q40). The criteria that were chosen least by respondents 
as most important (q40) were “message was communicated clearly” (5%, n=2) and 
“message foregrounded a strong point or presence” (2%, n=1). The criteria that re-
spondents reported they assessed (q39), most frequently to least, were whether
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• student gained new understanding of communicating effectively 
(80%, n=33)

• student was actively and thoughtfully involved throughout each 
stage of assignment/process (80%, n=33)

• student gained new understanding of utilizing technology me-
dium/s for communicating (78%, n=32)

• message had impact for audience/s (78%, n=32)
• message was communicated clearly (71%, n=29)
• student designed message with unique combinations of modes 

or materials (54%, n=22)
• message foregrounded a strong point or presence (39%, n=16)
• message utilized many persuasive strategies (39%, n=16)
• message involved readers with interactive elements (37%, 

n=15)
• end product showed that student clearly did a lot of work (37%, 

n=15)
Other criteria that individual respondents noted they looked for were “creativ-
ity—a unique and non-clichéd approach,” “demonstrated use of design concepts,” 
“improvement from project to project,” that “student can explain the process s/he 
used,” that “student can articulate and critically refl ect on rhetorical choices,” and 
that “student gained skill/practice in communicating effectively.” 

We might also ask whether the instruments and procedures of assessment 
align with chosen goals and criteria for students’ learning with new media composi-
tions. Respondents indicated that rubric criteria (80%, n=33) and refl ection papers 
(80%, n=33) were used most to assess media compositions (q37). Respondents also 
reported using a combination of all of the assessment choices listed in the response 
question (51%, n=21), the material components of the composition (44%, n=18), 
and usability evaluation sheets (29%, n=12) to assess what students learned. No 
respondents indicated that they used surveys to assess students’ learning. Other 
assessment possibilities noted in individual responses were: the respondent’s 
“own aesthetic sense,” “conversation, conferencing, dialogue, discussion,” “using 
other aspects to assess like the use of CSS, JavaScript, etc,” and having students’ 
refl ections “not always done in paper.” Most respondents indicated that assess-
ment occurred at the beginning, middle, and throughout the course of a new media 
project (62%, n=26) (q38). Twenty-four percent (n=10) responded “other” and the 
typical response specifi ed that they formatively assessed throughout the course 
of the project. Ten percent (n=4) responded that they assessed the projects only at 
the end, while 5 percent (n=2) indicated that they assessed at the beginning and 
the end of the project. 

When asked to explain in narrative form the most diffi cult aspect of as-
sessing media compositions (q43), the gathering and tallying of similar responses 
showed that those who responded (n=40) mentioned the diffi culty was: having 
uncertainty about what is being asked of students and what is expected as fi nal 
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product (15%, n=6), maintaining fairness when students have different levels of 
technical skill (13%, n=5), stressing to students that all components within com-
position have equal weight (10%, n=4), lacking clearly articulated criteria and 
standardized grading practices, especially when students work with a variety of 
tools (8%, n=3), having diffi culty being critical because of aesthetic, affective, or 
subjective judgment (8%, n=3), separating rhetorical from aesthetic effect of the 
composition (8%, n= 3), balancing the compensation for quality of product and 
effort of process (8%, n=3), getting students to self-evaluate and gain new under-
standings (8%, n=3), recognizing that students’ work will result in unfi nished, 
unpolished fi nal products (5%, n=2), distinguishing between students’ own learn-
ing and a “message that works” (5%, n=2), involving others, collaboration, and 
peer assessments (3%, n=1). Interestingly, 8 percent of respondents (n=3) noted 
that they fi nd the diffi culty in assessing new media compositions is no different 
than when assessing other compositions. Given the diffi culties that respondents 
mentioned in the list above, we might ask how many of these can be thought about 
in terms of the assessment practices we know in the fi eld and how many require 
new approaches.

Access to Software and Hardware

Respondents identifi ed an assortment of programs and classes that 
housed some multimodal composition instruction at their institutions (for example, 
Rhetoric/Composition, Technical Communication, English Education, and several 
interdisciplinary programs) (q9). Seventy-six percent of the instructors responding 
to the survey (n=29) reported that they were able to teach in a computer classroom 
for every class meeting (q55), while others mentioned teaching arrangements that 
included meeting once a week in a networked lab (n=11), meeting occasionally 
in a lab (n=19), or meeting in a class with a projection station (n=23). Still other 
respondents mentioned that “many are not given the option of using computers” 
or, at the other end of the spectrum, that wireless laptop carts were available. 

To conduct multimodal instructional efforts, the majority of responding 
teachers used proprietary software. For instance, respondents reported that 

• 98 percent teach Microsoft® PowerPoint® (n=40) for presenta-
tions (q57)

• 98 percent teach Microsoft Word (n=40) for word-processing 
(q58)

• 94 percent teach Adobe® Photoshop® (n=34) for image manipula-
tion (q59)

• 80 percent teach Macromedia® Dreamweaver® (n=32) for web 
design (q60)

• 71 percent teach Macromedia Flash® (n=27) for animation 
(q61)
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Only a few respondents (1–2 for each question above) responded that they used 
open source or free software (such as OpenOffi ce, StarOffi ce, or GIMP) instead 
of the above programs. 

Ninety-fi ve percent of respondents (n=39) reported that students had 
access to PC desktops for multimedia production in their networked classrooms. 
Fifty-nine percent (n=24) had Macintosh/Apple® desktops. Some of the above re-
spondents (n=22) indicated that students had access to both PC and Macs in their 
labs. Only one respondent indicated that Macs were the only available machines. 
Also, one respondent reported that students bring their own wireless laptops to 
class. When asked where students most often work on multimodal texts for class, 32 
percent (n=13) reported that students composed at home (q63). Others reported that 
students composed in the following locations, ranked highest to lowest usage:

• departmental computer labs (12%, n=5), 
• departmental computer classrooms (12%, n=5)
• classrooms that also functioned as departmental labs (10%, 

n=4)
• non-departmental labs (10%, n=4)
• university labs (7%, n=3)

Several respondents (n=4) also indicated that students worked in some combina-
tion of the above choices rather than mostly in one location. 

When students or teachers need to use peripheral equipment like digital 
video cameras or other recording equipment, 29 percent of respondents (n=12) 
reported that they could check equipment out from a university resource center 
(q64). Some respondents indicated that they could get equipment from several 
places including the university resource center, departmental offi ce, and the depart-
ment lab; however, many of these respondents who offered “other” places to fi nd 
equipment (n=13) indicated that they rely on using their own equipment, students’ 
personal equipment, or that the writing center (n=3; separate, in this case, from 
departmental labs) made this equipment available. Ten percent of respondents (n=4) 
indicated that no peripheral equipment was available at their institutions.

Professional Development and Institutional Incentives

One hundred percent of the teachers who responded (n=42) to how they 
learned the technologies they needed to teach multimodal composition were pri-
marily self-taught (q73). However, respondents also indicated they received help 
learning these technologies from (most-reported to least-reported)

• institutional workshops (n=21)
• friends/family (n=20)
• professional development workshops at other institutions 

(n=18)
• colleagues at other institutions and/or listservs (n=17)
• lab staff (n=16)
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• undergraduates/in-class assistance (n=16)
• graduate students (n=13)
• departmental workshops (n=12)

These teachers reported being largely on their own as they planned, implemented, 
and assessed multimodal learning experiences for students: 97 percent reported 
(n=40) that they trained themselves how to implement multimodal pedagogies into 
their classrooms, with 60 percent (the next highest reporting category with n=25) 
indicating that they also received pedagogical help from colleagues at other insti-
tutions and/or via listservs. When these teachers want to assess multimodal work 
their students composed, 93 percent (n=38) relied on their own training (q75).

In describing the workshops offered on their campus or in their depart-
ments, 58 percent of respondents (n=22) noted that they attended tool-oriented 
workshops. Tool-oriented workshops focus on a particular software package or 
application, explaining what the tool is and what it can do. Seventy-six percent 
(n=29) noted that a hands-on approach was used (q84), involving teachers in 
performing specifi c tasks, repeating the action of a workshop leader in (often) 
under-staffed settings. The above responses indicate that both kinds of workshops 
are sometimes held within the same institution. Sixty-three percent of respondents 
(n=24) indicated that workshops at their home institutions focused on software 
applications rather than hardware (n=9), although a few institutions offered both 
types of workshops (q86). 

Similar reports about multimodal pedagogical training were contributed 
by the graduate students responding to our survey. Although preparing graduate 
students for future academic work, such as teaching in c omposition classrooms, 
is a goal for a number of the institutions represented in our survey, survey data 
did not indicate robust programs of professional development in digital contexts 
for these students. Although 84 percent (q56) of respondents (n=31) indicated that 
graduate students got the opportunity to teach using the same technology facili-
ties (for example, networked classrooms) as faculty members, 100 percent of the 
graduate students responding (n=7) noted that they had to teach themselves how 
to implement multimodal pedagogy into their classrooms (q74 cross-tabulated 
with q123), although they also mentioned other places such as workshops, online 
colleagues, family/friends, and—in one case—GTI training, where they received 
additional multimodal-pedagogical support. 

Only 36 percent (n=14) of survey respondents reported that their institu-
tion or department conducted “somewhat effective” technology training programs 
and an additional 5 percent (n=2) indicating that their institution’s technology 
training was “very effective” (q95). Only 5 percent of respondents (n=2) indicated 
that their department or institution assessed their technology training efforts in a 
formalized way, although 19 percent (n=7) reported that surveys were sometimes 
taken after workshops to assess the training (q96). According to 69 percent (n=27) 
of respondents, improved technology training (and the sustainability of programs) 
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would require “more time/opportunities to experiment with teaching/learning in 
digital environments” (q98). 

When survey contributors were asked whether learning new technological 
approaches was worth the effort it required, 78 percent (n=29) reported there being 
no institutional reward for learning new technologies (q90). Various respondents 
reported that they learned new technologies because it was “important,” “cool,” 
“professional,” and “useful on CVs” (q91). However, sixteen percent (n=6) of 
responding teachers indicated that they are paid to learn new technologies, and 8 
percent (n=3) receive course releases for such efforts. In narrative responses, two 
respondents indicated that their reward for learning technologies was connected 
to small grants they could receive. 

Instructional Approaches

With 93 percent of respondents (n=38) indicating that they had students 
analyze and compose multimodal texts (q7), respondents reported specifi cally 
assigning production of the following modes of communication (q23):

• static images like graphics, photographs (83%, n=34)
• static words and images like print advertisements, fl yers or other 

documents (90%, n=37)
• animated images like Quicktime® movies (73%, n=30)
• animated words and images (no audio) like video blogs or Flash 

movies (76%, n=31)
• audio-only texts like soundscapes (34%, n=14)
• interactive texts (with audio) like Flash movies or DVDs (68%, 

n=28)
Also mentioned in the narrative comments were hypertexts and reports/documenta-
tion. When asked how many multimodal assignments were incorporated into the 
classes they taught, 33 percent (n=13) reported that they taught four or more of these 
kinds of assignments each term (q26). Some of those assignments included 

• hypertext essays (80%, n=33) 
• visual arguments (83%, n=34
• technology autobiographies (34%, n=14)
• audio documentaries (27%, n=11)

while many respondents explained other assignments in the narrative question that 
followed (q25). Some of those assignments included image poems, PowerPoint 
photoessays, brochures, virtual/digital maps, professional portfolios, graphical/
relational databases, collages, and interactive Flash essays, among others. 

To help with instruction, the textbooks and electronic ancillary materials 
that survey respondents indicated using in their Composition classrooms focused 
more on visual modes of composing than on animation or sound as composing 
modalities. In narrative answers (q44), multiple respondents reported adopting 
the following textbooks (or other instructional materials), listed in alphabetical 
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order: Convergences, Everything’s an Argument, ix: visual exercises, Non-De-
signers Design Book, Picturing Texts, Seeing & Writing, St. Martin’s Handbook, 
Understanding Comics, Writing About Cool, Writing in a Visual Age, as well as 
theoretical texts for graduate classes. Fifty-four percent of respondents (n=14) in-
dicated being “somewhat satisfi ed” with the ability of these instructional materials 
to help students analyze new media, and 19 percent (n=5) reported being “very 
satisfi ed.” It is unclear, however, how far this sense of satisfaction might extend 
beyond the visual materials in these books to other composing modalities. Indeed, 
the 27 percent of instructors (n=7) who reported being “not satisfi ed” with the 
materials—in addition to the 40 percent who do not adopt textbooks at all (n=16, 
q44)—may have had some of these shortcomings in mind. 
 When asked about the instructional materials that they used to assist 
students in the production of multimodal compositions, 42% of respondents (n=11) 
indicated they were “not satisfi ed” with published instructional materials, and 
50 percent (n=13) indicated they were “somewhat satisfi ed” (q46). Seventy-nine 
percent of respondents (n=30), for instance, reported that they’d like to see text-
books carry more “Activities instruction (e.g., tutorials for conducting research, 
collaborating, or composing)” in multimedia, along with more textual examples, 
writing and analytical assignments, and tutorials for particular software (q50). One 
respondent emphasized the importance of “prompts for creation of multimedia 
works, so students move from analysis of samples provided to producing their 
own work, which they can then analyze in similar frameworks.” Additionally, 
69 percent of respondents (n=27) cited a lack of aural production materials, and 
77 percent (n=30) noted a lack of materials addressing animation and motion in 
available textbooks (q52).

When respondents were asked about the theoretical fi elds they drew from to 
inform their digital media teaching (q3), respondents reported the following fi elds 
outside Composition Studies:

• new media (85%, n=34), 
• web design (78%, n=31),
• multimodality (78%, n=31),
• graphic design (75%, n=30)
• fi lm theory (43%, n=17). 

Respondents also listed specifi c theoretical sources they draw on (q137), including 
these fi ve most-mentioned scholars and/or references:

• Wysocki and/or Writing New Media (Wysocki, Selfe, Sirc, and 
Johnson-Eilola) (n=16)

• Kress and/or van Leeuwen, including Literacy in a New Media 
Age (Kress); Multimodal Discourse and Reading Images (both 
by Kress and van Leeuwen) (n=14)

• Manovich and/or Language of New Media (n=13)
• Bolter and/or Bolter and Grusin’s Remediation (n=12)
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• New London Group and/or Cope and Kalantzis’ Multiliteracies 
(n=10) 

We should note that this hierarchy shows malleability since, often, single authors 
(such as Kress and Wysocki) were mentioned separately from their co-authored 
or co-edited books that made the above list. For instance, Kress was mentioned 
as the author of importance for several respondents (n=2) in relation to the New 
London Group’s text, and so the authors counted him among the NLG listing 
instead of his own or with van Leeuwen. The reason for counting authors in 
such a way is because we were in search of the top-used theoretical texts (not 
necessarily individual authors) for multimodality. By book name only (and not 
including the mention of individual authors who are associated with those books), 
the top two sources were recorded as the New London Group’s Multiliteracies 
and Wysocki, Selfe, Sirc, and Johnson-Eilola’s Writing New Media (both n=10). 
Of the fi ve works listed above, only Writing New Media comes from within U.S. 
Composition Studies.

Tenure and Promotion Concerns

Although this survey was primarily concerned with instructional ap-
proaches to teaching multimodal composition, it also asked respondents about 
related topics, including how their institutions regarded and rewarded digital 
scholarship. In this section of our survey, the response rate dropped to an aver-
age of n=30, accounting for the number of non-tenure-track faculty and graduate 
students who participated in the survey. This survey section began with a basic 
question (q99), “Does your department count electronic publications toward 
tenure?” Forty-four percent of respondents (n=16) chose “yes” on this question, 
although 22 percent of respondents (n=8) noted that no one at their institution had 
yet tried to gain tenure based on a record (or partial record) of electronic publica-
tion. Ninety-four percent of the respondents (n=32) said they “had” or “planned 
to” publish an electronic text (q103). Two respondents expressed concerns about 
digital publications in these terms:

I would liked to [publish] more [e-texts] but they have been 
disregarded in annual review conversations as not scholarly or 
don’t count as much as print.

I will, but I will also publish conventionally—I don’t think my 
department yet knows what scholarship in digital media looks 
like, or how to judge its rigor.

Twenty percent of the respondents (n=7) said that when they were hired at 
their current institution, the school’s guidelines on electronic scholarship were 
not important to them, and 23 percent (n=8) indicated that they were indifferent, 
at the time, to those guidelines because they did not consider pursuing electronic 
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scholarship when they were hired (q106). Only one respondent to that question 
noted that the guidelines were a “top priority” at the point of hiring.

Only 5 percent (n=2) of the 34 respondents had published more than half of 
their research in electronic-only formats (q109). When respondents were asked 
what percentage of their already-published electronic scholarship would count 
for tenure or promotion (q110), 13 percent of the individuals (n=4) indicated they 
had produced electronic scholarship that did not count in such decisions. (If we 
subtract the respondents who had not yet published electronic scholarship [n=10], 
then the number of those who have already published electronic scholarship that 
did not count towards tenure jumps to 19 percent.) 

Of the respondents who did report publishing electronic scholarship (n=18), 
they indicated using the following multimodal elements in those texts

• still images (83%, n=15)
• animations (39%, n=7)
• video (56%, n=10)
• audio (39%, n=7)
• written text (100%, n=18)

Three respondents checked having used all of the above elements in composing 
multimodal scholarship (q112), and 22 percent (n=4) also reported using “other” 
elements they considered multimodal including hyperlinks, interactive menus, 
live performance using motion tracking sensors, and databases (q113). 
 When we asked those who had not published electronic texts yet, 63 per-
cent of respondents cited time issues—either time to learn new technologies (n=4) 
or time to implement that knowledge (n=6)—as preventing factors in producing 
their own digital media scholarship (q114). That is not a surprising factor consider-
ing that for those respondents who had already published multimodal scholarship 
(n=16), 31 percent (n=5) reported that it took them between 2–5 months to compose 
a scholarly text and 19 percent (n=3) indicated that it took them more than a year 
to compose their multimodal text (q121). Overall, 44 percent of respondents for 
that question (q121) reported that it took them anywhere from “6–9 months” to 
“more than two years” to complete their multimodal scholarly text. 

CONCLUSIONS

 The above data represents only a portion of the 141 qualitative and 
quantitative questions we asked participants to answer, but these results provide 
a snapshot of multimodal composition practices in 2005. Among the most salient 
conclusions suggested by the survey responses we collected are the following:

• Although teachers who responded to the survey understood multimodal 
composition as involving texts that combined words, still and moving 
images, sound, and animation, the primary instructional focus for such 
assignments in 2005 was on the inclusion of visual images and pho-



INTEGRATING MULTIMODALITY  79 

tographs, rather than video, animation, or sound. The defi nition and 
practices of multimodal composing may still be emerging and are most 
probably shaped by a constellation of factors, among them the acces-
sibility of professional development opportunities, technology support, 
institutional incentives, instructional materials, and hardware. 

• Teacher respondents to this survey expected students to compose multi-
modal texts in university computer labs or at home. Institutions, depart-
ments, and teachers who commit to multimodal composing efforts need 
to think about the access that working class students, married students, 
and parents have to safe, clean, and updated computer environments, and 
environments designed to support multimodal composing (Selfe, 2004) 
with appropriate hardware, software, mass storage, and technical help. 

• Few survey respondents who wanted to learn about digital media and 
multimodal composition had enjoyed the support of comprehensive, 
cohesive, or effective professional development opportunities offered 
by their departments or universities. As a result, many of these teachers 
relied on colleagues and self-teaching.

• Teachers who assigned multimodal compositions, among our survey 
respondents, reported needing increasingly effective and appropriate 
professional development opportunities. Professional development work-
shops offered by institutions and departments to the survey respondents 
provided hands-on practice with specifi c software tools, but little help in 
conceptualizing multimodal assignments, assessing student responses, or 
securing the hardware needed to undertake such assignments. Therefore, 
we must continue to implement technology into our teacher preparation 
guidelines and courses.

• Teachers who were assigning multimodal compositions reported that 
they need increasingly effective instructional materials (e.g., textbooks, 
online resources, assessment approaches) designed to help students in 
the production of such texts.

• Scholars who compose (or want to compose) multimodal texts to advance 
knowledge in the fi eld still face signifi cant hurdles as to whether such 
work will count towards tenure or promotion. In addition, the dichotomy 
between support for teaching multimodal composition and researching 
(i.e., producing) multimodal composition as scholarship needs to be ex-
amined so that schools recognize this disparity between what instructors 
are able to teach versus what they are able to research. 
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In concluding the survey, we wanted to know in addition to the questions 
we did ask, what questions should we have asked our respondents. In turn, they 
provided answers that lead to further research questions we hope others will 
undertake. Respondents targeted their answers in a number of ways including 
indicating a desire for a more course-specifi c/focused survey, one that better 
addressed the impact of branch campuses within larger institutions (and, related, 
interdisciplinary programs partly housed in English departments) as well as the 
impact of locations such as Writing Centers on the overall implementation of 
multimodal pedagogies. 

As for the fi rst suggestion regarding a course-specifi c survey, the reason 
respondents gave for this instance of further research indicated that the broad 
scope of our current survey made it diffi cult for them to apply their own broad 
teaching experiences to give us the most accurate answers possible. For instance, 
while we had hoped to limit our target audience to those who teach in writing 
classes like First-Year or Advanced Composition, it was obvious throughout the 
survey that respondents often taught both Composition and Technical/Professional 
Communication classes, the latter of which has often included multimodality in 
the form of designing documents, web sites, and so on. One respondent clarifi ed 
his/her confusion in reporting answers accurately in the survey due to having 
taught both kinds of classes by saying:

I realized near the end of this survey that in my own experience, 
I consider the second-year Communications class I’ve taught 
as a multimodal course. However, the Web Design class I cur-
rently teach, I don’t instantly think of as multimodal. This is 
odd. I think it’s because in the Communications class I had to 
be focused on how multimodality served the greater good of a 
traditional “writing” course, whereas web design is just inher-
ently multimodal in many ways. Most of my responses were 
based on me thinking of the Communications class and not the 
Web Design class. This, I think, raises an interesting question: 
Have many classes been using multimodality all along and we’re 
just beginning to “get it” in Composition? Or is it that we’re just 
beginning to theorize it in a way that serves the basic goals of 
a Composition classroom? (q139)

This questioning leads us to ask: How would the survey responses be different 
if we had specifi cally targeted instructors who were only currently teaching 
Composition classes? Or those teaching Technical Communication classes? (And 
would it even be possible to separate these two audiences/participants?) Another 
respondent asked a similar question, saying,

The differences between implementing multimodal work 
in my First-Year Writing and in my elective classes seemed 
huge—sometimes a bit diffi cult to answer one question with 
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both [classes] in mind. In the FYW course I have a very different 
rationale and approach than in the elective. (q139)

So, a next research question would perhaps be to target teachers of individual 
courses, and to offer separate survey questions for the different fi elds of study 
within English Studies (and interdisciplinary programs). 
 Second, respondents at branch or sister/partner campuses indicated that 
they were often teaching one set of classes locally while being involved in the 
larger curricular issues of other campuses. As with the course-specifi c issues 
mentioned above, some respondents reported diffi culty in separating their answers 
since their institutional organizations were often “complex and multifaceted.” 
That is, while one campus may offer the respondent one way of answering the 
questions, an affi liate campus may do things differently. In addition to branch/
partner campus issues, which could prove to be a useful case study on its own, 
another under-explored area of our survey, which we mentioned earlier, is that of 
two-year colleges’ implementation of multimodal composition as well as that of 
four-year liberal arts schools.3 
 A third area of further research that respondents mentioned was how 
Writing Centers (and similar centers) function as part of a multimodal pedagogy. 
One respondent reported that his or her Writing Center serves the entire university 
(as many do) and in offering “a full range of services” and support, one could ask 
how tutors or coaches respond to the growing amount of multimodal work being 
produced by students who use Writing Center services. This is certainly an area 
that needs more exploration. 
 A fourth area of research that the team discovered in the process of 
composing the survey is the use/impact of online surveys. Our research team had to 
consider in almost every stage of the process the impact of technology on the survey 
and survey respondents. The survey’s design, URL, storing of responses, retrieval 
of data, and conversion/format of data were all components to be considered. We 
drew on our knowledge of usability studies and web design to help inform our 
choices, and NCTE assisted us in this process by providing technological and 
administrative support (since they had a familiarity with the program), but further 
research into the use of online surveys as it impacts Composition Studies certainly 
warrants attention. 
 In undertaking this survey in 2005, we understood the limitations of our 
research but we also had hope that it would help others to jumpstart similar needed 
inquiries on multimodality and writing studies. In order to further those aims, 
we offer the data (survey questions and responses, with identifying information 
removed) as an online accompaniment to this article. It is our hope that other 
scholars can use this data as a starting point for their own research questions, 
to improve upon the results we offer above, as well as for administrators and 
teachers to draw from to support multimodal composition programs at their own 
institutions. 
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Editors’ Note: Please visit Composition Studies Online at http://www.
compositionstudies.tcu.edu for additional material related to this study.

NOTES

1 Percentages have been rounded to whole numbers. 
2 In the cases where reporting indicates over 100%, respondents could 

choose more than one response for that question. 
3 Those interested in two-year college issues in composition (including 

technology issues) should contact Jody Millward (Millward@sbcc.edu). Millward 
conducted a survey at the time this team was initiating its survey. She included 
two questions asking respondents whether they taught multimodal composition 
and whether they would be interested in a follow-up survey about it. (Millward, 
personal correspondence, 2005). Our survey was distributed before her results 
came back, so we leave it to future researchers to follow-up on this potential 
sample pool. 
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ENEX 495: 

WOMEN, 
WRITING, AND 

RHETORIC

COURSE DESCRIPTION____________________________________________

As a special topics course in composition, ENEX 495: “Women, Writ-
ing, and Rhetoric” is a program elective for graduate students in the 
English department, English majors, Gender and Women’s Studies 

students, and a writing-intensive elective for non-majors at The University 
of Montana, a doctoral granting institution located in the Rocky Mountains 
in western Montana with about 12,000 undergraduates and 1,700 graduate 
students. ENEX 495 is described in the university catalog as “English: Ex-
pository Writing. Offered intermittently. Experimental offerings of visiting 
professors, experimental offerings of new courses, or one-time offerings of 
current topics.” The course is capped at 24 students and has a prerequisite of 
fi rst year composition for undergraduates. Prior to this offering, the course 
had never been taught. 

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT

The reason the course had not been taught is emblematic of material 
conditions that refl ect the fact that there is currently no place for composition as 
a discipline in the cultural imagination of the department. In addition to the fact 
that the course fulfi lls no departmental requirements, advising materials do not 
include advanced ENEX courses as elective options. For most students, staff and 
faculty, the designation “ENEX” calls up negative associations attached to the 
required general education writing course not a potential area of study. This situ-
ation is in part due to the fact that, prior to my hire, there had never been a need or 
desire on the part of a faculty member to teach any ENEX courses. Composition 
is understood to be a service not academic program: basic writing and fi rst year 
composition are the only two composition courses in the course catalog other 

co
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ed signs
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than the TA practicum and standard special topic and independent study listings 
for each area of study in the English department. As the fi rst tenure-track hire in 
Composition/Rhetoric Studies in the history of the university, my hire signals the 
department and university’s desire and need for my expertise, though the current 
departmental context belies and, in fact, challenges this commitment. As the new 
Director, I am expected to organize fi rst year composition, mostly manage teaching 
assistants. Faculty, staff, and teaching assistants view composition courses as a 
means of ensuring students’ writing profi ciency and providing graduate students 
with jobs. The idea that Composition/Rhetoric Studies is a discipline—with its 
own goals, theories, histories, genres, and research and teaching methods—is 
surprising to many of my colleagues. With no minor, major, or master’s degree, 
Composition/Rhetoric Studies is not recognized as a defi ned area of study at 
The University of Montana. Given this context, I suspect I received this course 
assignment because the chair had a vague desire to support my expertise, but did 
not have an offi cial course to assign me since it was unthinkable that a tenure-
track faculty member would want to teach fi rst year composition or basic writing 
and did not understand the logistical and cultural challenges of assigning me the 
special topics course. 

Nor did I, at fi rst. When I was assigned the special topics course, I na-
ively imagined it answered a perceived need and desire for my expertise. And, 
since I was excited at the possibility of using this opportunity to teach a feminist 
rhetorics course, I did not question the wisdom of the teaching assignment. I had 
little context for creating a special topics course at a new university, and since 
one of my new colleagues thought a course in women’s rhetorics would be “cool” 
and might fi nd an audience in graduate students getting their master’s degree 
in teacher training (MAT) and Gender and Women’s Studies students, I settled 
on “Women, Writing, and Rhetoric.” While I am glad I had the opportunity to 
teach “Women, Writing, and Rhetoric,” I now view the course assignment as a 
mis-directed willingness to support a new faculty member’s research interests in 
a department whose requirements and general psyche are rigidly fi xed (even fi x-
ated) on majors and minors in literature, creative writing, and English education. 
In many ways, it was an unthinking response to the arrival of an expert whose 
expertise is misunderstood. A more generous reading might suggest the course 
assignment was an opportunity to introduce a new discipline, but was perhaps 
too big a step in a climate needing smaller steps to change long-standing guide-
lines and habits of mind about curricula and programs. The challenge in teaching 
“Women, Writing, and Rhetoric” thus relates primarily to its status as a special 
topics course, which signals the narrow perception of Composition/Rhetoric 
Studies in my department. 

The potential and viability of the course is absolutely hindered by its place 
outside of departmental requirements, values, and habits of mind; its invisibility 
to students who prefer to take classes that further a particular, known interest or 
fulfi ll a requirement further refl ect this outsider status. Advertisement through the 
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Gender and Women’s Studies program and word of mouth were my only ways to 
generate knowledge about and interest in the course – avenues made more diffi cult 
by my arrival on campus mere weeks before the beginning of the academic year. 
Students did, however, fi nd their way to the course for a number of different and 
compelling reasons, including undergraduates wanting more opportunities to do 
coursework in women’s studies, graduate students in the MAT program seeking to 
learn more about composition to be better classroom teachers, and a few English 
majors interested in reading women’s texts and developing their writing skills. 
By and large, these students were English majors in literature and MAT graduate 
students with undergraduate literature degrees. I suspect students initially saw 
the class as an opportunity to read and write about women’s texts and completely 
ignored the word “rhetoric” in the course title. While I understood these students 
would generally be unfamiliar with Composition/Rhetoric Studies beyond their 
own experiences with fi rst year composition, the interests that brought them to 
the course meshed fairly well with my course rationale –introducing others to 
my discipline in ways that would appeal to their various rhetorical needs and my 
teaching and scholarly interests. 

THEORETICAL RATIONALE

“Women, Writing, and Rhetoric” brings together my pedagogical phi-
losophy, my beliefs about rhetoric and composition, and my particular interest in 
feminist rhetorical studies. At the tenth Composition Studies Conference at the 
University of New Hampshire in Fall 2004, Kate Ronald’s plenary address intro-
duced me to a question that has since guided my teaching: what difference does it 
make? This question, which comes from Ann Berthoff’s reading of Paulo Freire 
as a pragmatist, demands we consider the value and ends of our actions: 

He says to us, “How your theory works and what it changes 
will best tell you what your theory is.” He wants us to consider 
the worth of an idea by asking what difference it would make. 
He wants us to think about the dialectic of ends and means, 
about the mysteries of despair and hope. (qtd. in Ronald and 
Roskelly 617) 

I understand the difference the constructivist, engaged pedagogy I embrace makes: 
it situates students and teachers as interested co-inquirers; privileges action, 
experience, and the social dimensions of learning; and recognizes that dialogue 
promotes understanding. I also understand the difference studying rhetoric and 
composition makes. Like James Berlin, I do not believe that compositionists are 
merely teaching writing skills; when we teach, we are always teaching students 
ways of experiencing and being in the world. I want my students to expand their 
rhetorical knowledge to better explore and communicate their ideas in writing. 
I also want my students to develop their interpretive engagement with texts to 
more effectively understand and respond to others’ perspectives. For me, teaching 
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composition and rhetoric is a means of teaching students to become more active, 
humane participants in their writing classes and in their personal, academic, 
professional, and civic lives. 

To plan “Women, Writing, and Rhetoric,” I asked myself a more focused 
version of Ronald’s question: what difference can a course in women’s rhetorics 
make? I wanted students to learn about historical and contemporary women’s rich 
rhetorical practices, to experience the difference studying women’s rhetorics could 
make in their lives, to recognize rhetoric’s empowering potential and to learn 
about ways subject positions, particularly gender, constrain and enable speaking, 
writing, listening and reading activities. In refl ecting on and researching pos-
sible course designs, I was particularly keen to respond to Ritchie and Ronald’s 
question in “Riding Long Coattails, Subverting Tradition: The Tricky Business 
of Feminists Teaching Rhetoric(s)”: “Can there be women’s rhetoric without tradi-
tional rhetoric?” (218). This early article about women’s voices and the rhetorical 
tradition advocates teaching women’s rhetorics alongside, and in dialogue with, 
the rhetorical tradition. However, given my students’ unfamiliarity with rhetoric 
and uneven experiences with women’s studies, I did not want to diminish my 
focus on women rhetors by starting the course with readings by forefathers like 
Aristotle and Cicero, a pattern I have observed in syllabi for similar courses at 
other institutions. I feared that beginning with an introduction to rhetoric through 
traditional, patriarchal texts might mean my students would read women’s texts 
as secondary to and not in dialogue with these patriarchs. 

 “Women, Writing, and Rhetoric” introduces students to Composition/
Rhetoric Studies through women’s rhetorics. I developed four inter-related goals: 
(1) to recover a body of women’s writing and speaking; (2) to analyze and critique 
women’s texts to study women’s rhetorical practices; (3) to familiarize students with 
Composition/Rhetoric Studies to develop their abilities to read and write rhetorically; 
and (4) to turn these endeavors explicitly towards an exploration of students’ refl exive 
understanding of women’s rhetorics in relationship to their communicative practices 
as located subjects in academic, personal, and civic spheres. The following questions 
served fi rst as a heuristic for further creating the course and later as a guide to stu-
dents’ learning: What can we learn from reading and studying women’s voices? What 
strategies have women writers and speakers used to achieve their goals? What can 
women’s rhetorics teach us—men and women—about our own writing and speaking 
practices? My approach parallels Ronald and Ritchie’s recent interest, described in 
“Pedagogy and Public Engagement: The Uses of Women’s Rhetorics,” to turn from 
recovery and reclamation of women’s writing and speaking to analysis and use of 
women’s rhetorics: “Now that women’s rhetorics have been recovered and reclaimed, 
we think we should analyze the ways we can make use of them” (208). 
 The structure, readings and writing assignments for “Women, Writing, 
and Rhetoric” cohere around three units: introductions to the topic of women and 
rhetoric, close readings of women’s rhetorics using rhetorical analysis and rhetorical 
criticism, and applications of course readings to students’ experiences and efforts 
as writers/speakers and readers/listeners. In the fi rst unit, I introduced students 
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to some of the questions, issues and concepts at stake in general in rhetoric and 
composition and in women’s rhetorics in particular. We identifi ed the need to talk 
about women as rhetors by reading Joan Bolker’s “Teaching Griselda to Write” and 
the introduction to Elizabeth J. Natalle and Fritzi R. Bodenheimer’s The Woman’s 
Public Speaking Handbook. We read Jim Kuypers and Andrew King’s “What is 
Rhetoric?” and Jeanne Fahnestock and Marie Secor’s “Rhetorical Analysis” to 
identify a vocabulary for talking about texts from a rhetorical perspective. We also 
read articles by Patricia Bizzell, Lindal Buchanan, and Karlyn Kohrs Campbell 
to discuss feminist methods of research—recovery, criticism, and theorizing. A 
primary assignment to help students make sense of these readings asked students 
to create what I call discussion sheets, one-page handouts comprised of key terms, 
intriguing quotations, and analytical questions. This assignment spurred class 
discussions, focused freewrites, and raised ongoing lines of inquiry. This three-
week unit helped us locate ourselves in feminist rhetorical studies, establishing 
our agenda, means, and language for studying women’s rhetorics in the larger 
context of rhetoric and composition. 

In the second unit, seven weeks in duration, we did close readings, analy-
sis and critique of primary texts to explore our responses to individual readings 
and consider what useful observations we could make about American women’s 
rhetorical practices across the nineteenth-, twentieth-, and twenty-fi rst centuries. 
Our reading selections came from Ronald and Ritchie’s Available Means and 
Shirley Wilson Logan’s With Pen and Voice, our two course anthologies. We fo-
cused on black women rhetors in particular since their writings need recovering 
for students at the University of Montana, a predominantly white institution. Use 
of informal writings and the discussion sheets helped extend information from 
the fi rst unit into our collaborative efforts to read and write rhetorically. 
 Students undertook two of the three major writing assignments during 
this unit: the rhetorical analysis and gender critique. These overlapping genres 
served as a critical means for students to enter into ways of reading, thinking 
and writing practiced in Composition/Rhetoric Studies to help them interrogate 
individual course texts. 

Mini-lectures, small group work, class discussions, in-class activities 
and short reading and writing assignments for homework on different issues and 
topics in composition and rhetoric provided students with strategies and lens for 
reading and writing rhetorically. We explored—contemplated, defi ned and rede-
fi ned, applied and extended—the following topics: rhetorical distance; Burkean 
identifi cation; ethos, logos, pathos; rhetor-audience relationships; Lloyd Bitzer’s 
rhetorical situation; classical discussions of defi nitions, schemes, and tropes; the 
fi ve rhetorical canons; Lorraine Code’s description of subjectivity; and Quintillian’s 
“good man skilled in speaking.” For example, genre analysis helped us consider 
the petition as a space for nineteenth-century white and black women to speak and 
studying women rhetors’ pronoun use was a concrete means to analyze textual and 
ethical relationships between rhetors and readers. Code’s description of subjectivity 
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was particularly critical to explorations of women’s available means, exigencies 
and contexts for speaking and writing. Reading Adrienne Rich’s “Claiming and 
Education” and “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Revision” followed by an 
excerpt from Krista Ratcliffe’s study of Rich’s rhetoric in Anglo-American Feminist 
Challenges to the Rhetorical Traditions: Virginia Woolf, Mary Daly, Adrienne Rich 
helped students learn about Rich as a rhetor and develop strategies for analyzing 
and critiquing texts and for writing up this work. I thus sought to expose students 
to traditional and contemporary rhetorical concepts in relationship to readings, in 
part to prepare them for the more formalized genre assignments.

The rhetorical analysis is a critical assignment because it emphasizes 
that writers and readers benefi t from studying the effects texts have on read-
ers. I taught students to understand rhetorical analysis both as a way of closely 
reading course texts to understand how they persuade readers and as a way to 
learn rhetorical strategies to employ as writers, thus linking reading and writing 
practices. Students chose a written expository text by a woman writer to compose 
their rhetorical analysis. My primary goal was for students to demonstrate their 
emerging abilities as rhetoricians by studying how a text “works” and to learn 
about the effects of particular women’s writings. The rhetorical criticism extended 
the rhetorical analysis assignment; students analyzed a text, concept or issue to 
assert a particular reading. To focus this broad assignment, I asked students to 
write a gender critique, which I defi ne as a kind of rhetorical criticism that focuses 
on rhetorically reading texts from an understanding that gender matters. Students 
chose a text(s) by a male or female author or a defi nition of a term (like feminism 
or academic freedom) and offered a rereading of that text(s) or concept. These 
critical rereadings took the form of challenging gendered assumptions or extend-
ing old ideas in new directions in light of feminist thinking. Both assignments 
challenged students generally schooled in literary studies to write papers about 
themes in novels, plays or poems to learn new ways of reading, analyzing, and 
talking about non-fi ction—including petitions, speeches and essays—texts and 
compose in two previously unfamiliar disciplinary genres. For students trained 
in literary analysis, even those who struggled with it, doing rhetorical analysis 
was, in their view, a diffi cult shift between analyzing content to studying means 
and effects of textual production. 

While students had opportunities to refl ect on the relevance of unfamiliar 
readings and reading practices throughout the class, the third unit expressly linked 
the study of women’s texts to the consequences of this work for students as writ-
ers, readers, speakers, listeners, and participants in and beyond the classroom. 
A planned class dialogue on an ongoing public rhetoric project and a personal, 
academic essay comprised the two major assignments in this brief, two week unit. 
I designed the public rhetoric project a number of years ago as a way to challenge 
students to put their learning about rhetoric into action. This semester-long proj-
ect asks student to take on the roles of rhetor and rhetorical listener in the public 
sphere by (1) creating a written or spoken text to address a need/desire they have to 
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communicate to members of some academic or public community and (2) writing 
a rhetorical criticism of a community or campus speaking event. Students wrote a 
refl ection on their experiences as speakers and listeners and, during this fi nal unit, 
engaged in a dialogue with peers to collaboratively refl ect on and theorize about 
their experiences as rhetors and rhetorical critics. This assignment challenged 
students to work independently to use their learning about women and rhetoric 
to participate publicly in conversations they are committed to, whether giving a 
speech on euthanizing animals, attending a talk on women and the mass media, 
or writing to a state senator to protest government spending.

The personal, academic essay was an opportunity for students to make 
connections between their personal commitments and our academic pursuits and 
to enact some of the rhetorical moves we had observed and discussed over the 
semester in a less formal genre than the rhetorical analysis and critique. It was 
another chance, too, for students to stretch their understanding of the academic 
essay, which they often learned in literature courses is a distant, formalized ana-
lytical or researched essay. The major goal of this assignment was to begin to pull 
together some emerging ideas about their relationship to the course material in 
yet another unfamiliar genre. More specifi cally, this essay assignment, based on 
Candace Spigelman’s work on personal, academic essays and Donna Qualley’s 
discussion of refl exivity and “essayistic stance,” asks students to explore the impact 
of their encounters with the ideas, texts, and conversations they had been engag-
ing in the class. Students had to locate themselves in relationship to our readings 
and discussions of women’s rhetorical practices: What has your study of women’s 
rhetorics taught you about your own writing and speaking practices? About your 
subjectivity? About your development as a rhetor? What difference does the body 
of work we’ve read, discussed, and written about this semester make for you? 
Here, the questions I had used to shape the course became prompts for invention. 
Throughout the course, students had learned that using the personal as evidence 
can be a powerful way of asserting one’s position and persuading others, and this 
assignment gave them a chance to explore this kind of writing. In addition, Juanita 
Rodgers Comfort’s “Becoming a Writerly Self: College Writers Engaging Black 
Feminist Essays,” bell hooks’ “Engaged Pedagogy” and Jacqueline Jones Royster’s 
“Time Alone, Place Apart: The Role of Spiracy in Using the Power of Solitude” 
helped students extend their observations about women rhetors’ different uses of 
the personal to compose their own personal, academic essays. One student located 
herself in a tradition of black women rhetors which included Anna Julia Cooper, 
Francis Watkins Harper, Patricia Williams, and Toni Morrison; another claimed 
her feminism as a rural Montanan; and a third identifi ed her ongoing struggle to 
fi nd her voice and her available means for speaking and writing. The personal, 
academic essay privileged the rhetorical use of experience we had observed in our 
reading and asked students to locate themselves in relationship to the course in 
ways they were not used to doing in other courses and assignments, particularly 
papers for literature courses.
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Final portfolios served as the culmination of this active refl ective work as 
students took stock of their learning over the semester and positioned themselves 
in our semester-long exploration of women’s rhetorics. I like portfolio assessment 
for what it offers any writing classroom in terms of creating space for learning, 
drafting, and ongoing refl ection and assessment, and this course was no different. 
Making choices about which informal writings to include; the amount, kind, and 
degree of revision of the major assignments; and the organization and delivery 
of the whole helped students revisit our work together and shape it to represent 
their learning to themselves and to me as their evaluator. The portfolios were 
specifi cally intended to help students see the interconnections among the three 
units, resee the introductory unit from a new perspective, consider the body of 
women’s writing we had read, and do concentrated revisions to their major genre 
projects based on their acquired understanding of rhetoric and composition studies. 
Draft workshops at the end of the semester also gave us opportunities to return to 
early questions and emergent lines of inquiry about topics ranging from women 
speakers and ethos to the use of personal experience and (anti)identifi cation as a 
persuasive strategy for black women. We also returned to early readings about 
voice and established a list of constraints, exigencies and productive possibilities for 
women writing and speaking about different issues from a myriad of perspectives 
and in a range of genres. In the course of these intense workshops and in reading 
the fi nal portfolios, I saw evidence that women’s rhetorics had made a number of 
differences for students, from introducing them to black women rhetors they had 
never read, to giving them strategies for rhetorically reading and composing texts, 
to initiating them into some of the theories, practices and genres that characterize 
the discipline of Composition/Rhetoric Studies. 

CRITICAL REFLECTION

My experience teaching this course twice in the past year; refl ecting 
on students’ performances, informal responses to readings, assignments and 
activities; and gathering insights through course evaluations have reinforced my 
commitment to “Women, Writing, and Rhetoric” and underscored the necessary 
work to better position the course and teach it at my institution. The three units 
worked effectively to help students meet the course goals; moving from recov-
ery, to analysis and critique, and to the use of women’s rhetorics was successful. 
Students interrogated texts and learned about a whole new grouping of women’s 
rhetorics, they entertained questions about the relationship between subjectivity 
and speaking and writing situations, they identifi ed and employed rhetorical strate-
gies, and they learned the power of using the personal as part of argumentation. 
In addition, my pedagogical approach was effective overall; students enjoyed 
the opportunity to take a rigorous discussion- and workshop-based course that 
positioned them as co-inquirers. 



WOMEN, WRITING, AND RHETORIC  93 

I did, however, underestimate the challenge of inviting students into 
a “new” discipline. Repeatedly, students’ expectations about the course and 
unexamined assumptions abut English departments as the home of literary stud-
ies created learning challenges as they encountered questions, genres, research 
methods and practices of an unfamiliar discipline in the English Department. 
This was most evident in the two assignments asking students to compose in the 
genres of rhetorical analysis and gender critique. Because the two genres overlap, 
students who struggled with the rhetorical analysis also struggled with the gender 
critique. I incorporated different informal analysis activities and mini-lectures 
on composition and rhetoric into the syllabus in the second semester to give stu-
dents more tools for practicing these acts. I believe students learned how to use 
rhetorical analysis and criticism as activities over the course of the semester, yet 
struggled when it came time to organize their responses to texts into academic 
essays. Some students had trouble distinguishing between rhetorical analysis and 
literary analysis, and at least one student still associated criticism with “saying 
something bad about someone’s writing” at the end of the semester. We discussed 
the differences between literary studies and Composition/Rhetoric Studies and 
developed glossaries of new terms to aid learning, but enacting this distinction 
was a signifi cant struggle for many students. For me, these conversations really 
underscored Anis Bawarshi’s notion of genres as sites, “rhetorical ecosystems,” 
in which many of my students felt ill at ease. Bawarshi writes that 

[as] individuals make their way through culture, they function 
within various and at times confl icting genre spaces, spaces 
that reposition them in specifi c relations to others through the 
use of specifi c language exchanges as well as frame the ways 
they recognize and enact their language practices, activities, 
and themselves.  (39)

My students were used to taking lecture style-literature classes, writing papers 
analyzing themes in novels, poems, or short stories and positivist research papers. 
Despite remote experiences with fi rst year composition as students or current 
experiences as teachers of fi rst year composition, practicing reading rhetorically 
and writing as a process of rhetorical decision making was something my students 
were not used to doing. They were, in Bawarshi’s terms, used to functioning in 
different generic spaces shaped by their experiences in literary studies. Even the 
MAT students found our work together far removed from their experiences as 
students, and they struggled to make connections between feminist rhetorics and 
their practices as writing teachers. At the end of the semester, some students still 
felt like outsiders when trying to function in the context of rhetorical analysis and 
critique, even if they had a new understanding of and ability with concepts, prac-
tices and issues in women’s rhetorics and the discipline of Composition/Rhetoric 
Studies more generally. I will still assign these two papers because of the vital 
rhetorical work they invite, but I will do so better prepared to recognize students’ 
struggles negotiating new ways of thinking about and responding to texts. My 
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increased awareness of this challenge will help me facilitate students’ entry into 
this unfamiliar discipline because I can make the struggle itself a topic of explicit 
discussion about the diffi culties of entering another discipline—including its ter-
minology, means of study and genres—and share more accessible student models 
of these two genres with my class. 

The public rhetoric project has become one of my favorite projects because 
it so successfully challenges students to situate the rhetorical practices and issues 
they are studying in the context of their own interests and commitments. While 
some students resist the speaking/writing component—out of fear or reluctance 
to “get involved” and move out of the relative familiarity of the academy—I have 
grown committed to asking students to use rhetoric to act beyond the confi nes of 
the classroom. This past semester I added a listening component, so that students 
who fear or cannot easily pursue a speaking/writing need can fi nd partial success 
in the project as an audience member at a panel presentation or speaking engage-
ment. I like this revision to the public rhetoric assignment because it no longer 
privileges writing, speaking and reading, but invites students to think critically 
about listening, too. Next time I teach this course, I will also shift the nature of 
the public rhetoric project from an ongoing independent project to one with more 
teacher support—in the form of workshops on the texts students need to com-
pose and activities about rhetorical listening—to see if that helps students turn 
emerging abilities with rhetorical analysis and criticism towards better success 
with high stakes written projects. The day students shared their projects with one 
another was one of the most engaging class discussions of the spring semester. In 
discussing students’ experiences as speakers and listeners in the spring semester, 
we extended our academic discussions of the role of emotion in public speaking, 
the relationship between a speaker’s ostensible purpose and a listener’s potential 
range of responses, and the way spaces and circumstances shape a speaking event 
in relationship to students’ experiences. 

Another successful aspect of “Women, Writing, and Rhetoric” was the 
selection of readings. The introductory readings effectively framed our semester’s 
work, and I was pleased to fi nd a good alternative to beginning the semester 
with forefathers in rhetoric. The second time I taught the course, I added Lindal 
Buchanan’s essay “Regendering Delivery: The Fifth Cannon (sic) and the Mater-
nal Rhetor” to the introductory unit and found that this essay enhances students’ 
understanding of the challenges white women faced on the public platform in the 
nineteenth century. To better link the topic of “women and voice” with rhetoric 
more generally—since students had trouble recognizing Bolker’s and Annas’s es-
says as part of the same tradition as Kuypers and King and Fahnestock and Secor 
—I want to include Cindy Moore’s “Why Feminists Can’t Stop Talking About 
Voice” as a bridge between them, possibly replacing Zawacki’s or Annas’s essay. 
Moore’s discussion of changing defi nitions of voice complements Bolker’s early, 
accessible essay, yet also has the advantage of locating this issue in comtemporary 
theory and classroom practice. 
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By the time the second unit began, students were ready to dive into our 
primary texts. Students enjoyed the range of nonfi ction readings in Available 
Means and the opportunity to read speeches by a number of unfamiliar black 
women rhetors in With Pen and Voice. I chose a focus on the nineteenth- through 
the twenty-fi rst centuries, including black women rhetors as a dominant presence, 
as a way to select among the many options currently available, because of my own 
interests, and because of the lack of racial diversity on my campus. In the introduc-
tion to Available Means, Ronald and Ritchie describe their resistance to creating a 
canon of women’s rhetorics, and refer to their collection as a “gathering” rather than 
a static storehouse of canonized women’s writing. I like this notion of resisting the 
tendency towards canonizing texts, and I would enjoy shifting my primary texts 
in future semesters to give voice to different rhetors in different time periods and 
locations. Given the fact that the University of Montana is within driving distance 
of two American Indian reservations—the Blackfeet and the Flathead—and that 
that the student body includes a small number of marginalized American Indian 
students, I would like to give more attention to American Indian women’s voices. 
While Available Means has a few selections, Malea Powell’s work in composition 
and rhetoric and Karen Kilcup’s Native American Women’s Writing: An Anthology 
are additional resources I will consider in the future. The third unit is also another 
place to consider changing some texts to provide variety. I would like to include 
Nancy Sommers’s essay “Between the Drafts” as both an example of a personal, 
academic essay and an essay about the power of revision, as well as choose other 
essays to appeal to students’ areas of study and civic interests. While I liked the 
assigned readings, from the genres to the content, future chances to research and 
choose alternative readings that meet the course and unit goals in different ways 
appeal to me.  

Asking “what difference does it make?” is a good question for thinking 
about how and why I need to better locate this course in the department and uni-
versity before teaching it again. The most important revision to make to “Women, 
Writing, and Rhetoric” is to locate it and Composition/Rhetoric Studies more gen-
erally within a program(s) of study as a legitimate—both in terms of requirements 
and disciplinary status—course for students to take. Persuading students to take a 
women’s rhetoric course depends in part on degree requirements, largely a matter 
in the control of faculty within and beyond my department, and on students’ being 
familiar enough with Composition/Rhetoric Studies to imagine taking the course. 
Certainly, students’ diffi culties with rhetorical analyses and gender critique are 
symptomatic of a general view that Composition/Rhetoric Studies is only about 
fi rst year composition and writing remediation. I need to convince faculty and 
students of the benefi ts of this discipline—particularly women’s rhetorics—for 
advanced students and/or graduate students in at least one of three sites: within 
the English Department, the general education writing requirements and the 
Gender and Women’s Studies Program. More gradual moves, including proposing 
courses in advanced composition to fulfi ll a university requirement for lower-divi-
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sion writing intensive courses, developing a more professionalized Composition 
Program with curricula and teaching pedagogies that refl ect current theories and 
practices in composition and rhetoric, and demonstrating the difference between 
a Composition Director as manager versus administrative-scholar and teacher are 
some ways to lay better groundwork for situating “Women, Writing, and Teaching” 
in the requirements and minds of students and faculty members. 

The perception that Composition/Rhetoric Studies exists mainly to re-
mediate unprepared students and manage new teaching assistants affects not only 
departmental decisions about course assignments and curricular structures, but 
also advanced students’ classroom expectations  and experiences as they negotiate 
the territory between literary and rhetorical studies. I have a number of avenues to 
pursue to locate “Women, Rhetoric, and Writing” in students’ minds and in degree 
requirements—work that is always necessary when developing a new course, but 
might offer a particular challenge when introducing students and faculty to the 
questions, genres, and issues of an unfamiliar discipline. While I have the long-term 
goal of developing a concentration and then a minor (and, one day, a major) with a 
place for “Women, Writing, and Rhetoric” within a coherent sequence of courses 
or curricula, knowledge of the current cross-section of students who enrolled in 
the course this past year also gives me ideas for better situating the course in the 
context of future students’ needs and desires. My students have taught me that 
the course offers a variety of cross-disciplinary learning opportunities: it offers 
women’s studies students a new dimension to feminist theory and a new angles 
on questions of gender and writing, new teachers an opportunity to expand their 
understanding of composition and rhetorical theories to help them theorize their 
teaching, and it offers all students a chance to develop their writing and reading 
knowledges and abilities in a challenging, engaging context. The connection 
between “Women, Writing, and Rhetoric” and the Gender and Women’s Studies 
program offers a promising means to locate this and other composition courses that 
interrogate gender issues, particularly with the recent creation of a master’s degree 
in Gender and Women’s Studies. “Women, Writing, and Rhetoric” offers students 
a new means to study and write about gender issues, and the interdisciplinarity of 
the program complements the interdisciplinarity of Composition/Rhetoric Stud-
ies. The course is a good option for students pursuing their master’s degree in 
teacher training; both the topic and pedagogical approach complement program 
emphases in critical theory and pedagogy and advanced studies in composition 
theory. Finally, an advanced composition course under development might serve 
as an incremental step to this upper-division course, and “Women, Writing, and 
Rhetoric” might be refi gured to meet university requirements for lower or up-
per-division writing courses. All these options present different opportunities 
for more fi rmly positioning the course in departmental, inter-departmental and 
institutional contexts. Nor will I neglect the power of formal and informal channels 
of advertising the course as I get more involved with the Gender and Women’s 
Studies Program, meet my colleagues interested in rhetoric in Communication 
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Studies, and become more familiar with students’ needs and desires as students 
and rhetors. These ways of thinking about the students who might value the course 
might help make way for offering the course and further strategizing ways to 
introducing others to the potential of Composition/Rhetoric Studies. That said, I 
have some departmental and institutional work to do in order to teach the course 
as something other than a special topics course and to better establish an ongoing 
need for and understanding of the course. 

When the opportunity arises—or when I have better created a context for 
this course—I will gladly teach the course again with a more explicit recognition 
of the challenges students entering a “new” discipline face, particularly the chal-
lenge of composing new genres. In many ways, then, this experience speaks to the 
need for faculty in Composition/Rhetoric Studies to develop minors and majors 
in our discipline, teach others about the scholarly nature and value of composition 
programs, and to position courses making issues of women and rhetoric central 
more central themselves. 
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Women, Writing, and Rhetoric: ENEX 495 

And where the words of women are crying to be heard, we must each 
of us recognize our responsibility to seek those words out, to read them 
and share them and examine them in their pertinence to our lives.  

Audre Lorde 

This course heeds Audre Lorde’s challenge that we read and study wom-
en’s words and talk about what we can learn—as writers, readers, speak-
ers, listeners—from them. We’ll read primary works by historical women 
like Ida B. Wells and Elizabeth Cady Stanton as well as contemporary 
women, including Paula Gunn Allen, Toni Morrison, and Adrienne Rich. 
We’ll also read critical essays about women’s writing and speaking prac-
tices, particularly in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, as well as a 
handful of articles to inform our discussions about women, writing, and 
rhetoric. 

The course will explore the following questions: What can we learn from 
reading and studying women’s voices? What strategies have women 
writers and speakers used to achieve their goals? In the context of these 
conversations, students will be introduced to rhetoric and learn rhetori-
cal approaches for interpreting texts and composing their own. We’ll talk 
about what the relationship between women and rhetoric and explore 
what women’s rhetoric(s) can teach us—men and women—about our own 
writing and speaking practices. In other words, we’ll ask what difference 
this growing body of work makes in a number of contexts and to different 
audiences.
 
Course Goals

• Gain an understanding of rhetoric to support your abilities to 
compose texts effectively and as a lens for interpreting texts

• Gain an understanding of the evolving relationship between 
women and rhetoric, including key concepts, fi gures, questions, 
methods of study 

• Collaborate to exchange ideas and give and receive writing criti-
cism 

• Gain a refl exive understanding of your rhetorical power in the 
context of our reading, writing and discussions and in the context 
of your own affi liations and commitments.
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Assignment Overviews. I’ll provide you with further instructions as we 
embark on these different assignments.

Informal Writing. You’ll write informally—as a means of thinking 
through ideas—for a variety of purposes and in a variety of contexts. 
You’ll write in and out of class, alone and in collaboration with others in 
response to readings, as acts of refl ection, as ways of exploring course 
concepts.
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Rhetorical Analysis. A focused study of a written or spoken text by a 
woman rhetor or rhetors to practice rhetorical analysis.

Gender Critique. A focused (re)reading of a text from a gendered per-
spective to practice one approach to the art of rhetorical criticism.

Refl exive Inquiry. A personal, academic essay in which you examine 
and critique your assumptions about some aspect of the topic women, 
writing, and rhetoric in light of your encounter with the ideas, texts, and 
conversations you engage in this class. 

Portfolio. You will collect all your informal writings and assignments in 
a working portfolio throughout the semester. At the end of the semester, 
you’ll compose a refl ective introduction to a submission portfolio and 
present your work in the class for fi nal evaluation. The portfolio must 
include the rhetorical analysis, rhetorical criticism, refl exive inquiry, a 
selection of informal writings, and artifacts related to your reading, writ-
ing, and research processes. Graduate students will also include the book 
review. 

Public Rhetoric Projects: Speaking and Listening. 

Part 1. Speaking: Create/use a speaking opportunity as a means 
to enact and refl ect on your rhetorical power as a speaker. You’ll 
turn in a brief description of your speech/ talk and a refl ection on 
its impact (2-3 pages).

Part 2. Listening: Attend a speech or talk on campus or in the 
community. Write a rhetorical analysis or rhetorical critique of 
the talk based on our readings and discussions of rhetoric (2-3 
pages).

Course Evaluation. Your success in this class will depend on the follow-
ing: meeting the requirements; the quality of your written and oral work; 
your willingness to try new perspectives and explore new ideas. Your 
grade will be determined based on the following percentages.  

Class participation    20%

Public rhetoric project    15%   
  
Portfolio      65%
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Schedule
Week 1
M Agenda:  Introduction: Course, Texts, Goals
 Homework: Review course texts

W Agenda: Introductions 2: Course, Texts, Goals
 Homework: “Teaching Griselda to Write” & “Style as Politics:  
   A Feminist Approach to the Teaching of Writing”

F Agenda: Women and Voice 1
 Homework: “Recomposing as a Woman” & Introduction to   
   “The Woman’s Public Speaking Handbook”

Week 2
M Agenda:  Women and Voice 2; 
   Introduce Public Rhetoric Project
 Homework: “An Allegory” Winifred Horner & “What is   
   Rhetoric?” Kuypers and King

W Agenda: What is Rhetoric? What is its place in the 
   university?
 Homework: “Rhetorical Analysis” Fahnestock and Secor

F Agenda: Rhetorical Analysis: what is it? How do you do   
   it? Introduce Rhetorical Analysis
 Homework: “The Feminization of Rhetoric” Gearhart &   
   “Feminism and Rhetoric” Herrick

Week 3
M Agenda:  When Women and Rhetoric Meet
 Homework: “Feminist Methods of Research in the History of  
    Rhetoric” Bizzell & Kate’s article

W Agenda: Feminist Research Methods 1: Identify Text for   
   Rhetorical Analysis

 Homework: “Regendering Delivery” Lindal Buchanan &
   Introduction to Man Cannot Speak For Her   
   Campbell

F Agenda: Feminist Research Methods 2
 Homework: “Introduction: A Gathering of Rhetorics” AM &
   “On Reclaiming Rhetorica” RR
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Week 4
M Agenda:  Exploring Women’s Rhetorics: Beginnings…
   Revisit course questions 
 Homework: Belinda (89),  Cherokee Women (106), Sarah   
   Winnemucca (157)

W Agenda: 19th Century American Women Rhetors
 Homework: Sarah Grimke (114) & Angelina Grimke (119),   
   AM

F Agenda: 19th Century American Women Rhetors
 Homework: Seneca Falls Convention (138), Harper (148), An  
   thony (151), Stanton (171)

Week 5
M Agenda:  No class: university recess
 Homework: 

W Agenda: 19th Century American Women Rhetors
 Homework: “Mounting the Platform” & Maria Stewart Ch. 1   
   P&V & Maria Stewart (109) AM

F Agenda: Workshop: Inventing Rhetorical Analysis
   19th Century African-American Women
 Homework: Ida B. Wells Ch 5 P&V; Ch 9 RR

Week 6
M Agenda:  19th Century African-American Women
 Homework: Anna Cooper Ch 4 P&V; Cooper (163) AM

W Agenda: 19th Century African-American Women
 Homework: Victoria Matthews  Ch. 7 “The Awakening of the   
   Afro-American Woman” (149) P&V

F Agenda: 19th Century African-American Women
   Is there an African-American Women’s rhetoric?
 Homework: Complete rough draft and mail to partner

Week 7
M Agenda:  Workshop: Rhetorical Analysis
 Homework: Revise and send copy to partner
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W Agenda: Rhetorical Analysis due for teacher comments;   
   Introduce Rhetorical Criticism
 Homework: Jordan (218), Sanger (223), Goldman (226),
   Nelson (233) or Day (237) AM
   “The Art of Criticism” Kuypers

F Agenda: 1900s-1930s American Women Rhetors & 
   rhetorical criticism
 Homework: Rich (267) (AM), “Claiming and Education” Rich  
   Ratcliffe on Rich (excerpt)

Week 8
M Agenda:  Adrienne Rich as a rhetor
 Homework: Combahee River Collective (291) & Audre Lorde   
   (301) AM Choose text for criticism

W Agenda: 1970s American Women Rhetors
 Homework: Walker (314) Dworkin (330) AM

F Agenda: 1980s American Women Rhetors
   Workshop: Inventing rhetorical criticism
 Homework: Terry Tempest Williams (401) & Patricia Wil  
   liams (409) AM

Week 9
M Agenda:  1990s American Women Rhetors
 Homework: Morrison (416) AM 

W Agenda: Toni Morrison as a rhetor
 Homework: Allison (435)

F Agenda: “two or three things I know for sure” as a rhetor   
   and rhetorician
 Homework: Work on rhetorical criticism

Week 10
 Agenda:  Spring Break
 Homework: Draft your rhetorical criticism and send copy to   
   reader for comments

Week 11
M Agenda:  Workshop: Rhetorical Criticism 
 Homework: Revise
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W Agenda: Rhetorical Criticism due for teacher comments;   
   Introduce Refl exive Inquiry
 Homework: “Writing and Refl exivity” Qualley

F Agenda: Writing and Refl exivity
 Homework: “Becoming a Writerly Self” Comfort

Week 12
M Agenda:  Writerly selves
 Homework: hooks “Engaged Pedagogy” & Royster “Time   
   Alone”

W Agenda: Feminism, teachers and students
 Homework: Draft refl exive inquiry

F Agenda: Workshop Refl exive Inquiry
 Homework: Revise

Week 13
M Agenda:  Refl exive Inquiry due for teacher comments
 Homework: Review course materials, questions

W Agenda: Planning the Portfolio; Compose portfolio plan
 Homework: Portfolio

F Agenda: Book Review Presentations
 Homework: Book Review Presentations

Week 14
M Agenda:  Draft workshop
 Homework: Portfolio

W Agenda: Public Rhetoric Project Sharings
 Homework: Work on portfolio;  Draft refl ective introduc-
tions

F Agenda: Draft workshop
 Homework: Prepare for conference

Week 15
M  Agenda: Portfolio conferences
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 Homework: Portfolio

W Agenda: Editing workshop/evaluations
 Homework: Finish Portfolio

F Agenda: Portfolio due at beginning of class
 

Week 16
  Exam Week
 Meet to turn in Portfolios
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Brian Jackson, Erik Juergensmeyer & David Reamer,
 University of Arizona

COURSE DESCRIPTIONS

English 109H: First-Year Composition (Honors)
English 109H is a composition course for advanced fi rst-year students interested 
in studying rhetoric and composition through argumentation and poetics. 

English 307: Business Writing
In business writing, students practice strategies for approaching different 
rhetorical situations through writing in the genres of the workplace.    

English 308: Technical Writing
Technical writing invites students to plan, create, and user-test a range of 
projects including technical documentation, proposals, reports, job materials, 
and other genres. 

SHOWDOWN IN SUPERIOR! PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

In Fall 2005, Brian Jackson, Erik Juergensmeyer, and David Reamer, writing 
instructors at the University of Arizona, collaborated on an innovative composi-
tion pedagogy that culminated in a mock town hall meeting called “Showdown 

in Superior!” In order to simulate a current public controversy over a proposed mine 
in Superior, Arizona, three writing classes assumed roles as competing interests 
and composed researched and reasoned arguments that supported the viewpoints 
of those interests. David’s Technical Writing class represented Resolution Copper 
Company (RCC), a corporation looking to extract copper from Superior’s vast 
reserves; Erik’s Business Writing class took on the role of several special interest 
groups who opposed the mining company’s bid; and Brian’s First-Year Honors class 
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assumed the role of the townspeople of Superior. As townspeople, Brian’s students 
wrote imaginary letters to Superior’s newspaper, speeches for the town hall meeting, 
and refi ned research arguments advocating that the town pursue a specifi c course of 
action. Erik’s students, as special interest groups, prepared professional documents 
arguing against permitting the mining project in Superior. As representatives of the 
mining company, David’s students prepared websites, brochures, newsletters, and 
oral presentations that blended technical information with arguments encouraging 
the townspeople to approve the mining project. Together we synchronized our 
last units of instruction so that the documents we produced—researched essays, 
letters to the editor, pamphlets, websites, and so on—would be circulated among 
the three classes in preparation for a mock town hall meeting. At the end of the 
semester, all three classes met together in a large lecture hall, argued their cases 
through PowerPoint® presentations and public speeches, and voted on the copper 
company’s proposal. 

INSTITUTIONAL CONTEXT

Showdown in Superior! was designed with several regional and institu-
tional factors in mind. The university’s location and student body, for example, 
determined the scope of the project and the breadth of student engagement. The 
University of Arizona is a large land-grant university in the nation’s second-fastest 
growing state, visibly located amid the urban sprawl of the American Southwest 
(“Top 10”). Though Tucson itself is a thriving city with nearly one million residents, 
the surrounding area is marked by scattered former mining towns like Tombstone, 
Bisbee, and Jerome. Our students, seventy percent of whom are in-state residents, 
know these places primarily as tourist attractions and ghost towns whose mines 
have long ceased operations. When an outside subsidiary made public its interest 
in opening a new mine less than 100 miles north of Tucson, just outside the town 
of Superior, we saw an opportunity to provide our students with a writing topic 
intimately tied to the history of the region.
  In addition to regional dynamics, the structure of the Writing Program at 
the University of Arizona greatly infl uenced our curriculum design. Our writing 
program offers both a fi rst-year composition sequence and a small selection of 
upper-division writing courses that consists of Advanced Composition, Business 
Writing, and Technical Writing. Outside of the FYC sequence—a standard two-
semester writing curriculum with honors, developmental writing, and second-
language variants—there is no formally articulated relationship among courses 
within the Writing Program. The upper-division courses are autonomous of one 
another and feature no standardized curriculum within course numbers. Though 
many students in the social, commercial, and agricultural sciences are required 
by their major to take one of these upper-division writing courses, their programs 
determine a required writing course based largely on the descriptor “business” or 
“technical” regardless of the actual curriculum. Our primary challenge, then, was 
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to combine three different courses with disparate goals, students, and curricula into 
an integrated collaborative project that would serve the needs of all three. 

Orchestrating our project required a considerable amount of planning, 
with each course’s character always in mind. English 109H is a fi rst-year honors 
course for students who passed the AP English exam with a 4 or 5 or who exhibit 
enough writing skill to fulfi ll the fi rst-year composition requirement in only one 
semester. According to the course description on the Writing Program’s website, 
109H students “engage in a wide range of intellectual, aesthetic, and rhetorical 
inquiries” that include readings of “interdisciplinary texts” and writing projects in 
rhetoric and poetics carried out “independently and collaboratively.” Students in 
109H courses often come from backgrounds of privilege, and they enter the uni-
versity with (at least for freshmen) sophisticated communication and study skills. 
Graduate instructors covet this course not only for the academically advanced 
student population but also for the freedom afforded them to develop the course 
creatively and individually.   

In developing curricula for the Business and Technical Writing courses 
participating in Showdown in Superior!, we faced two signifi cant challenges. First, 
while the Writing Program articulates Business and Technical Writing as different 
courses, assignments and approaches often overlap between classes. This confu-
sion stems in many cases from a lack of clear articulation about what those courses 
do or should accomplish in the University curriculum. Given the vague curricular 
expectations, we thus faced the problem of constructing unique but practical syllabi. 
In addition, we were tasked with constructing syllabi appropriate for the diverse 
collection of students enrolled in our courses. Business and Technical Writing are 
required courses for students in a range of disciplines, and students choose to fi ll 
that requirement at various stages of their academic careers: While the majority are 
upper-classmen, fi rst- and second-year students may take the course if they meet 
certain prerequisites. Our students thus enter the classroom with a diverse range of 
specialized knowledge and skills. Engineering students, for example, often come 
into the class with experience developing and maintaining websites, while Retail 
and Consumer Science majors may have little experience with computers beyond 
word processing and email. As instructors, we can assume very little common 
knowledge between students and must therefore work to provide assignments 
that are engaging and challenging for both beginners and experienced technical 
or business writers.

In order to allow students from all three classes to contribute their own 
unique skills and knowledge to the group effort, we designed the project to incor-
porate multiple perspectives on the proposed mining operation. While each class 
was assigned a particular position on the issue, we provided numerous topical areas 
(economic, environmental, public works, etc.) for students to research within each 
class’s overall pro- or anti-mining stance. Students in both the Business and Techni-
cal Writing courses were thus given the opportunity to research aspects of the mining 
proposal related to their own majors or interests, synthesize that information into 
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persuasive arguments, and present those arguments in multiple genres. Students 
in English 109H, assuming the role of the townspeople of Superior, could channel 
their interdisciplinary writing projects into expressing public opinions about the 
issue in multiple genres for different audiences. 

In addition to the institutional and situational constraints affecting our 
project, we were infl uenced by a larger dissatisfaction with popular pedagogical 
models in composition and business and technical communication. Case study 
models such as that espoused by Ann Rippin et al. often focus on fi ctional situa-
tions that limit research opportunities for students and involve no real “stakes” for 
their writing; other case models ask students to research historical events, such as 
the Challenger explosion, in which they have little investment and of which they 
have little or no recollection. On the other hand, service-learning models like the 
one proposed by James Dubinsky in “Service-Learning as a Path to Virtue” ask 
students to produce documents for needy organizations, often in a spirit of noblesse 
oblige, while they are still learning the necessary skills (see also Schutz and Gere). 
Due to the rigors of the semester and the unpredictable nature of collaboration 
with understaffed nonprofi t groups, students in service-learning courses often feel 
the pressure of having to perform rhetorically on a professional and frighteningly 
public level using tools and skills they themselves are still learning.   

This latter point about practice in public communication concerned us as 
writing instructors. One thing service-learning pedagogy does well is emphasize the 
public performance aspect of writing. Rhetoric is performative in nature, but few 
composition pedagogies address performance, instead focusing on using analytical 
skills to produce documents for the teacher’s eyes only (Hauser 48-49). Students 
in First-Year Composition courses craft essays and the occasional presentation, 
but rarely engage in truly public acts of rhetoric. In business and technical com-
munication, similarly, performance is often limited to document production in the 
closed environment of the classroom; at best the curriculum is expanded to include 
PowerPoint presentations composed for their peers but nearly always graded by 
instructors. We sought to provide our students with a performative space outside 
the classroom and at the same time expand the impact of their work beyond a 
simple grade for the course. Showdown in Superior! was our response to the call of 
Rosa Eberly, Susan Wells, and others to theorize the writing classroom as a public 
space—or “protopublic space” to use Eberly’s phrase—within which students could 
actively and publicly participate in a debate about a community issue with limited 
consequences for themselves and their peers.

THEORETICAL RATIONALE

 We created Showdown in Superior! based on two related theoretical as-
sumptions: [1] in the words of John Dewey, “the improvement of the methods and 
conditions of debate, discussion and persuasion is the problem of the public” and 
a central concern for anyone concerned about the shape of democracy (208); and, 
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[2] rhetorical literacy—the ability to perform eloquently and analyze critically in 
different situations for practical purposes—can and should be taught to undergradu-
ates in order for students to develop the kind of character, wisdom, and civic virtue 
required for a progressive democratic culture. Though these assumptions are not 
unique, we distinguished our project from similar pedagogical strategies (like ser-
vice learning, public writing, critical pedagogy, or community collaboratives) by 
theorizing an ideal deliberative situation—a town hall meeting—and inviting our 
students to assume rhetorical roles within that situation. (For scholarship on civic 
writing, see Ervin; Peck, Flower, and Higgins; Schutz and Gere; and Wells.) We 
asked our writing students to role-play in a mock town hall scenario that invited 
them to practice public performance and critical analysis in writing and speaking 
on a regional issue that had real consequences in the world “out there” in actually 
existing democracy. Our preparation, execution, and refl ection for Showdown in 
Superior! were informed at each stage by the two theoretical assumptions listed 
above, even though our conclusions led us to consider anew the pedagogical vi-
ability of those assumptions for future collaborative projects.      
 In The Public and Its Problems, John Dewey defends deliberative de-
mocracy from the criticism of democratic realists like journalist Walter Lippmann 
who believed that ordinary citizens should be kept from making political decisions 
because they are “necessarily ignorant, usually irrelevant and often meddlesome” 
(Rossiter and Lare 114). Though Dewey acknowledges the manifold problems of 
the public, he argues for a democratic faith in ordinary citizens’ political judgment 
and their ability to actively participate in “the fl ow of social intelligence” through 
writing and speaking about issues of collective importance (Dewey 219). Dewey 
was unique for his time not only because of this democratic faith, but also because 
he situated the activities of speaking, writing, and listening in dialogic public ex-
changes as the ideal of democratic life. Specifi cally, he argued that effective public 
deliberation requires the following qualities: [1] a “scattered, mobile and manifold 
public” needs to “recognize itself” and “defi ne and express its interests” in a com-
munity free of coercion (146); [2] “social inquiry” must be freely practiced and 
its results freely disseminated by those who have expert knowledge on key issues 
(166); and [3] writing and speaking on public issues must take on “the potency of 
art” in order to “break through the crust of conventionalized and routine conscious-
ness” (183).   
 Our second theoretical assumption is that Dewey’s three qualities for 
public communication fi t quite well into writing courses that focus on teaching 
students how to participate in public rhetoric by engaging a public problem, gather-
ing data, analyzing arguments, making arguments, and creating documents using 
rhetorical invention. The second and third qualities listed in the previous paragraph 
are particularly helpful for teachers of rhetoric interested in teaching paideia, the 
Greek term that David Fleming and others use to describe rhetoric education for 
civic participation (Fleming 178; Hauser). This type of education is our inheritance 
from classical fi gures like Isocrates and Quintilian who taught students a rhetoric 
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of civic engagement. The goal of this education, according to Fleming, is to enable 
a student to go beyond skillful communication to become “engaged, articulate, 
resourceful, sympathetic, civil, trained in, conditioned by, and devoted to what 
was once called ‘eloquence’” (172-73). In this sense, civic literacy—the skill or 
knowledge or habit of the heart that fi ts individuals to engage in the symbolic 
activities of public choice—is rhetorical literacy. Rhetorical literacy is the term 
we have adopted to encapsulate the goals of writing courses that aspire to teach 
paideia.  

Since practically we cannot adopt the totalizing lifetime rhetorical peda-
gogy that Quintilian suggests, Fleming describes three aspects of a contemporary 
rhetoric education that coincidentally match with Dewey’s prerequisite qualities 
of public communication. A contemporary education in paideia would provide a 
theoretical vocabulary as “a way to isolate, analyze, and manage communication 
situations, goals, resources, acts, and norms” (Fleming 183). Such a vocabulary can 
be provided by theories of rhetoric, argumentation, poetics, or any other critical lens 
that encourages intense, active engagement with texts, institutions, and practices. 
The second aspect of rhetorical literacy for civic engagement is performance, or the 
practice of public communication in writing and speaking. Performance begins with 
instruction, observation, and imitation and ends with exercise, peer response, and 
evaluation in a community of actors committed to listening and analyzing the argu-
ments of others in the protopublic spaces of composition. Finally, paideia invites 
inquiry into what Dewey called “all the conditions which affect association and 
their dissemination in print” (218). Composition courses in the paideutic tradition 
teach research as an activist project based on exploring pressing public issues and 
writing arguments that add to the aggregate pool of the public’s collective knowl-
edge. These arguments are then made public and are themselves read, analyzed, and 
argued about. Rhetorical literacy, then, is the ability to use a theoretical vocabulary 
for analyzing public arguments, the power to speak and write with eloquence and 
reasoned argument for diverse audiences that may be antagonistic, and the habit 
of inquiry that approaches a public issue as an intellectual issue requiring careful 
research and collaboration in preparation for public performances of argument.     

After articulating these two theoretical assumptions, our fi rst challenge as 
teachers of writing was to create a pedagogical environment conducive to a Deweyan 
conception of public communication and a pedagogy for rhetorical literacy—while 
at the same time maintaining the integrity of our courses as composition courses. 
We decided to collaborate on a project concerning a pressing public issue for 
which each class would represent a different vested interest and create argumen-
tative documents accordingly. As avid rock climbers, Erik and David were aware 
of a burgeoning political confl ict in Superior, a mining town in southern Arizona 
(and one of the best rock climbing sites in Southern Arizona). Resolution Copper 
Company, a subsidiary of Australia’s Rio Tinto Mining company, had discovered 
what appeared to be North America’s largest copper reserve just outside of the 
city limits and proposed a land exchange with the state of Arizona that would al-
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low them to mine it. Not surprisingly, the land swap was opposed by a number of 
special interest groups—including rock climbers, environmentalists, recreationists, 
and others—who marshaled their rhetorical forces to block Resolution Copper 
from coming to Superior. 

This issue seemed ideal for our writing classes: students could take on 
the roles of the various stakeholders and present arguments, produce documents, 
and collaborate on projects to endorse a particular course of action in the scenario 
concerning Resolution Copper’s proposal. (We hasten to add that none of the actual 
groups involved in the confl ict participated in any way in this project; the argu-
ments our students composed were informed by Resolution Copper Company and 
various special interest groups but did not directly represent the opinions of the 
parties involved.) Better yet, our students could collaborate among classes, using 
each other as live audiences for their work. David’s Technical Writing students 
took on the role of Resolution Copper Company by creating newsletters, brochures, 
and websites that deal with different aspects of RCC’s bid, such as economic sus-
tainability, environmental impact, and public relations. Taking the role of special 
interest groups opposed to RCC’s bid, Erik’s Business Writing students produced 
similar documents that argued in favor of recreation, environmental protection, 
and public interest against mining interests. David and Erik’s classes represent 
the “experts” Dewey speaks about in The Public and Its Problems who, contra 
Lippmann’s Platonic notion of an intellectual aristocracy leading the public along, 
participate with other individuals to “uncover social needs and troubles” in an equal-
ized exchange (206). Brian’s First-Year Composition students assumed the role 
of the townspeople of Superior who invented their own arguments by reading the 
documents produced by the upper-division writing classes, holding in-class debates 
about the issues, and writing letters to the editor of an imagined local newspaper. 
Though ostensibly the citizens of Superior had no technical or political expertise, 
we assumed, again with John Dewey, that “the man who wears the shoe knows 
best that it pinches and where it pinches, even if the expert shoemaker is the best 
judge of how the trouble is to be remedied” (207). Each document—every letter, 
brochure, researched essay, website, newsletter or PowerPoint Presentation—was 
taught as a writing activity that required instruction and practice in invention, draft-
ing, revision, and ultimately “publication” in the form of exchanging documents 
with the other classes. 

With the three courses positioned to assume roles in the debate, we 
scheduled a town hall meeting at which David’s Technical Writing students and 
Erik’s Business Writing students gave oral presentations that supported the various 
interests involved. As the townspeople of Superior, Brian’s students listened to the 
presentations and then led what we called deliberative breakout groups—small 
groups of about twenty with an equal number of people from each class. The 
twenty-minute breakout groups were meant to simulate ideal deliberation in situa-
tions where each stakeholder has a chance to speak, defend positions, give reasons, 
and make rebuttals in a face-to-face exchange of “political talk” (Barber 173). In 
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these deliberative sessions, the students role-playing the townspeople presented 
questions in response to the information and arguments presented by the other two 
groups. Finally, after the deliberative session, all three classes reconvened to listen 
to the townspeople students make public speeches advocating either that Superior 
should accept Resolution Copper’s bid to mine or that they reject it. On the night 
of our town hall meeting, the townspeople rejected the bid.  

To conclude this discussion of our theoretical assumptions, we add that 
the kind of democracy we have imagined for this course collaboration is “strong 
democracy,” to use Benjamin Barber’s term, as opposed to the usual weak democ-
racy that culminates in a vote rather than a conversation. We wanted to simulate 
what we believe is an ideal deliberative setting. In our scholarship as rhetoricians 
we have studied the ways that publics have traditionally organized themselves to 
debate important issues and deliberate on specifi c political decisions that infl uence 
everyone involved. Recent discussions about the decline in civic participation 
and social engagement—the most popular one for writing teachers being Robert 
Putnam’s Bowling Alone—have been picked up and championed by teachers of 
writing as a way to create innovative writing curricula that encourage students 
to see themselves as social agents. In addition to declining participation, we are 
continually challenged to discover opportunities for political participation from 
underrepresented groups and common citizens, and we are often daunted by the 
bigness of the political arena, the mazes of bureaucracy, the powerfully-funded 
private interests, and the smoke and mirrors of mass media that we seem impotent to 
resist. As we prepared our three-class collaboration, we hoped that our Showdown in 
Superior! curriculum would encourage students and teachers to be powerful agents 
in public settings outside the institution by increasing their rhetorical literacy to 
analyze, perform, and inquire into matters of social importance.   

CRITICAL REFLECTION

Showdown in Superior! successfully accomplished many of the goals 
we set while designing it. Students learned about an issue affecting the region and 
composed arguments about how it should be addressed. They developed a vested 
interest in the course project, both as a competitive endeavor and as an issue they 
cared about. They created documents for their peers’ use, presented their arguments 
in front of a live and interested audience, and actively debated their points, all in 
a protopublic environment. And within this framework, our students were able to 
learn and be assessed on the same daily lessons as their peers in more traditional 
classes.

Many of our students perceived the benefi ts of Showdown! for themselves 
as social actors and writers. In a post-Showdown! questionnaire, students in the 
Business and Technical Writing courses reacted positively to the document pro-
duction phase of the project, during which they were able to target a real, specifi c 
audience and make rhetorical choices based on their knowledge of that audience. 
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When asked to describe the project’s strengths, students acknowledged “a sense of 
purpose with assignments” and appreciated “working together in a group and doing 
good research together.”  Signifi cantly, many students even enjoyed the project. 
One noted that “the fun atmosphere provided for learning and using collaboration 
while recognizing a specifi c audience,” and more than one student responded that 
the multi-class debate was “exciting.”   

Students also valued the presentation component, which allowed them 
to present their arguments in a public forum for a live, involved audience. Some 
of the students also appreciated the competitive element of the project, which 
culminated in the fi nal vote in the town hall meeting. Brian’s honors composition 
students particularly appreciated the public deliberative sessions, seeing them as a 
way to interact with the authors of documents they had read. They also valued the 
opportunity to employ their own rhetorical skills while questioning the representa-
tives of both sides of the debate. One of Brian’s students appreciated “getting to 
interact personally and up close with these representatives. . . . Their argument back 
and forth brought the confl ict to life.” Responding to a question about what skills 
were useful in the town hall meeting, one student listed “fi nding logical fallacies 
and asking provocative questions.” 

Perhaps most rewarding for us as instructors, students recognized that 
the project had helped them develop the kind of rhetorical literacy they could use 
beyond the classroom in personal, professional, and public life. When asked if the 
project could affect their lives outside the university, one student responded that 
“if there was something happening in my community that I disagreed with I would 
become involved in the same way.” Another student saw the project as “helping me 
fi nd relevant points in any side I choose to take and different ways of looking at 
the given information.” The project also infl uenced those rare students who already 
participate in public deliberation. “I take part in community meetings,” said one 
student, “and this helped me learn how to prepare more for the meetings.”

As teachers, we also reaped the benefi t of collaborating with our own 
peers as well as with students from other classes. Instructors at the university level 
rarely see the work their peers and their peers’ students are doing, but as teachers 
and scholars in rhetoric and composition we believe this kind of exchange can help 
us to develop new and innovative curricula. The Showdown in Superior! project 
brought together instructors and students from different courses in order to dem-
onstrate multiple approaches to solving a rhetorical problem. We were also able 
to parlay this particular selling point into small instructional grants from the Alltel 
Fund for the Arts, the Dean of Students, and the Writing Program that funded our 
town hall meeting and eased the fi nancial burden of printing off large numbers of 
brochures and newsletters for distribution among classes. In addition, we were 
able to articulate—for ourselves as well as for our students—the relationship be-
tween upper-division and lower-division writing courses and emphasize some of 
the possibilities for students who wished to pursue writing courses beyond their 
requirements. 
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That is not to say that this project was without its challenges. To begin, 
we had diffi culties fi nding a physical space for our town hall meeting that would 
accommodate all three classes and other guests (over 100 people) while facilitating 
the main components of the project. Showdown!, as we envisioned it, required an 
auditorium for the large-group oral presentations as well as a space with tables 
or desks (or at the very least, moveable chairs) where we could hold small-group 
deliberations. We debated reserving three separate rooms, but in the interest of time 
and simplicity we settled on a large auditorium in the U of A’s Integrated Learning 
Center. On the night of the town hall meeting, we were horrifi ed to discover that the 
auditorium had been double-booked. Luckily another room was available that night 
that suited our needs. We recommend to teachers interested in this model that they 
stake out and reserve possible town hall sites well in advance of the meeting.   

We also experienced the ethical challenge of coming to terms with our 
own political investment in the mining proposal. As avid rock climbers, David 
and Erik had a vested interest in the preservation of the climbing and camping 
areas threatened by Resolution Copper. Though Erik opposed the mine outright 
and united ideologically with the special interest groups against it, David saw the 
mine as an employment boon for the economically-repressed region. These biases 
turned out to be useful in determining which roles each advanced writing class 
assumed. Brian did not have a strong investment one way or another, but in class 
he found himself acting the contrarian by defending the mining project when it 
was apparent that students opposed it. Whatever our political leanings, we were 
challenged with the democratic task of giving different viewpoints fair play in the 
discussions, reading, research, and writing our classes performed.  

Another pedagogical challenge presented itself when we assigned students 
roles to play and ideological stances to assume in a public controversy. Though 
we believe inviting students to assume an argumentative stance can be an excel-
lent critical practice, we have since debated the ethical complications involved in 
compelling students to take sides regardless of their personal opinions. Students in 
Erik’s Business Writing class and David’s Technical Writing class were assigned 
into groups to create arguments they may or may not have embraced personally, 
and this kind of pedagogy has a tendency to limit the rhetorical agency of students. 
We were concerned that students who held opposing viewpoints might feel like 
their voices weren’t valuable, or weren’t being heard. To combat this potential 
problem, we encouraged students with opposing viewpoints to act as an ethical 
barometer in their groups—they could not change the group’s overall purpose, 
but they could work to ensure that their group’s arguments were presented in an 
ethically responsible manner. By contrast, Brian’s Honors Composition students 
had a hard time separating their own interests from those of the townspeople of 
Superior, and on the questionnaire, some suggested that students should be as-
signed specifi c ideological roles to play so that they would have clearer criteria 
for the fi nal vote. Future enactments of this model should consider whether it is 
more advantageous to assign students predetermined roles, or whether they should 
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be allowed to adopt their own positions as they see fi t: In the Fall of 2006, Erik 
and David are collaborating with another colleague on a similar model that gives 
students in all three groups more freedom to craft arguments based on their own 
political opinions on the issue. (The new issue they’ve chosen—also appropriate 
for the region—is border management.) 

The deliberative sessions fostered some additional ethical concerns for 
us as instructors. We envisioned the town hall meeting as a sort of ideal Deweyan 
democratic space, where viewpoints could be expressed and analyzed in a free 
exchange, culminating in a popular vote by the primary stakeholders—the towns-
people. Our deliberative model, though consonant with much of the best scholar-
ship about deliberative politics, shares the primary weakness of that scholarship: 
its myopic optimism masks the complexities and inherent inequalities of “actually 
existing democracy,” to use Nancy Fraser’s memorable phrase. Our model was 
productive—our students had fun coming face to face to discuss each others’ 
arguments as if they really mattered—but in a post-industrial, mass democracy, 
deliberation is often impractical and all too rare. In fact, from some of deliberative 
democracy’s strongest critics we may get the idea that it would be better to teach 
students how to organize, mobilize, demonstrate, bargain, lobby, fund-raise, and 
campaign rather than write arguments or practice deliberation in a composition 
class. In politics, argues Michael Walzer, “the victory is rarely won by making 
good arguments” (66). In Showdown!, this statement proved all too prescient: 
we found that students’ preexisting opinions about mining and romantic notions 
of small-town life infl uenced the fi nal vote far more than the facts presented by 
either side. This result was disappointing, but it forced us to attend to the critiques 
of ideal deliberation as a pedagogical activity that gives every person affected an 
equal opportunity to voice an opinion and challenge the experts—while at the same 
time maintaining objectivity and bracketing status differentials like gender, class, 
race, education, or ability. That critique challenges us to rethink the merits of the 
deliberative component of Showdown in Superior!  

The deliberative sessions also exposed a fl aw in the research component 
of the project: When quizzed on the details of Resolution Copper Company’s pro-
posal, students in David’s Technical Writing class were often unable to provide 
answers, thus failing to fulfi ll the role of Dewey’s informed experts. This was 
due in part to some students’ poor preparation, but more often students simply 
didn’t have access to the information they were being asked for. Students had no 
way of knowing particulars such as soil density and acidity, budget forecasts, and 
employee demographics, which were not part of the public record and which they 
lacked the training to research on their own. The special interest groups, who built 
their platforms without the benefi t of a corporation to model themselves after, 
also lacked access to some of the details requested of them. The limitations of our 
students’ research were brought to the forefront by a troubling power dynamic that 
presented itself in the deliberative sessions: Brian’s Honors Composition students 
were responsible for interrogating rather than composing researched arguments 
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for the town hall meeting and, in the spirit of high school debate, they grilled the 
other two classes mercilessly on the minutiae of their proposals. This problem 
could be addressed in the future by limiting the scope of the deliberative sessions 
to information discussed in the brochures, newsletters, and websites, or by provid-
ing students with strategies for answering questions that exceed their knowledge 
base. We have also attempted to level the playing fi eld in future incarnations of 
the project by including a second meeting in which the roles of featured presenter 
and audience are reversed. Instructors should in any case be aware of the dangers 
of conceptualizing students as “experts,” as they have not yet completed training 
in their own areas of study, let alone studied the issue at hand in enough depth to 
reasonably qualify.

Despite the potential pitfalls of such a project, we hope instructors of 
college writing will consider Showdown in Superior! as an example of an innova-
tive course design that can be replicated to meet the needs of their own students 
in their own local context. We believe that educational institutions exist in unique 
local and regional contexts, and that students can interact with their communities 
in a variety of ways that can foster an interest in democratic participation while 
using all of the benefi ts of the classroom. While this particular project did not, in 
the words of one representative of the writing program, “change the world,” it did 
provide students with an opportunity to experience writing as a public act within 
their own community and the writing classroom as a laboratory of civic engage-
ment and a locus of social change. 
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Syllabi for the Showdown in Superior! Unit

English 109H Honors Composition    
Instructor: Brian Jackson        

Required Texts

Faigley, Lester and Jack Selzer. Good Reasons: Designing and Writing Effective 
Arguments. 3rd ed. New York: Pearson Longman, 2006. 

Hacker, Diane. Rules for Writers. 5th ed. Boston: Bedford, 2004.
Wills, Garry. Lincoln at Gettysburg: The Words that Remade America. New York: 

Touchstone, 1992. 

Bibliography of texts on e-reserve
Crowley, Sharon, and Debrah Hawhee. “Delivery: Attending to Eyes and Ears.” 

Ancient Rhetorics for Contemporary Students. 3rd ed. New York: Pearson 
Longman, 2004. 330-36.  
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Graff, Gerald. “Two Cheers for the Argument Culture.” Clueless in Academe. New 
Haven: Yale UP, 2003. 83-95. 

Jackson, Brian. “Disagreement and Public Spheres.” Unpublished document. 
Tannen, Deborah. “Fighting for Our Lives.” The Argument Culture. New York: 

Random House, 1998. 3-26.  

For the fi nal unit of the semester you will write a well-supported argumentative 
essay that proposes a certain course of action concerning a real public issue. This 
semester we will be discussing, researching, and debating a proposed copper mine 
in Superior, Arizona. Our class will assume the role of townspeople of Superior, 
while two advanced writing classes will assume the roles of the copper company 
and various special interest groups who oppose the copper company. As you read 
the available information and listen to arguments from the other citizens, you will 
begin to form an opinion on the issue as if you were a voting citizen of Superior. 
Your fi rst writing task will be to write a 500 word “letter to the editor” that expresses 
your opinion about the issue in whatever tone or manner you see fi t. You may want 
to consider developing a dramatis persona for this activity, but the opinions you 
express must be your own and the facts you use must be accurate.  

Part of your grade is to attend the town hall meeting, participate in the break-out 
discussion groups, express your opinion orally at the gathering, ask challenging 
questions of the other groups in the spirit of deliberation, and then vote yea or nay 
on the proposed copper mine. The fi nal product of this unit will be an informed 
argumentative essay written to the town council expressing your opinion, backing 
up that opinion with rhetorical gestures and evidence (including the documents 
produced by the other classes), and encouraging the town council to follow a certain 
course of action on the issue.

Since this fi nal unit focuses on argument, you will also be invited to participate 
in a “tennis” debate with one of your peers on an issue of your choice. The tennis 
assignment emphasizes the dissoi logoi aspect of argument—the arguing of both 
sides of an issue. To begin the exercise, one of you will write a 500-word argument 
supporting a specifi c position on an issue and then “serve” your essay to your ten-
nis partner as an attachment on email. The second writer will then respond to the 
arguments of the fi rst, making counterclaims and proposing new arguments in the 
process. The argument will then go back and forth until each writer has written 
three essays.      
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English 109h Unit III Syllabus: Argument and Argumentation (Weeks12-
16)
Key for readings: ER = Electronic Reserves; GR = Good Reasons; RW = Rules 
for Writers.

Week Topics Reading Due Writing Due

12 Introduction to 
argument: Public 
Issues, public 
arguments

What is an 
argument? What 
is the relation-
ship between 
argument and 
democracy?  

GR chap 1 & 2
“Disagree-
ment & Public 
Spheres” (ER)

Let’s have an 
argument: The 
Tennis assign-
ment; kinds of 
claims

Tannen (ER)
Graf (ER)
Skim GR pp. 
109-171

Response to Tan-
nen/Graf

13 The Town Hall 
Meeting and 
argumentation 
portfolio; logical 
fallacies; listen-
ing and assent-
ing 

GR chap 10

Showdown in 
Superior!

English 307 
documents 

More Showdown 
in Superior! 
Developing at-
titudes and argu-
ments

English 308 
documents
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14 Drafting the 
viewpoint paper

Tennis assign-
ment due to 
caucus before 
midnight

Classical rhetoric 
and oral perfor-
mance; the roles 
and procedures 
of the THM

GR chap 14
Ancient Rheto-
rics pp. 330-343 
(ER)

Viewpoint paper

*Mandatory 
attendance at 
the Town Hall 
Meeting

15 Preparing the 
argumentation 
portfolio; refl ect-
ing on the town 
hall meeting

Using evidence; 
addressing the 
opposition; con-
cluding remarks

Style issues? Draft of argu-
ment essay to 
caucus by 5pm

16 Writing work-
shops

Student papers 
on ER

Last day of class: 
more workshops; 
semester evalu-
ations

Student papers 
on ER

Portfolio Sub-
mission

Argumentation 
portfolio 
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English 307 Business Writing    
Instructor: Erik Juergensmeyer      

Required Texts

Alred, Gerald J, et al. Business Writer’s Companion, 4th ed.
Williams, Joseph M. Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity and Grace. 7th ed.

Showdown in Superior! Project Outline

To demonstrate your understanding of principles of business writing, you will pro-
pose, research, implement, and present a case study project based on information 
you research. Throughout this project, you will be required to employ principles 
from readings, discussions, and in-class exercises. The fi nal documentation of this 
group project is due on the last day of class, with several intermediate stages due 
during the semester.
  
In groups of 3 or 4, select a special interest group in the Showdown in Superior! 
case study. As stated on the syllabus, the case study will count for 50% of your 
fi nal grade. Your group will be responsible for the following:
  
Proposal
This formal proposal details the scope of your work. It must outline your group’s 
objectives and provide specifi c details about your fi nished documentation. It must 
contain a formal mission statement that will appear on your brochure. It must also 
provide a timeline and description of individual responsibilities.
 
Formal Letter
This formal letter will be written to the citizens of Superior, AZ. All letters will 
be distributed to the other classes participating in the case study, and their content 
will serve as the basis for our mock town hall meeting.
 
Brochure
This formal 3 fold brochure will be directed to the citizens of Superior, AZ. As a 
persuasive document, it intends to convince the citizens to adapt your viewpoint 
and reject the mining proposal. All brochures will be distributed to the other classes 
participating in the case study, and their content will serve as the basis for our 
Town-Hall Meeting.
 
Formal Report
This 6-8 page (excluding back matter) report will detail your group’s research on 
the case study. It must contain relevant source information as well as demonstrate 
your knowledge of effective visual design.
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 Final Portfolio
This portfolio contains all information relevant to your project. It must contain 
all documentation and drafting as well as documentation of group meetings and 
collaboration. Your fi nal portfolio must include:

Mission statement
Objectives
Audience analyses 
Research annotated bibliography 
Proposal revision 
Formal Letter revision 
Newsletter/brochure revision 
Formal report

English 307 Unit III Syllabus – Case Study: “Showdown in Superior” (Weeks 
7-14)
Key for readings: BWC = Business Writers Companion, 4th Ed.; ER = Electronic 
Reserves; ST = Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity and Grace, 7th Ed.

Week Topics Reading Due Writing Due

7 Case Study, Collabo-
ration, Objectives and 
Audience

Markel “Writing 
Collaboratively” 
(ER)

Reaction Paper

Proposal Writing Proposal

8 Research Case Study Research 
Annotated Bibliog-
raphy

Correspondence BWC pp. 165-185 
“correspondence”
Sample Formal 
Letters

Letter to Citizens of 
Superior

9 Brochures and News-
letters

BWC pp. 79-80 
“brochures”; pp. 
85-87 “newslet-
ters”

MS Publisher Work-
shop

Newsletter/ Brochure 
Draft

10 Concision ST “Concision” Reaction Paper

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Progress Reports BWC pp. 88-91 
“progress and 
activity reports”

Progress Report 1
Newsletter/Brochure

11 Formal Reports BWC pp. 105-132 
“Formal Reports”

Outline Formal 
Report

Ethics STC “Ethical Prin-
ciples” (online), 
ST “The Ethics of 
Prose” 

Reaction Paper, Proj-
ect Ethics Analysis 
Memo

12 Project Presentation BWC  pp. 246-55 
“presentations”

Course Introduction 
Slideshow

Multi Media 

Workshop

Progress Report 2

13 Confl ict and Media-
tion

BWC p. 244 “deal 
with confl ict”

Generative ethos and 
confl ict Transforma-
tion

In-class role play 
refl ection

14 Town Hall Preparation 
and Meeting

Readings on Electronic Reserve
Markel, Mike. Technical Communication. 7th Ed. Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 

2004.
“STC Ethical Principles for Technical Communicators.” Society for Technical 

Communicators. Sep. 1998. 22 Jun. 2006. <http://www.stc.org/PDF_Files/
EthicalPrinciples.pdf>
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English 308 Technical Writing    
Instructor: David Reamer

Required Texts: Electronic Reserve Readings

Project Summary
For your major project this semester, you will be representing a local copper company 
in their quest to obtain public-use lands located outside of Superior, AZ. You will 
produce a series of documents, including internal and external documents about the 
mining project, all leading up to a fi nal Town Hall meeting. These documents, along 
with various in-class writing assignments, will be worth 50% of your fi nal grade in 
this class. 

Ethics
All ethical concerns will be considered; I strongly encourage anyone opposed to your 
company’s proposed mining operation (at least as it stands) to voice their concerns and 
act as a sort of moral checkpoint for the rest of the group. However, for the purpose 
of this class you must compose documents representing the interests and corporate 
image of the company.
 
Project Overview
In groups of 3 or 4, you will take on the role of the company and produce a series of 
documents. As a group you will need to research your company’s role and stake in 
the issue, as well as the positions of other affected parties. You will prepare 4 techni-
cal documents informing several different audiences about your group’s interests: 
a newsletter for an internal audience (the company), a brochure for an external 
audience (the citizens of Superior), a website, and a PowerPoint presentation for the 
town hall meeting.
  
Internal Documentation
The Final Project will include several documents produced during the course of the 
term. These include an Ethics Analysis and Gestalt Analysis. 
 
Brochure and Newsletter
These documents should appeal to the needs and knowledge bases of very different 
audiences. The newsletter is intended for other employees of the company, while the 
brochure is designed for an audience of outsiders. These documents will be delivered 
to other groups that represent the intended audience.



   127 

Website
Your website should follow the principles established in class for good web 
design. Your audience here is the same as for your brochure, but you must be 
aware that the group of potential viewers of your site is much larger, and includes 
members of opposing organizations.

English 308 Unit III Syllabus – Case Study: “Showdown in Superior” (Weeks 
8-14)

Key for readings: ER = Electronic Reserves

Week Topics Reading Due Writing Due

8 Introduce Showdown 
in Superior!

Jackson “Disagree-
ment and Public 
Spheres”

Audience Analy-
sis Memo

Research One-page Re-
search Summary

9 Brochures Brochure Objec-
tives

Brochure Draft

10 Newsletters Newsletter Ob-
jectives

Newsletter Draft

11 Document Analyses Moore and Fitz “Us-
ing Gestalt Theory 
to Teach Document 
Design and Graph-
ics” (ER)

Gestalt Analysis 
Memo

“STC Ethical Prin-
ciples” (online)
Katz “Ethic of Ex-
pediency” (ER)

Ethical Analysis 
Memo

12 Visual Presentation Johnson-Sheehan 
“Preparing and Giv-
ing Presentations” 
(ER)

Reaction Paper 



128  Composition Studies

Multimedia 

Presentation

Course Introduc-
tion Slideshow

13 Presentation Class 
Presentation 
Drafts

Workshop Town 
Hall Presentation

14 Town Hall Meeting

Bibliography of e-reserve readings

“STC Ethical Principles for Technical Communicators.” Society for Technical 
Communicators. Sep. 1998. 22 Jun 2006. <http://www.stc.org/PDF_Files/
EthicalPrinciples.pdf>

Katz, Stephen B. “The Ethic of Expediency: Classical Rhetoric, Technology, and 
the Holocaust.” College English 54 (1992): 255-75.

Jackson, Brian. “Disagreement and Public Spheres.” Unpublished document. 
Johnson-Sheehan, Richard. “Preparing and Giving Presentations.” Technical Com-

munication Today. New York: Longman, 2005. 290-327.
Moore, Patrick, and Chad Fitz. “Using Gestalt Theory to Teach Document Design 

and Graphics.” Technical Communication Quarterly, 2.4 (1993): 389-
410.
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The following reviews for this issue appear exclusively online:

Process This: Undergraduate Writing in Composition Studies, 
by Nancy C. DeJoy. Logan: Utah State UP, 2004.Reviewed by 
Sundy Watanabe, University of Utah

Readin’ + Writin’ for the Hard-Hat Crowd: Curriculum 
Policy at an Urban University, by Susan R. Merrifield. 
New York: Peter Lang, 2005. 139 pp. Reviewed by I. Moriah 
McCracken, Texas Christian University

Practicing Writing: The Postwar Discourse of Freshman 
English, by Thomas M. Masters. Foreword by Janice M. 
Lauer. Pittsburgh Series in Composition, Literacy, and Culture. 
Pittsburgh: U of Pittsburgh P, 2004. 272 pp. Reviewed by Drew 
M. Loewe, Texas Christian University

The End of Composition Studies, by David W. Smit. Carbon-
dale: Southern Illinois UP, 2004. Reviewed by Bethany Davila, 
DePaul University
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Toward a Civil Discourse: Rhetoric and Fundamentalism, by Sharon Crowley.  
Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2006. 256 pp. 

Reviewed by Brenda Glascott, University of Pittsburgh

 Pioneering books bear a heavy burden—they suggest the range of work 
yet to be done but cannot do it all themselves. Sharon Crowley’s Toward a Civil 
Discourse: Rhetoric and Fundamentalism is no exception to this predicament. In 
her latest book, Crowley analyzes Christian fundamentalist rhetoric, arguing that 
it threatens the civil discourse necessary to democracy. Crowley is convincing in 
her argument that American civic discourse has reached an impasse that arises 
from the hostility, suspicion, and dismissiveness which characterize relations 
between fundamentalist and liberal rhetors. As a solution, she argues that the 
fi eld of rhetoric needs to be “rehabilitated”; she believes that by recovering ancient 
rhetorical concepts that address emotion and affect, liberal rhetors will fi nd the 
means to engage fundamentalist Christians in dialogue. Revitalizing modern 
rhetorical study and practice, Crowley believes, will revitalize civic discourse, 
making possible rhetorical engagements with Christian apocalyptists—Crowley’s 
name for fundamentalist Christians who ascribe to a literal belief in an approaching 
apocalypse.
               Crowley’s book is among the fi rst in what I expect will be a new wave 
of scholarship that looks at American religion from the perspective of English 
studies and the writing classroom.  The “turn” to religion has seemed imminent 
ever since Stanley Fish declared that religion will supersede high theory as well 
as race, class, and gender as the focus for scholarly research. Composition studies 
has just begun to theorize the role of religion in writing classrooms and in culture 
more generally. Recent activity included a special interest group on Critical 
Thinking and the Christian Tradition at the CCCC and a conference on Rhetoric 
and Christian Tradition in 2005 organized by scholars including Anne Ruggles 
Gere and Elizabeth Vander Lei, one of the authors of Negotiating Faith in the 
Composition Classroom (2005). Crowley’s book moves this nascent discussion out 
of local concerns about teachers and students of faith into a larger landscape that 
includes the kinds of rhetoric circulating in the classroom, the pulpit, government, 
and the public.

Central to Crowley’s argument is what she characterizes as the 
incompatibility between liberal and fundamentalist Christian epistemologies.  
For Crowley, liberal argumentation, characterized by emphasis on reason, fact, 
and neutrality, cannot successfully contest fundamentalist arguments that rely 
on “revelation, faith, and biblical interpretation” (3). The clash between reason 
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and faith is old and familiar; however, instead of following the well-worn path 
of simply exposing the inadequacies of fundamentalist argumentation, Crowley 
asks liberal argumentation to adapt to a rhetorical landscape in which emotion 
and belief are as important as reason and fact.  
                According to Crowley, the way out of the clash of civilizations between 
liberal and fundamentalist epistemologies is to “rehabilitate [ancient] rhetoric” 
(34).  In chapter 2, “Speaking of Rhetoric,” Crowley traces a history for modern 
liberal rhetoric, demonstrating that the rhetoric most often deployed and taught 
today is an artifact from the birth of liberalism and the Enlightenment.  Liberal 
rhetorical theory emphasizes reason and tolerance, necessarily relying on a neutral 
audience to be effective. This dispassionate rhetoric cannot refute claims based 
on faith or emotion. Crowley argues, then, that public rhetoricians and teachers 
of writing need to revive the lost rhetorical tradition that seeks to move audiences 
“not only by the provision of proofs but by establishment of ethical, evaluative, 
and emotional climates in which . . . changes can occur” (58).  
               Crowley is aware that suggesting the answer to modern problems lays in 
the distant past is problematic; she emphasizes, instead, adapting ancient rhetorical 
“notions” “to address contemporary rhetorical situations” (47). She argues that 
in practice concepts like ethos, logos, and pathos have been reduced, through 
“the school tradition” to “bit[s] of formalist lore” (46).  Crowley seeks to rectify 
this situation by urging scholars to revisit and revise established interpretations 
of ancient concepts. For instance, Crowley argues that “doxa,” reduced since 
the nineteenth-century to a synonym for “opinion,” has lost the rich meaning it 
had in ancient Greece. A recovered defi nition of doxa, which would “designate 
current and local beliefs that circulate communally,” would, Crowley argues, give 
postmodern rhetoric a powerful way to conceptualize civic discourse.  She hopes, 
further, to revive appeals to pathos, which she claims have been shed in liberal 
rhetorical argumentation.  While I am not convinced that we need to go as far 
back as ancient rhetoric for a conceptual language which will “restore” emotion 
and affect to modern rhetorical practices, I am intrigued by Crowley’s argument 
that “ancient rhetorical theory has much to offer postmodernity” (45).  
               Crowley is at her best in chapters 4 and 5, “Apocalyptism” and “Ideas do 
Have Consequences: Apocalyptism and the Christian Right,” when she performs 
readings of contemporary apocalyptic writing. The texts she reads include 
apocalyptic prophecy; fi ction, including the Left Behind series; and television 
appearances by Jerry Falwell and other fundamentalist public fi gures. Crowley 
takes seriously the threat she sees to liberal society by a fundamentalist Christian 
movement which, according to Crowley, seeks to impose its values and beliefs on 
a heterodox nation. At stake in Crowley’s search for a productive mode of civil 
discourse is American democracy itself, endangered, she argues, by Christian 
apocalyptists’ refusal to listen to or engage with non-believers. This refusal to 
engage in civic discourse is an emerging crisis as Christian apocalyptists amass 
power through the ascendancy of the Christian Right.  
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               Crowley’s readings of fundamentalist texts are sobering if not frightening, 
particularly when she turns her attention to writers who advocate actively working 
to induce the apocalypse. However, I wish she had broadened her historical 
perspective, since the struggle between “secular” and religious Americans over 
“the place of religious and moral values in civic affairs” is as old as the American 
republic and the Establishment Clause in the Bill of Rights (3). I wonder if, in 
part, one way of diffusing the emotional urgency of a rhetoric about America’s 
fall from grace is to remind ourselves, and those making these claims, that there 
have been many such iterations during American history. The language Crowley 
worries over about “restoring Biblical values” in American society is recycled 
from the nineteenth-century and earlier, and, as I’ve seen in my research into 
nineteenth-century evangelical literacy campaigns, this rhetoric has signifi cantly 
affected the formation of American literacy pedagogy.  
               The fi nal chapter, “How Beliefs Change,” is the most tentative in the 
book. In this chapter, Crowley shifts her attention, briefl y, to the discipline of 
Composition/Rhetoric and offers suggestions about effective rhetorical practices. 
Crowley asks her reader to accept on faith that teachers of composition and rhetoric 
are hamstrung by their ignorance of alternatives to liberal rhetorical argumentation, 
and, as proof, she alludes to unnamed composition textbooks. Many of Crowley’s 
suggestions are familiar; others may leave writing teachers wondering where they 
come in. For instance, like George Lakoff and other political linguists, Crowley 
urges liberal rhetors to use story and to engage in discourse about values. Further, 
she advises critics of apocalyptic rhetoric to “disarticulate a particular belief 
from the other with which it is articulated” (201). Crowley means that we should 
try to introduce gaps between the discrete beliefs which, collectively, constitute 
ideology. Some of Crowley’s other proposals extend far beyond the purview of 
writing instructors. She urges, for example, blocking efforts by fundamentalist 
communities to isolate themselves. She also argues that it is the “subalterns” within 
these fundamentalist communities who are most likely to be open to re-thinking 
their beliefs and changing the minds of those around them.  
               While I recognize that Crowley’s central task was to describe the 
American discursive landscape, I kept hoping she would turn, eventually, to the 
writing classroom. Of course, one book cannot do it all, and Crowley is not so much 
constructing a “new” rhetoric as suggesting a path for further work in rhetoric. 
Thus, Crowley wisely ends her book with an invitation, urging her readers to 
“open” more “paths of invention” (201).  

Pittsburgh, PA 
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Sentimental Attachments: Essays, Creative Nonfi ction, and Other Experiments 
in Composition, by Janet Carey Eldred. Portsmouth: Boynton/Cook Publishers, 
Inc., 2005. 128 pp. 

Reviewed by Charlotte Hogg, Texas Christian University

 Central to Janet Carey Eldred’s book, in both subtle and overt ways, 
is the persistent and still relevant issue of personal and academic writing as it 
relates to compositions and Composition. In ways invoking a tenet reminiscent 
of the National Writing Project, Eldred foregrounds the assumption that being 
an active writer impacts our teaching. But Sentimental Attachments specifi cally 
focuses on how the nebulous genre of the essay embodies “the central premise 
[of the book] . . . that some hybrid form of composition can fuse the personal and 
the academic” (vii). At the same time, she argues that we should problematize the 
essay genre and its history as we teach and write it. Though the pages that follow 
her introduction would likely be called literary nonfi ction (or creative nonfi ction, 
personal essay, etc.), her complication of the essay form guides how the following 
pieces are read. Most useful is her discussion of how “the luxury” of being in 
composition studies at this time invites composition as a form to have rich and 
varied possibilities (9).   
 Sentimental Attachments is a short book, and deliberately so; the author 
likens it to a novella, and this is one of the caveats with which she begins her book. 
For readers who write and study the essay and its relationship to composition 
studies or have grappled in their teaching and writing with enacting the hybridity 
of personal and academic writing, the justifi cations she makes about the form and 
length of the project have a recognizable though useful refrain. The introduction 
and conclusion directly engage in such issues; the body of the text consists of 
interrelated essays—some fi rst published in acclaimed literary and composition 
journals, demonstrating her efforts in broadening genre boundaries—about 
Eldred’s lived experiences. These “exercises in composition” grapple with “how 
we—postmodern academics—create and re-create family as we fi nd ourselves 
far fl ung and unraveling from traditional fabrics” (2).  

Part 1, “Children at all Costs,” deals primarily with Eldred’s adoption 
of two boys from Russia in 1995 and 1996. Invoking Peter Pan, a favorite book 
of her elder son, the author imagines herself (and is cast by her son) as Wendy. 
Exhibiting the hybridity called for in the introduction, Eldred deftly describes the 
tension between how critics have read Peter Pan and the ways she craves for the 
story to at its heart be about “a troubling, fragmented, beautiful act: adoption” (21). 
The adoption of her boys, Alyosha and Sanya, could be described with the same 
adjectives, and against a newly-capitalist Russian backdrop, she relays the rich and 
complex journeys (both literally and fi guratively) that bring them all together as a 
family. Readers imagine along with the author the lives of the boys’ mothers and 
learn the sometimes awkward and sometimes graceful learning curve of suddenly 
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having a new toddler at home. The process of and adjustment to adoption is made 
all the more poignant by the short essay ending part 1, “Life without Children, or 
Spring Cleaning 1994,” in which Eldred renders the longing and frustration that 
returned for her every spring in trying to make a home without children. 
 In the second part of the book, Eldred deals overtly with the messiness of 
the sentimental in writing, and in life. Not surprisingly, given her previous work 
on early U.S. women’s writers, her raising and treatment of the issue is handled 
skillfully. She asks: “is there room for women writing sentiment, doing it well, 
after the turn of the twenty-fi rst century?” (50). Her question resonates all the 
more when considering the larger themes of the book: how we as writing teachers 
compose, what we ask our students to compose, and how genre and gender in 
the essay complicate such endeavors. In the piece “Modern Fidelity,” she enacts 
such issues by weaving a love story to and about her mother with a discussion of 
modernism and the essay. Essay writers and readers especially will enjoy reading 
The New Yorker history, specifi cally the work and love relationship of E.B. White 
and Katharine Sergeant Angell, and the ways they infl uenced the modern essay.  
 Still exploring the place of the sentimental in composing, Eldred returns 
to ideas of making a home in “Houses II,” this time with a fuller and more cluttered 
house. After a move to a Depression-era home with her husband, children, and 
father-in-law, the family fi nds itself in an established neighborhood with all its 
burdens and rewards. Neighbors still identify the house with its prior owners and 
layers of wallpaper, and won’t let them forget the house’s former incarnations. The 
pretension Eldred feared with the move existed, to be sure, but some assumptions 
were challenged by the kindness displayed to her family and the friendship that was 
struck among an elderly woman, Alyosha, and Sanya. Perhaps one of the greatest 
benefi ts to moving into their older home was the discovery for the entire family of 
their individual and collective talent for what she terms “dreaming houses” (88).  
Invoking the motto she learns when adopting her sons that “in Russia, anything is 
possible,” her Russian sons appear to have transferred this optimism to America, 
as they are particularly adept at uninhibited possibilities for future homes they 
could inhabit. It is a far cry from the troubled new capitalism they were born into, 
and Eldred contemplates the fragility and luxury of such happiness. 
 Still perhaps anticipating an audience that may not be convinced of the 
message her book is meant to convey, the conclusion to Sentimental Attachments 
is entitled, “Why Essays?” She revisits her fascination with The New Yorker but 
confesses that she doesn’t assign the magazine in class. What she would like to 
assign instead is O, The Oprah Magazine because she’d “like to propose that people 
who teach composition might do well to engage the O-like activities of authorship, 
editing, and sponsorship” (98). She argues that compositionists can employ the 
essay as sponsors, and this is one way she (as a teacher, writer, and author of the 
pieces collected in this book) can answer the familiar question of how personal 
essays connect to the teaching of writing. Again, for those who have been asked, 
or asked of themselves, the same question, Eldred’s book will be particularly 
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enriching and useful. Other readers who don’t feel quite as situated in conversations 
about the essay and composition may fi nd themselves less grounded; this book is 
suggestive rather than exhaustive, not giving much context, for example, of the 
historical signifi cance of the essay within the fi eld of composition. It could be that 
Eldred assumes audiences will likely bring prior knowledge of this background, 
or that to relay such an overview would greatly change the tenor of a book that is 
purposefully working to wed form and content, to be fully essayistic. Given that 
many in the fi eld of composition discuss hybrid forms but much more infrequently 
practice them, I think her choice to be contextually spare makes good sense. That 
said, some may still fi nd that this collection, too, does not truly blend genres as 
much as it sets out to. Regardless, this book has much to offer: her personal essays 
within are wonderfully rich, the discussions of the essay and Composition are 
astute and thought-provoking, and the invitation to compose as we help students 
compose is motivating.

Fort Worth, TX

On a Scale: A Social History of Writing Assessment in America, by Norbert Elliott. 
Studies in Composition and Rhetoric 3. New York: Peter Lang, 2005. 432 pp. 

Reviewed by Holly Middleton

Norbert Elliot’s On a Scale: A Social History of Writing Assessment 
in America, spans 1874-2005, but begins in earnest where Mary Trachsel’s 
Institutionalizing Literacy leaves off: with the 1900 founding of the College 
Entrance Examination Board.  Formerly the professional responsibility of faculty 
in English, writing assessment came under the purview of an external organization 
staffed by researchers in psychology and psychometrics. The challenge was to 
create a national standard for writing and the methods and criteria for measuring 
it. On a Scale is a chronology of case studies where Elliott reconstructs the shifting 
contexts of writing assessment in the twentieth century. In 1904, experiments 
testing for native intelligence established a link between children’s language 
facility and their sensory ability to distinguish between degrees of intensity in 
light, weight, and sound; this correlation underlies the confl ation of literacy and 
intelligence that followed.  
 Believing that nice distinctions in written composition would index 
degrees of human potential, Edward L. Thorndike and his graduate student, Milo 
Hillegas, utilized one hundred readers and seven thousand specimens of student 
writing to build a reliable scale of merit. They constructed the “Hillegas Scale” as 
a poster for convenience, and it was reprinted four times in 1917 alone to meet the 
demand for an evaluative standard.  The ranked specimens on the scale were thought 
to demonstrate degrees of intelligence as surely as the capacity to distinguish 
sensory intensity. What became an institutionalized reliance on scale, statistics, 
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and distribution, Elliot argues, fuels the “rhetoric of disenfranchisement” that is 
still so familiar: “Whatever abilities existed were overshadowed by the students’ 
failure to achieve excellence,” because “accountability and censure were, from 
the fi rst, interwoven.” If writing scores are plotted on a bell curve, the instrument 
of measurement automatically relegates half of all scores to “below average” 
(341). The supposed link between intelligence and literacy and the effi ciency of 
its measurement soon made the College Board a busy subcontractor.
 Writing assessment became a national security endeavor when the 
College Board was mobilized during World War I to sort enlisted men into jobs 
appropriate to their mental capacity. Assessing intellectual potential in a diverse 
population proved challenging as examiners were hard pressed to fi nd reliable ways 
of eliciting basic literacy or discerning a soldier’s ability to speak English.  Yet 
the test results seemingly confi rmed the dubious correlation between race and 
intelligence propagated by eugenics (61-62). They then provided a logic for the 
Immigration Act (also called the Literacy Act) of 1917, which restricted U. S. 
entrance to immigrants who could read. By reconstructing for us the complex 
methods, logic, motives, and fi gures involved in each case study, Elliott indicates 
that this sorting of populations was not merely the product of its time; it was 
contested by critics, even by those involved in its design and execution.  

Elliot claims that each “assessment context must be understood as a 
unique event” (346). But there are patterns. Perhaps most directly relevant to 
those of us who teach writing is that one would assume that the examiners defi ned 
literacy before they designed programs and research to measure it, but that is not 
the case. Defi nitions of literacy emerge from the negotiations among readers, who 
at times are trained to recognize predetermined standards, and at times establish 
those standards inductively from the compositions themselves. The elusiveness of 
what Elliott calls “inter-reader reliability” is a recurring problem when evaluating 
writing: if expert readers cannot agree on what good writing is, how can the 
test claim to measure ability and, perhaps more importantly, how can there be a 
standard? Like entropy, the impetus to establish inter-reader reliability repeatedly 
privileged consensus readings as the best possible reading, because it validated 
the test. The space allowing alternative readings was narrow indeed, and they 
were excluded in order not to complicate measurement, examples of what literacy 
scholars such as Deborah Brandt and Brian Street mean when they say that literacy 
emerges as the complex interaction among writers, readers, texts, and contexts. In 
these cases, establishing agreement among readers became the standard by which 
the validity of the test could be measured, shifting the defi nition of examination 
literacy to reader consensus rather than written performance.
 On a Scale comprises seven chapters that I will describe here 
organizationally as four parts. A dense chronological history documenting 1874-
1966 takes up approximately a third of the book. Elliott’s work here relies largely 
on archival materials from the Educational Testing Service, and the fi gures and 
organizations involved are voluminous. There is a notable shift in emphasis and 
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scale beginning in 1966 when, for the fi rst time since the nineteenth century, 
English faculty began to participate in shaping the theory and practice of writing 
assessment; for this reason, the chapter also functions as a history of assessment 
within English as a discipline. The last two chapters are a recursive analysis and 
an afterword entitled “Lagniappe”: Elliott discloses that this last chapter was an 
afterthought, the result of a new investment in public discussion after the effects 
of September 11 began to chill public discourse. And it’s a crucial chapter, for 
only here does Elliott explicitly state what he sees as at stake in knowing this 
history.   
 What Elliott wants the reader to take from On a Scale is that although 
the history of writing assessment is fraught with the types of exclusionary effects 
that those of us critical of high-stakes testing might expect, we should note how 
easy it is to presume that we are measuring actual ability rather than a discrete 
literate performance. This is what researchers were doing, after all, and “If we 
do not look deeply into the methodology of complex individuals,” Elliott writes, 
“we stand to let similar injustices pass unexamined” (353). For me, one of the 
more telling ruptures that helps tell this story is that the drive to establish inter-
reader reliability not only repeatedly excluded alternative readings, but also overt 
misreadings. When expert readers were submitting their rankings of the writing 
specimens for the Hillegas scale, for instance, ten of the original eighty-three 
evaluations were discarded, because the readers did not correctly follow written 
instructions. That means twelve percent of the sample was set aside simply because 
it complicated the measurement process. Reader expertise is not questioned in 
Elliott’s account, which, I would argue, is the point: the generosity extended to 
fellow professionals is not available to students, soldiers, and immigrants who are 
under examination. Yet, how many of them have failed a written examination for 
not following instructions? And what did that cost them? On a Scale demonstrates 
how easy it is, in the thick of assessment, to forget to ask such questions.

Champaign, IL

Sexuality and the Politics of Ethos in the Writing Classroom, by Zan Meyer 
Gonçalves. Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2005. 192 pp. 

Reviewed by Stephanie L. Kerschbaum, Texas A & M University

 What role does—or should—identity play in the writing classroom? 
Recent composition and rhetoric scholarship addressing these questions has largely 
focused on demonstrating the interrelationships between identity and writing. 
This work has argued, for instance, that writing teachers need to acknowledge 
the personal investment and risks that are an integral part of writing and speaking 
with others. In Sexuality and the Politics of Ethos, Zan Meyer Gonçalves takes 
these questions a step further as she asks how teachers can invite students to 
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more self-consciously and critically construct their ethos in their speaking and 
writing. 
 Sexuality and the Politics of Ethos is a careful examination of the 
reciprocal relationship between individuals’ self-awareness and their performances 
of identity as they display who they are and how they are situated alongside various 
audiences. The book’s central theme is effectively summarized midway through 
the fi rst chapter as Gonçalves writes, “If we are able to recognize, through self-
refl ection, how our differing identities are shaping the way we see others and 
perform our ‘selves,’ we are more likely to make conscious choices about how 
and for whom and for what purpose we are performing our ethos” (14). Because 
these identity performances constitute a primary method by which individuals 
reach out to others and build relationships with them, such displays of ethos also 
constitute a vital tool in an ongoing struggle against discriminatory discourses 
and practices. 
 As Gonçalves works with gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender (GLBT) 
students at the University of Massachusetts-Amherst’s Stonewall Center Speaker’s 
Bureau, she begins to understand how students, in presentations to (primarily 
heterosexual) audiences across the university, construct desirable selves, resist 
hegemonic notions of GLBT identity and transform heterosexist discourses. 
Realizing the power of these self-conscious rhetorical performances, Gonçalves 
then works to cultivate such performances of identity through her writing 
pedagogy. 
 The book’s fi ve chapters can be divided into three main sections. In chapter 
1, Gonçalves describes a theoretical frame based upon identity as performance, 
“getting specifi c,” and intersectionality. In chapters 2 and 3, Gonçalves examines 
Speaker’s Bureau presentations to uncover how students both resist and transform 
prevalent discourses as they claim particular identities. In chapters 4 and 5 she turns 
a critical eye on her own composition classes, describing assignment sequences 
and course rationales that suggest how the kind of rhetorical work that students 
perform during the Speaker’s Bureau might be sponsored within the writing 
classroom. 
 Gonçalves’ theoretical approach can perhaps be best described in 
terms of an invitation to difference. While identity politics has called attention 
to marginalized groups of people and worked to build critical masses of like-
minded individuals in order to mobilize political action, it is still hobbled by 
some diffi cult challenges. Most notable is the way that identity politics tends to 
frame individual identities as fi xed by one’s group membership. To address the 
limitations presented by this singular view of identity, Gonçalves promotes instead 
what she calls “coalition politics.” Coalition politics focuses not on membership 
in a defi ned identity group, but on galvanizing diverse individuals around issues. 
The result is an emphasis on rhetorical strategies that reinforce connections 
while at the same time openly acknowledging and valuing differences among the 
individuals involved. Gonçalves builds a compelling case for the importance of 
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teaching students to attend critically to their identity performances as she uses 
Judith Butler to show the broader terrain of hegemonic discourses constraining 
speakers’ identity formations, Shane Phelan’s notion of “getting specifi c” to ask 
individuals to speak for themselves rather than for entire groups of people, and 
literature on intersectionality and “embodied” language to foreground the need 
for deep self-awareness in order toposition oneself effectively among others.
 Turning to students’ performances of identity in the Speaker’s Bureau and 
in her classroom, Gonçalves shows several ways that they seek to build bridges 
with different audiences—the central rhetorical goal she identifi es for students 
in this study. She notes that students crafted their Speaker’s Bureau presentations 
and classroom projects to practice a kind of invitational rhetoric, asking their 
audiences to become allies on GLBT issues. A second activity that Gonçalves 
highlights is that of how students resist dominant constructions of GLBT identity. 
In one example, a Bureau presenter, David, says to his audience, “I think you’re 
all education majors? I’ve found education majors like labels a lot, so I’ll label 
myself gay. . . . I don’t like to say bisexual because right now I’m dating a guy and 
I’m very much in love with him. But I’m very conscious I’m attracted to women 
too” (44). Gonçalves’ analysis of David’s presentation notes that statements like 
David’s challenge traditional conceptions of being gay by positing alternative 
defi nitions for the label. In David’s case, he claims the label “gay,” but resists it at 
the same time because of his awareness that a traditional defi nition of “gay” often 
fails to acknowledge bisexuality. David is, through this comment, performing 
what Gonçalves refers to as counter-hegemonic or “outlaw” truths (cf. Butler). 
 Yet, even as David’s performance shows him resisting traditional 
meanings behind labels that describe GLBT identity, at the same time he is also 
ascribing potentially problematic notions of identity onto his audience as he 
describes them as “education majors” and “people who like labels.” How might 
David’s own characterization of his audience here potentially challenge his own 
attempts to claim a complicated status for his own identity? Despite Gonçalves’s 
clear awareness that identities are multiple and contested, audiences were not 
always so framed in her analyses. For example, the Speaker’s Bureau encouraged 
students to “tell vignettes that connect with particular audiences (attend to age, 
ethnicity, and the like, and use vignettes that focus on what it was like to be that 
age or on how your own ethnicity/race intersects with your sexual identity)” (36). 
Indeed, attending to one’s audience is important advice, and student speakers 
acknowledged the value of being able to assess their audience. But just as individual 
speakers experience identity as complicated, fraught, and diffi cult, so too, do their 
audiences.
 The most valuable discussion of audience in the context of Speaker’s 
Bureau work came in chapter 3 as Gonçalves discusses how two students, 
Vincente and Moe, used private audiences as an opportunity to work through the 
complexities of their identity. In their public performances, however, both students 
chose to present less complicated versions of themselves, often leaving out or 
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ignoring elements of their identities that complicated the one they were constructing 
for their presentation. Most striking about this observation is the way that Vincente 
and Moe, in their simplifi ed identity presentations, were responding to what they saw 
as audience constructions of themselves. They perform ethos that they think their 
audience will be likely to accept, understand, or respond favorably to, which raises 
another question: How and in what ways do these students become aware of who they 
are in relation to their audiences? 
 One way that Vincente and Moe, as well as the other Speaker’s Bureau 
presenters, have come to understand audience constructions of GLBT identity is, as 
Gonçalves notes, through their immersion in heterosexist discourses. “Gay students,” 
she writes, “have the experience of crafting and performing multiple identities in ways 
students who are positioned by the dominant discourses as central rather than marginal 
simply do not” (60). Despite this acknowledgement, I found myself wishing Gonçalves 
had chosen to address in more depth the ways that GLBT Speaker’s Bureau presenters 
cultivated their awareness of audience and those with whom they were interacting. 
 Whatever my quibbles about Gonçalves’ audience analyses, however, the attention 
to audience she demonstrates in her pedagogy is remarkably rich and varied. Gonçalves 
provides her students with a wide range of different audiences with whom to engage, from 
published authors to classmates to Gonçalves herself. And with all of these audiences, she 
teaches her students to listen to those they want to persuade. Writers do not simply create 
identities for themselves when they compose; after all, they are also creating their audiences. 
As Gonçalves writes, “We use ethos to create roles for our audiences, inviting audience 
members to become who we want them to be rather than castigating them for who they are 
or are not” (125). Here, she explicitly links her “coalition politics” to the kinds of rhetorical 
work she teachers her students to do.
 The biggest strength of this book is in Gonçalves’ commitment to pedagogy—
she situates her research as a resource that deeply informs her teaching. Pedagogy is 
at the forefront of nearly every chapter, even those focused on analyzing Speaker’s 
Bureau presentations. Whatever this book lacks in analytic depth is more than made 
up for in Gonçalves’ articulation of her teaching philosophy, pedagogical goals, 
curricula, and assignments, all of which are grounded by a rich conceptual model 
of identity performance and ethos, and supported by empirical research on actual 
students performing ethos outside of a classroom context. I would strongly recommend 
this text for writing program administrators who hope to share with graduate student 
teachers examples of research that enacts a sustained connection with teaching 
practice. Moreover, the book’s fi nal two chapters are exemplary as potential models 
for teacher training and for sharing assignments with others because Gonçalves does 
much more than describe her teaching; she situates that teaching in a well-articulated 
and coherent theory. I was especially impressed with how clearly Gonçalves breaks 
down the components of her classroom—and the Speaker’s Bureau—that encourage 
students to meet her pedagogical goals. 

College Station, TX
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Crossing Borderlands: Composition and Postcolonial Studies, edited by Andrea 
Lunsford and Lahoucine Ouzgane. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 
2004. 288 pp.

Reviewed by Anushiya Sivanarayanan, Southern Illinois University 

 Lunsford and Ouzgane’s anthology consciously evokes the title of 
Gloria Anzaldúa’s book of poetry and autobiographical writings, Borderlands/La 
Frontera: The New Mestiza (1987). In the preface, Anzaldúa claims that “the 
Borderlands are physically present whenever two or more cultures edge each 
other, where people of different races occupy the same territory, where under, 
lower, middle and upper classes touch, where the space between two individuals 
shrink with intimacy.” Signifi cantly, the second essay in the Lunsford/Ouzgane 
anthology, “Toward a Mestiza Rhetoric: Gloria Anzaldúa on Composition and 
Postcoloniality” by Andrea Lunsford, is an interview with Anzaldúa herself. 
In asking Anzaldúa to explain why her writings as a bi-cultural woman are 
meaningful to freshman writers in composition classrooms across the nation, 
Lunsford once again repeats the reasons given in the Introduction: that both 
she and fi rst-year writing teachers are involved in bringing marginalized voices 
to the center. Scholars in composition and postcolonial studies need to engage 
in dialogue. The old accusation of postcolonial studies being too caught up in 
arcane discussions of high theory while those on the ground, the worker bee-like 
composition instructors, struggle with the nuts and bolts of pedagogy pops up 
periodically in the anthology. While it is not fair to reduce Lunsford’s argument to 
such a binary, one cannot help being struck by the reasons given in the Introduction 
(which get repeated in the interview with Anzaldúa) as to why it has taken so long 
for composition to acknowledge the insights of postcoloniality. After all, Mary 
Louis Pratt’s “Arts of the Contact Zone” (1991) was enthusiastically claimed by 
composition studies and various writing programs around the country. For fi fteen 
years, scholars have designed curricula, textbooks and workshops in the teaching 
of writing upon Pratt’s theory.
 In reading Crossing Borderlands, it is important to remember that 
composition studies is not the only discipline to fi nd points of deep connection 
with the methods and vocabulary of postcolonial studies. Henry A. Giroux, in 
his path-breaking work in Border Crossings: Cultural Workers and the Politics of 
Educatio (1992) and followed by Between Borders: Pedagogy and the Politics of 
Cultural Studies (1994), edited by Giroux and McLaren), makes a similar argument 
to the one made by the editors of Crossing Borderlands: traditional disciplinary 
boundaries preclude any kind of sharing or dialogue to take place between 
individual scholarly fi elds. In the case of the two Giroux texts, it is important to note 
that terms like “writing Against the Empire” (230) and “decolonizing the body” 
(180) in Border Crossings, and a whole section on “Nationalism, Postcolonialism, 
and the Border Intellectual” in Between Borders, use postcolonial terminology 
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in radically different ways from postcolonial studies, thereby appropriating a 
postcolonial discourse for critical education. One is reminded of Chinese or Indian 
food as it is sold in restaurants in the U.S.  The food has been re-constituted for 
the palates of mainstream Americans, and there is very little distinctive taste or 
identity, other than through the names “kung pao” or “tandoori” chicken. The 
packaged food has little resemblance to food cooked and consumed in Chinese 
and Indian homes. I am not saying that such a reconstruction (it goes way beyond 
mere repackaging) of food or discourse is necessarily a bad thing. And yet, if there 
is one thing that postcolonial studies for all its heterogeneity is known for, it is its 
concentration upon identifying the local, particular “subaltern” voices that have 
been kept out of offi cial narratives. So it is in order to circumvent just such an 
accusation, I think, that Borderlands pads its middle section with marvelously 
luminous essays on bi-cultural identities and alternative literacy practices. Thus, 
the anthology intuitively balances the theoretical with the testimonial. (Aneil 
Rallin’s piece is particularly insightful in negotiating identities, subjectivities, 
and yes, genres). 
 What I found most interesting about Crossing Borderlands is the way this 
work ignores the traditional materials of postcolonial studies; instead, it makes 
an effort to study, in a series of brilliant essays by well-known writers in the fi eld 
(writers who have always evinced an interest in the body of the Other—Gary 
Olsen, Deepika Bahri, Susan Jarratt, and Min Zan Lu, to name a few), the mode of 
address, so to speak, of postcolonial studies. For instance, Susan Jarratt’s “Beside 
Ourselves: Rhetoric and Representation in Postcolonial Feminist Writing” is an 
exhilarating rhetorical exercise in reading the self-positioning of three postcolonial 
theorists (both Spivak and Minh-ha are indisputably theorists); the third fi gure, 
Guatemalan testimonial writer Rigoberta Menchu, is more controversial. 
 Two representative essays give the reader a sense of the rest of the 
collection. “Composing Postcolonial Studies,” by Min-Zhan Lu, consciously adopts 
the familiar reading pose of early postcolonial writers (Ngugi in Decolonizing the 
Mind, for instance), where the colonizer’s “gifts” of his language is thoroughly 
criticized. Lu adopts the same posture as the postcolonials who were writing back, 
Caliban-like, to their former colonizer in his own language.  Lu’s attempt to redraw 
the lines of reception between the giver, the given, and the gift (the terminology 
of the “ungrateful recipient” taken from Trinh T. Minh-ha) is fascinating as 
she critiques the ways the dominant critical languages casually “swallow” the 
contours of composition knowledge. The perennially inferior position in which 
composition is relegated within the larger academy is particularly telling in the 
way Lu interrogates Lunsford’s interview with Anzaldúa.
 Bahri’s “Terms of Engagement: Postcolonialism, Transnationalism, and 
Composition Studies” continues the familiar postcolonial/composition project of 
reading educational practices politically. In her elegant prose, Bahri does us the 
service of defi ning, summarizing, and explaining the condition of the postcolonial 
(as a text, as a body, and as a palimpsest of textual and political practices) in 
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academia. As a postcolonial herself, she keeps in the forefront the transnational 
self in the “academy in Anglo-America at the turn of the century” (67). Her essay 
seeks to sound a warning (thus is very similar in many ways to the reservations 
expressed by Lu) of recklessly adopting the postcolonial within the fi eld of 
composition and rhetoric. That postcolonialism has been embraced so thoroughly 
by the Western academy ought to give us pause, Bahri argues. She shows how 
the postcolonial as an Other from a far-off nation comes to stand in the stead of 
other minority cultures closer to home. This “displacing and proxy condition of 
Postcolonialism within Anglo-American politics” (79) is what concerns Bahri 
the most. If her insight is applied to the essays chosen for inclusion in Crossing 
Borderlands, one thing becomes glaringly clear: except for the very last essay in 
the anthology, a study of the Ebonics controversies by C. Jan Swearingen, there 
is no signifi cant essay by or about the African American and/as the postcolonial 
(for instance, the black body as a diasporic fi gure is a concept integral to Black 
studies in general). 
 Speaking of geography, it is necessary to note that composition studies 
has always been conscious, in a geographical sense, of understanding the sites 
from which it speaks. (Phrases like “Contact Zones,” “mapping” errors, and 
“marginalia” are part of its vocabulary). It is also important to point out that 
the need the editors of Crossing Borderlands speak of is not new. Class Issues: 
Pedagogy, Cultural Studies, and the Public Sphere,edited by Amitava Kumar 
(1997) describes a similar disjunction between the public and the academic spheres 
that many of the essays in Crossing Borderlands addresses. And yet, what makes 
Crossing Borderlands different and in a class of its own is its constant prioritizing 
of composition studies. The subtitle needs to be read in a linear fashion, for the 
essays defi nitely place composition over postcolonial studies. Though many of 
the contributors assume a basic familiarity with major names and arguments on 
the part of the reader; nevertheless, it is possible to read the text without much 
awareness of the historiography of postcolonial studies (read the Gaurav Desai 
and Supriya Nair edited anthology Postcolonialisms for a nice introduction to the 
fi eld). But if you are looking for a text that re-iterates the radical interlocutions of 
critical education, and of the place composition studies occupies in this developing 
conversation, this is the book for you. 

Edwardsville, IL
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Writing Across Borders, directed by Wayne Robertson. Oregon State University 
Center for Writing and Learning and Writing Intensive Curriculum Program, 
2005. http://cwl.oregonstate.edu/wab

Reviewed by Beth Godbee and Kate Vieira, University of Wisconsin-Madison

 The fi lm Writing Across Borders comes at an opportune time. The current 
debates about U.S. language policy, along with the increasing linguistic diversity of 
our classrooms, call for increased attention to second (or third!) language writing. 
Both in our writing center and graduate colloquium series at UW-Madison, we 
have used this fi lm to refl ect on our conferencing with multilingual writers and to 
rethink our responsibilities to students in an age of increased globalization. The 
fi lm and accompanying website, written and directed by Wayne Robertson and 
produced by the Oregon State University Writing Intensive Curriculum and Center 
for Writing and Learning, draw from interviews with international students and 
ESL faculty conducted over a three-year period. Robertson articulates the goal as to 
“address some of the most signifi cant challenges international students face when 
writing for American colleges and universities.” In addressing these challenges, 
the fi lm and website do the important work of raising consciousness about second-
language writing and writers. The fi lm’s straightforward presentation, inclusion of 
student voices, practical suggestions, and multimodal format make it accessible to 
a wide audience. The website complements the fi lm with discussion questions and 
potential answers, fi lm clips, and a full transcript, which could be used for tutor 
training, faculty development, or discussions “across borders.” In our colloquium 
meeting, for instance, those who work in the ESL program joined those of us 
in composition and rhetoric to share experiences and questions. Because of the 
interactive and visual format, and the fi lm’s short running time at thirty minutes, 
Writing Across Borders lends itself to such engagement—from professional 
development to interdepartmental discussions. 
 In the introduction, Robertson reports that there are now over 600,000 
international students (1 in 20) on college and university campuses. Many 
experience frustration not only from writing in a non-native language but also 
from different cultural and educational expectations. Despite the certainty that 
instructors will work with international students, Robertson worries, “very little is 
done to prepare teachers.” He asks how culture shapes our rhetorical expectations, 
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how we might develop fair assessment practices, and how we can better support 
international student writers. 
 Following the rationale and questions from the introduction, Robertson 
provides a visual literature review in part 1, “Examining Cultural Differences in 
Writing.” The camera spans journal articles and book covers, tracing contrastive 
rhetoric to Robert Kaplan and the rhetorical tradition to Plato, Aristotle, Francis 
Bacon, and more recently, Edward Said. Then Robertson turns to fi ndings based 
on his interviews with international students who describe their own rhetorical 
traditions. For example, a Japanese student discusses the four-part essay format 
she learned in school; a Columbian student says that he fi nds the directness 
of American writing to be rude and instead suggests that writers need time to 
establish relationships with their readers; and a Chinese student relates her surprise 
at American academic citation practices, because in China, writers may build on 
what others say, as most things are shared. These interviews address a range of 
rhetorical differences: both at the sentence-level and with more global issues of 
content, argument, and the roles of readers and writers. 
 In part 2, “Assessing International Students’ Writing,” Robertson shifts 
from interviews with students to interviews with ESL specialists to address how 
teachers might better support student writers. In what might be the single most 
helpful take-away point of the fi lm, Tony Silva proposes that just as international 
students might speak with an accent, so might their writing be accented. 
Instructors, therefore, should become less distracted by inconsequential errors such 
as missing articles or mistaken prepositions. Similarly, Deborah Healy reminds 
us that treating all students the same is not the same as treating everyone fairly. 
When teachers mark down for errors or cover student texts with corrections, 
then students become frustrated, discouraged, and may stop taking risks. These 
reminders cannot be overstated and are especially useful for the general audience 
Robertson has in mind. 
 The final section, part 3, “Developing Strategies that Work for 
International Students,” draws on interviews with both students and instructors 
to suggest a range of strategies for working with international students. These 
approaches include giving more time for in-class writing, allowing take-home 
exams, and asking fewer questions that require immediate feedback. Instructors 
can meet with students in one-on-one conferences to ask what comments students 
fi nd most helpful and to tailor responses accordingly. Further, instructors should 
think through the cultural assumptions embedded in their assignments, such as 
knowledge of Jay Leno or comfort with critiquing the government. Where the 
fi lm ends, the website continues with additional discussion questions and extended 
examples from Robertson’s interviews that together serve as a guide for using the 
fi lm in professional development.
 Despite the complementary formats of the fi lm and website, some viewers 
might wish that the Writing Across Borders project had made even better use 
of the interactive potential of these media. For example, the fi lm’s organization 
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follows a traditional article format with the familiar sections of rationale, research 
questions, literature review, fi ndings, and recommendations embedded in its three 
parts. While this structure often works well in print articles, it does not necessarily 
match digital production, where viewers expect to be engaged in a story with 
motion and dialogue more than a montage of still photographs with voice-over 
narration. To this end, future fi lms might consider including classroom or tutorial 
scenes. Likewise, the current website provides content that would appear in a print 
discussion guide, but we would have liked more dynamic web elements such as 
blogs, chat rooms, video feeds, sample student writing, links to other sites, or 
scenarios for role-playing. We imagine that a more interactive fi lm and a more 
dynamic website would have extended our use of and learning from the overall 
project.   
 Our use of Writing Across Borders might also have benefi ted from more 
complicated—and more political—discussions of the roles of teachers, students, 
and writing in the globalized composition classroom. For example, the valuable 
suggestions offered in the fi lm seem tailored to monolingual American English 
instructors, so teachers and tutors who themselves speak English as a second 
language might not see themselves represented. Similarly, those of us who see 
American academic writing as a site of contested discourse might fi nd that the 
fi lm essentializes it in a way that does not refl ect our own pedagogies or the 
debates in our fi eld. In other words, in its welcome exploration of cultural and 
rhetorical differences, Writing Across Borders paints a simplifi ed picture of the 
ways “We” write and the ways “They” write—a distinction we would like to have 
seen problematized. 
 In fact, scholars have long called for complicating categories of 
bilingualism (e.g., Valdes) and static notions of contrastive rhetoric (e.g., 
Matsuda), as well as for taking a global, political, and historical view of language 
teaching (Canagarajah) and linguistic diversity (Smitherman)—developments 
that Robertson’s fi lm only fl eetingly, if at all, acknowledges, perhaps because its 
visual literature review focuses predominantly on the Western, male tradition. 
The biggest drawback, in our view, of omitting these perspectives is that many 
writers get left out of the analysis. In particular, the fi lm does not address the needs 
of our students who are not “international,” but for whom “standard” English is 
not a fi rst language. While Robertson limits the project’s scope to international 
students, the assumed dichotomy between native and foreign fails to recognize 
the ways—gendered, raced, classed—many of us are included and excluded from 
full national citizenship. As one participant in our discussion pointed out, the fi lm 
does not call into question the implied “norm” of the native English speaker. Might 
there be a way, she wondered, to sensitize “mainstream” students to the “accents” 
and rhetorical traditions of others? How might we not only accept “accented” 
writing, but work to de-center the dominant mode? Is there anyone, after all, for 
whom any kind of academic writing comes naturally? We would suggest raising 
such questions in a presentation of the fi lm to put it in a more critical context.
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 That said, Writing Across Borders very successfully meets the call for 
what researchers of writing seem to argue for across the board: attention to second-
language writing not just as the purview of specialists, but as a necessity for all 
teachers. The fi lm thus broadens Bruce and Rafoth’s (2004) important work on 
helping ESL writers in the context of a writing center. It speaks not only to tutors, 
but to teachers across the disciplines. In fact, many colloquium participants openly 
wondered if the fi lm could be required “reading” for all faculty and instructors. 
The fi lm may be purchased for $12.50 through the website.

Madison, WI

 
The Eloquence of Mary Astell, by Christine Mason Sutherland.  Calgary: 
University of Calgary Press, 2005. 202 pp. 

Reviewed by Elizabeth Tasker, Georgia State University

 The writings of Mary Astell present a unique but, until recently, largely 
forgotten intellectual female voice of late-seventeenth-century England—a voice 
signifi cant to the European Enlightenment not only for its female perspective but 
for connecting seventeenth-century French rhetorical theory with the emerging 
philosophical and rhetorical developments of eighteenth-century Britain. In The 
Eloquence of Mary Astell, Christina Mason Sutherland resuscitates Astell’s 
contributions to rhetoric and shows how Astell’s writings both extend and challenge 
the ideas of Descartes, Locke, and many other male philosophers and thinkers of 
her period and earlier. Sutherland’s book offers a thorough analysis of the rhetorical 
situation represented in each of Astell’s published works, which include A Serious 
Proposal to the Ladies, Part I (1694), Letters Concerning the Love of God (1695), 
A Serious Proposal to the Ladies, Part II (1697), The Christian Religion (1705), 
Some Refl ections on Marriage (1706), and four political pamphlets (three published 
in 1704 and one in 1709).  
 Sutherland’s study combines historical, rhetorical and literary feminist 
recovery scholarship to integrate Astell’s work into the context of mainstream 
(masculine) western rhetoric and philosophy in the late seventeenth century. 
Foregrounding Astell’s distinct female Christian Neo-Platonist position within the 
cultural and intellectual climate of her period, Sutherland presents Astell’s ideas 
in relationship to Cartesian and Lockean empiricism, Platonism, Protestantism, 
Augustinian Christianity, and early eighteenth-century British politics. With 
numerous close readings of primary passages and detailed discussions on fi ne 
points of philosophy, The Eloquence of Mary Astell will be best appreciated by 
readers who have a deep interest in historical rhetoric and some knowledge of 
Enlightenment philosophy, or by readers who have the desire to learn about these 
things.  



148  Composition Studies

 Sutherland organizes her book into three parts: part 1 contextualizes 
Astell as a woman intellectual writing in the late-seventeenth and early-eighteenth 
centuries, part 2 focuses on Astell’s work as rhetorical practice, and part 3 
describes Astell’s rhetorical theory. The background provided in part 1 should 
prove helpful for readers new to early modern feminist historical rhetoric. Those 
already familiar with historical rhetoric may fi nd part 1 repetitive in terms of 
general feminist history, but they will fi nd new insights in biographical details, 
such as Astell’s major infl uences, acquaintances, and friendships.  In part 2, each 
chapter provides a thorough analysis of one of Astell’s works, including its context, 
audience(s), argument structure, and use of rhetorical appeals. In its entirety, part 
2 is immensely valuable in tracing the development of Astell’s authorial practices, 
thematic concerns, and rhetorical strategies over the course of her writing career. 
Finally, part 3 revisits Astell’s explicit statement of rhetorical theory, which, 
as Sutherland points out, covers ninety-six pages in chapter three of A Serious 
Proposal to the Ladies, Part II.  The three-part organization of The Eloquence of 
Mary Astell allows readers to join Sutherland’s discussion at various points based 
on their own research needs and interests.   But reading the entire book, all three 
parts, will give readers the most complete view of the extraordinary intellect, talent, 
theories, and achievements of Mary Astell and how she overcame the educational 
and social obstacles faced by women of her time.  
 When Astell fi rst began to publish in the 1690s, the Enlightenment ideals 
of rationality and empirical science were coming into vogue, and the intellectual 
center of Western Europe was in the process of shifting from France to London.  
Ramus, Descartes, the Port Royalists, and Lamy were being read in their native 
tongue, translated to English, and appropriated by the British educated elite. The 
ideas of Whig philosopher and empiricist John Locke were gaining prestige in 
England. Today, historians view the seventeenth century as a time of transition 
from the Renaissance to the Enlightenment, an especially fuzzy time as it pertains 
to the rhetorical activities of women whom, in general, historians tend to cast 
as late adopters of new intellectual developments and whom, in the seventeenth 
century, scholars associate with Renaissance humanism much more often than 
with the Enlightenment philosophy. In part 1, Sutherland seems to concur with 
this assessment of seventeenth century females as a repressed product of their 
culture, lagging behind in education and enlightenment.  
 But, moving through Astell’s writings, Sutherland shows that her subject is 
not only in tune with the latest Enlightenment thinking but that Astell continually 
challenges the ideas of her male contemporaries. Sutherland states of Astell, 
“hers was a critical mind” that craved education and intellectual exchange (44). 
Sutherland explains how Astell sought out John Norris, a well-known Christian 
Neo-Platonist scholar. Through a two-year correspondence, captured in Letters 
Concerning the Love of God, Astell’s conversation with Norris amounted to 
what Sutherland describes as an education that “we might compare with modern 
graduate school” (42). While describing Astell and Norris’ relationship, Sutherland 
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also elucidates the tenets of Christian Neo-Platonism, a major source for Astell’s 
philosophical position. In a later section, Sutherland details exactly how Astell 
opposes Locke, stating that Astell fi nds Locke’s philosophy “too secular,” that 
it ignores the role of faith in metaphysics, and that it does not accept intellectual 
activity in all strata of society (69). At the same time, despite Astell’s staunchly 
Christian position, Sutherland argues that Astell is “typical of the Enlightenment” 
in her “preference for logos over ethos” as the chief means for persuasion (89). 
Sutherland does an excellent job detailing Astell’s methods of logic and rhetoric and 
explaining how Astell’s work is informed by Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy, 
Antoine Arnauld and Pierre Nicole’s The Art of Thinking, and Bernard Lamy’s The 
Art of Speaking. Thus, although Astell’s gender marks her as a marginal fi gure 
for her period, Sutherland shows that Astell’s work places her knowingly in the 
mainstream intellectual conversations of her day.
 Sutherland argues that Astell is, in fact, the most important female fi gure 
in early modern rhetoric because her work contributes to the theory and practice 
of both sermo and contentio.  Contentio, Sutherland explains, refers to traditional 
public argumentation as found historically in the solely masculine venues of 
law courts and political forums and has been the chief concern of rhetorical 
practitioners and theorists for centuries. Sermo, in the other hand, refers to less 
structured, less public, and less theorized forms of verbal communication, such as 
conversation used in social gatherings and epistolary correspondence, traditionally 
not the focus of pre-modern rhetorical study. Sutherland’s broadening of rhetoric 
to include sermo, or conversation, aligns with both the importance of conversation 
in seventeenth-century society and with the trend of today’s feminist scholars 
in including conversation as a new genre in the study of historical rhetoric, for 
example with Jane Donawerth’s work on Madeleine de Scudery, which Sutherland 
notes in her introduction. Although Astell herself does not use the terms contentio 
and sermo, Sutherland contends that “it is the letter genre [Astell’s primary genre] 
that allows her to move from sermo to contentio” (50). Most of Astell’s works are 
written as letters, a genre acceptable for females in her day. However, in Refl ections 
on Marriage and her four political pamphlets, Astell sheds the letter genre and 
writes treatises and tracts that “belong to contentio, to the full public discourse 
of oratory” (80). As read by Sutherland, Astell’s rhetorical practice operates in 
both the female and male worlds of her period.   
 Emphatically placing Astell into mainstream rhetorical history, 
Sutherland’s The Eloquence of Mary Astell is an authoritative and important 
book for those who study historical rhetoric. Still, in the opinion of this reader, it 
would have benefi ted from further discussion in two areas: fi rst, more attention to 
Astell’s theories of composition and secondly in exploring possible links to later 
eighteenth-century rhetoric. In pursuit of the distinction between contentio and 
sermo, Sutherland’s reading of Astell’s rhetorical theory glosses rather too quickly 
over Astell’s delineation of composition styles as well as Astell’s perspective on 
how morality and human will are related to rhetoric and argumentation. I believe 
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further analysis of Astell’s theories on the composition and moral philosophy could 
provide possible links between Astell and later eighteenth-century theorists, such 
as Campbell and Hume. 
 Nevertheless, Sutherland’s The Eloquence of Mary Astell is a masterful 
work of scholarship on a brilliant female rhetorician who transformed the ideas 
of her day into a unique philosophy designed to develop intellectual possibilities 
for females (dare we call it in the dawn of a female enlightenment?) a torch passed 
to the Bluestockings and other educated women of the later eighteenth century. 
Sutherland does not speculate on the scope of Astell’s infl uence beyond the most 
directly obvious links. In The Eloquence of Mary Astell, Sutherland sticks to the 
verifi able facts, focusing on the ideas that fed Astell’s more than on any widespread 
impacts Astell’s own ideas produced. In fact, Sutherland notes that by the late 
eighteenth century, Mary Astell was largely forgotten, but Sutherland serves very 
solid ground from which to begin historical research on Astell’s infl uence moving 
forward into the eighteenth century.   

Atlanta, GA

Negotiating Religious Faith in the Composition Classroom, edited by Elizabeth 
Vander Lei and bonnie lenore kyburz. Portsmouth: Boynton/Cook, 2005. 192 pp. 

Reviewed by Tanya R. Cochran, Union College

 Negotiating Religious Faith in the Composition Classroom is best 
summarized by its own last line: “For the composition classroom to depart, even 
on a few occasions, from the scene of inculcated convention, instructors and 
students alike must attempt to unfold the discursive spaces through which thought 
ceaselessly migrates” (Cain 180). In other words, as our world continues to be 
woven together, the temptation to disengage with students of faith by limiting 
their topic choices, refusing to read their often stubborn and even fundamentalist 
proclamations, or responding with criticism that prevents rather than encourages 
self-refl exivity, is neither fruitful nor acceptable. In this collection, editors 
Elizabeth Vander Lei (Calvin College) and bonnie lenore kyburz (Utah Valley State 
College) present essays from writing teachers, tutors, and program administrators 
in order to continue a conversation that only recently has become less marginal 
in our fi eld’s publications. Negotiating Religious Faith brings to light issues we 
would be sorely remiss to discount or disregard, especially in a post-9/11 era.
 Part 1, grouped as “Teachers and Students Negotiate,” begins with Vander 
Lei’s “Coming to Terms with Religious Faith in the Composition Classroom.” In 
her orienting comments, Vander Lei sets the tone for the book as she previews 
the essays in this section. She explains that negotiation most succinctly captures 
the collection’s purpose: writing teachers must not only recognize that faith 
infuses classrooms, but also acknowledge its presence and, more importantly, 
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guide students into an understanding of how religious faith, instead of provoke 
and injure, can “inspire and nurture effective rhetorical practice” (3). The goal of 
such practice is students who are self-invested in education and better equipped 
to be effectual citizens (3). Faith, explains Vander Lei, can be troublesome as 
its use in the United States is generally in a Protestant Christian context, often 
connotes closed-mindedness, and smacks of doctrinal absolutism. But rather than 
use the broader and less specifi c term spirituality, she and kyburz chose to use 
faith because most of the work in the fi eld, especially by Ronda Leathers Dively 
(1997), Amy Goodburn (1998), Priscilla Perkins (2001) and Lizabeth Rand (2001), 
focuses on students of particular denominations and religious faith provides the 
editors and contributors the occasion to consider the intricacy of private and public 
expressions of belief (7).
               Part 1, then, begins with a cluster of essays that speak specifi cally to the 
contact zone of the classroom. Juanita M. Smart, for example, in “‘Frankenstein 
or Jesus Christ?’: When the Voice of Faith Creates a Monster for the Composition 
Teacher,” examines how her own identity as a scholar and a lesbian clashes with 
the identity of a student who, like many students of faith, believes he owns the 
truth (22). Smart admits her unwillingness and inability to negotiate with such a 
student but maintains that not doing so will never get her, her student, or anyone 
else closer to the goal of productive rhetorical engagement. In many ways, a 
practical extension of Smart’s essay, in “Religious Freedom in the Public Square 
and the Composition Classroom,” Kristine Hansen offers several writing activities 
designed to help students develop their rhetorical skills. Hansen calls on her 
membership in the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, her position as a 
faculty member at Brigham Young University, and her liberal political leanings 
to inform the construction of the prompts. Douglas Downs concludes part 1 with 
“True Believers, Real Scholars, and Real True Believing Scholars: Discourses 
of Inquiry and Affi rmation in the Composition Classroom,” one of the most 
provocative and practical essays in the collection. Downs explains that Discourse 
with a capital D is not just a way of talking but a “way of being” (51). When teachers 
who embody the Discourse of inquiry (which values questioning, doubt, and 
ambiguity) encounter students who embody the Discourse of affi rmation (which 
values the answer, faith, and certainty), the classroom can seem like a boxing ring. 
Rather than taking a swing, though, professors can guide, translate, mentor, and 
coach (49-52). Students will only learn to “cast their nets on the other side” when 
we teach them how, Downs asserts (52).

kyburz introduces part 2, “Negotiating Pedagogies,” with “Liminal 
Performances, Discursive Practices” in which she urges that we “motivate and 
value performances that avoid (linguistic) acts of disambiguation,” especially 
in a time when cultures vie for the ownership of words such as good, evil and 
terror (59). To encourage critical thought, Keith D. Miller and Jennifer M. Santos, 
in “Recomposing Religious Plotlines,” offer an analysis of faith assumptions 
and assignments that help students take apart those assumptions as they learn 
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to build new ones, a process that ideally enables students to navigate complex 
religious issues (67). Mark Montesano and Duane Roen follow with “Religious 
Faith, Learning, and Writing: Challenges in the Classroom,” a dialogue between 
Montesano as a less seasoned teacher and Roen as an experienced mentor as the 
former negotiates—even at times poorly, he admits—with students who argue 
from faith-based suppositions.
               Part 3, “Negotiating Cultural Divides,” opens with Vander Lei’s “Cultural 
Contexts for Religious Faith, Religious Contexts for Cultural Practice.” She 
observes that faith and culture always already shape each other: “They are weft and 
warp of a single cloth” (102). Both essays in this section address the importance of 
looking closely at the cloth’s weave. In “The Book and the Truth: Faith, Rhetoric 
and Cross-Cultural Communication,” Bronwyn T. Williams gives us a rare 
glimpse in the fi eld of work with Muslim students as he describes his teacher-
student relationship with Mohammed, a student from Oman. Williams examines 
writing teachers’ reluctance (including his own) to let religious perspectives into 
the classroom, much less talk about their impact on cross-cultural, academic 
exchanges. Brad Peters, in “African American Students of Faith in the Writing 
Center: Facilitating a Rhetoric of Conscience,” introduces a rhetoric that allows 
students to be faithful to not only scholarship but also their cultures and religions. 
Peters is especially concerned that students be given more chances to practice 
melding cultural and academic literacies (131).
               In “Religious Faith in Context—Institutions, Histories, Identities, Bodies,” 
kyburz begins part 4, “Negotiating Institutional Spaces,” by suggesting that we 
unwittingly but often greatly simplify the concept of audience (138). She challenges 
us to reconsider how we use the concept to indoctrinate students of faith rather than 
help them fi nd their way in the complex web they fi nd themselves in, whether on 
parochial or public campuses. Institutional context matters, insists kyburz, in more 
intricate ways than we realize or concede (140). In “Torah U’Madda: Institutional 
‘Mission’ and Writing Instruction,” Lauren Fitzgerald draws on her experience as 
faculty and writing program administrator at Yeshiva University and College. She 
especially notes how the history and application of havruta (studying the Talmud 
cooperatively) infl uences her work with students in the writing center (152). 
Fitzgerald hopes that by deliberately examining an institution’s mission, teachers 
and students can turn the everyday work of school into a true search for knowledge 
(152). In “Negotiating Individual Religious Identity and Institutional Religious 
Culture,” Rebecca Schoenike Nowacek presents three case studies of students, 
Catholic and Quaker, at a Catholic university. Through ethnography, Nowacek 
captures the very different responses the students have to an interdisciplinary, 
three-semester course of literature, history, and theology. She fi nds that the 
students, no matter their struggles, participated in a complicated and productive 
negotiation of their own “religious themes, the rhetorical demands of particular 
classrooms, and the religious culture of their academic institutions” (165). Nowacek 
gives some of the best advice in the collection when she encourages us to be 
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sensitive to students’ search for self, even if that search manifests as preaching 
(165). And fi nally, in “(Sacra)Mentality: Catholic Identity in the Postmodern 
Classroom,” Jeffrey P. Cain employs the work of post-structuralists Deleuze and 
Guattari to suggest that their concept of the Body without Organs provides a model 
for teaching students of faith how to abandon religious absolutism long enough to 
observe immanence, which Cain argues “gathers reality into folds” (179). Such a 
deconstruction need not lead to nihilism but can create a space of students’ own, 
a paradoxical space where doubt does not demand rejection, where observing and 
analyzing immanence can occur simultaneously (176).
                As with any collection, the essays seem uneven. And though the essays’ 
unevenness is due more to their methodologies and theoretical underpinnings than 
to their value, an introduction and conclusion from the editors may have improved 
the book’s cohesion. Still, Negotiating Religious Faith is a pedagogically and 
intellectually stimulating book. Even if the primary audience is compositionists, 
potentially any professor at a public or private institution teaching an array of 
courses will fi nd Negotiating Religious Faith well worth her or his time. The 
essays both challenge readers to examine their biases and suggest ways to begin 
speaking and teaching and hearing, as Jim W. Corder calls for in “Argument as 
Emergence, Rhetoric as Love,” a “commodious language” that traverses campuses, 
disciplines, classrooms, and hearts (32).

Lincoln, NE 
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Contributors
Dr. Peg Alden is currently Associate Professor of Social Sciences at Landmark 
College in Putney, Vermont.  Her recent publications have focused on learning 
differences at the college level including the impact of study abroad on college 
students with LD and/or ADHD, successfactors for college women with AD/HD, 
and writers’ blocks and the college student with attentional issues.  

Daniel Anderson, associate professor of English at University of North Caro-
lina–Chapel Hill, is a writing pusher in a digital age. http://sites.unc.edu/daniel

Anthony T. Atkins, assistant professor of English at the University of North 
Carolina–Wilmington, serves on the executive committee for the Research Net-
work Forum.

Cheryl E. Ball, assistant professor of computers and writing at Utah State 
University, is co-editor, with Beth Hewett, of Kairos: Rhetoric, Technology, 
Pedagogy. 

Linda S. Bergmann, Associate Professor of English at Purdue University and 
Director of the Purdue Writing Lab, has started WAC programs and writing 
centers at several universities. She has taught undergraduate courses in composi-
tion, literature, pedagogy, and literacy, and graduate seminars in writing program 
administration. She has published articles in such journals as Language and 
Learning Across the Disciplines, Feminist Teacher, A/B: Auto/Biography Stud-
ies, and Works and Days, and has written chapters on WAC and other aspects of 
teaching writing for various collections. She is co-editor of Composition and/or 
Literature: The End(s) of Education, (2006) and is completing a textbook on 
research writing.

Steve Carmichael, Associate Professor of English, has taught Developmental 
Writing at Landmark College for eleven years.

Lauren Fitzgerald is Associate Professor of English at Yeshiva University 
where she directs the Yeshiva College Writing Center.  Her work has appeared in 
The Writing Lab Newsletter, The Writing Center Journal, and edited collections.  
While serving on the WPA Council Executive Board, she co-led the 2005 and 
2006 WPA Summer Workshops.

Carol Peterson Haviland is Professor of English and directs the writing center 
and the WAC and upper-division writing programs at California State Univer-
sity, San Bernardino.  Her research interests include composition, feminist, and 
intellectual property theories as well as writing centers, WAC, and writing pro-
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gram administration. She has co-edited Weaving Knowledge Together: Writing 
Centers and Collaboration and Teaching/Writing in the Late Age of Print, and 
is currently co-editing “Stealing” Ideas: Connecting Plagiarism to Disciplinary 
Defi nitions of Intellectual Property.  

Melissa Ianetta, Director of Writing and Assistant Professor of English at the 
University of Delaware, has published on the history of rhetoric and writing 
program administration in College English, Rhetoric Review, WPA: Writing 
Program Administrator, and The Writing Center Journal. 

Brian Jackson is a PhD candidate in Rhetoric, Composition, and the Teach-
ing of English at the University of Arizona.  He studies theories of democracy 
education, and his work can be seen in Rhetoric Review and Rhetoric Society 
Quarterly.

Erik Juergensmeyer is a PhD candidate in Rhetoric, Composition, and the 
Teaching of English at the University of Arizona. He specializes in confl ict 
resolution and rhetorical invention, and his work appears in WPA Journal and 
Rhetoric Review.

Lisa Lebduska directs the College Writing Program at Wheaton College in 
Norton, Massachusetts and has published work in Writing on the Edge and the 
Writing Center Journal. Her most recent article, “The BodyMatters of Digitized 
Contexts,” will appear in Teaching Writing in the Liberal Arts: Unique Opportu-
nities, Special Challenges, edited by Joanna Castner and James Inman (forth-
coming from Hampton Press).

Krista Homicz Millar, a Ph.D. candidate in English and Education at the Uni-
versity of Michigan, is currently researching new media pedagogy and assess-
ment practices.

David Reamer is a PhD candidate in Rhetoric, Composition, and the Teaching 
of English at the University of Arizona. He specializes in theories of profession-
al writing practices and theories; his work is featured in the forthcoming edited 
collection Stories of Mentoring: Theory and Praxis.

Cynthia L. Selfe, Humanities Distinguished Professor in English at The Ohio 
State University, is the author or editor of numerous articles and books and 
co-edits, with Gail Hawisher, Computers and Composition: An International 
Journal. 

Richard (Dickie) Selfe, Senior Instructional Technology Specialist for the Col-
lege of Humanities at The Ohio State University, has most recently published 



Sustainable Communication Practices: Creating a Culture of Support for Tech-
nology-rich Education.

Mary Wislocki is currently an assistant professor of English and the fi rst direc-
tor of the Ruth Sharkey Academic Resource Center at Seton Hall University. 
Her articles and reviews have appeared in The Writing Center Journal and The 
Writing Lab Newsletter.
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Call for Papers

The 2007 Feminism(s) and Rhetoric(s) conference invites proposals on civic discourse, 
feminisms, and rhetorics. The conference draws its inspiration from the 50th anniversary 
of the integration of Little Rockʼs Central High School, the Clinton Presidential Library, 
Heifer Project International & the Clinton School for Public Service.  

This conference asks us to explore civic discourse and how civic discourse, feminism(s) 
and rhetoric(s) interact with, for, and against each other.

•  What is civic discourse?  What counts as civic discourse? 
•  How has civic discourse changed over the years for women?  For feminism? 
•  What does it mean to participate in civic discourse in the 21st century? 
•  How do we participate in civic discourse?  
•  How has the internet/electronic discourse affected civic discourse? 
•  How has civic discourse become corporatized? 
•  How has globalization impacted civic discourse? 
•  What does it mean to be a feminist and/or rhetorician participating in civic dis-
course?

 
We look forward to reading proposals from a wide variety of disciplines, including, but 
not limited to, history, ethics, new media, political science, social justice, pedagogy, law, 
literature, art and art theory, queer theory, international studies, cultural studies, race stud-
ies, economics, environmental studies, science, social activism, communication studies, 
technical communication, visual design, philosophy, and engineering. 

Submission Deadline: April 20, 2007  at http://femrhet.cwshrc.org

Formats may include individual presentations (20 min.), 3-4 member panels (1 1/2 
hours), and workshops or roundtables (1 1/2 hrs.). Although traditional presentations are 
acceptable, we encourage participants to create formats that go beyond the read-aloud 
academic paper. Interactive sessions that include discussions, dialogues, and performanc-
es are especially welcome. Please, submit only one proposal.  Questions--contact Barbara 
L̓ Eplattenier (bleplatt@ualr.edu) or Marcia Smith (mmsmith@ualr.edu).
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ANNOUNCEMENTS

Call for Proposals   

We invite proposals for essays for a collection that draws on the upcoming 
25th anniversary of Steven Northʼs The Making of Knowledge in Composi-
tion (MKC) as an occasion to assess the discipline of composition and its 
future.  Because MKC remains one of compositionʼs monumental works, 
we invite retrospective accounts (rhetorical and critical analyses, reception 
histories, refl ective narratives, and other scholarly treatments) of Northʼs un-
reservedly sweeping, undoubtedly important, and undeniably controversial 
book.  Rather than being merely retrospective, this collection seeks works 
that critically re-assess such things as MKCʼs infl uence/impact, rhetoric, 
aims, and values--with an eye toward using such re-assessments to comment 
on the present and future of composition studies.  By May 2007, please attach 
500 word proposals to the editors, Lance Massey (lmassey@bgnet.bgsu.edu) 
and Richard Gebhardt (richgeb@bgnet.bgsu.edu).
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The Community Literacy Journal & Forum is pleased to announce the launch of our
inaugural edition, Fall 2006:

• The mission of the Community Literacy Journal & Forum is to provide a place
where academics and other community-literacy workers can share ideas, learn
about activities and projects, discuss theory and practice, and share resources. For
the purposes of the journal, "community literacy" is understood as the domain for
literacy work that exists outside mainstream educational and work institutions. It can
be found in institutionalized programs devoted to adult education or lifelong learning
or work with marginalized populations, but it can also be found in more informal, ad
hoc projects.

• Articles in the fall and spring issues will address research in community literacy;
rhetoric and community literacy; regional aspects of community literacy; and
technology and community literacy.  A list of upcoming articles and authors is
available online: http://www.communityliteracy.org/subscribe.php

• One-year subscriptions are $45.00 for institutions and libraries, $25.00 for faculty,
and $15.00 for graduate students and community workers.  To subscribe, please
send a check or money order made out to The University of Arizona to:

Anna Varley, Department of English, University of Arizona, PO Box 210067
Tucson, AZ 85721
Please include the following information: name, mailing address, email address,
phone number, type of subscription, institutional affiliation.

Editorial Correspondence: Michael Moore, mmoore@mtu.edu
Book & Media Reviews: Sarah Truax, cljbooks@mtu.edu

http://www.communityliteracy.org/
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