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This qualitative study focuses on critical issues that surround English 

teaching in the two-year college. Fronn the results of interviews with and 

observations of 24 two-year college English Instructors in five western states as 

well as a broader survey questionnaire, I examine the following issues: the 

reliance on part-time instructors in the two-year college; the continued hold of 

conventional grammar instruction; the lack of relevance of much of the graduate 

work that two-year college English instructors have undertaken; the "gap" 

between two-year college English instructors and the larger discipline of English 

studies; the weak academic culture of the two-year college; issues surrounding 

writing assessment; the critical attitudes of instructors toward the research and 

writing that appears in journals of rhetoric and composition; the lack of motivation 

for scholarship and writing among two-year college writing instructors; and the 

institutional constraints on two-year college English instructors. 

After presenting some history and commentary on the community college, 

I discuss the methodology of the research. In the dissertation I profile fourteen 

of the 24 teachers I interviewed, chosen partly because they are representative 

in terms of demographic factors, partly t>ecause they have distinctive, individual 

"voices." I present the study results as a narrative of my research, t)eginning with 

the interviews of part-time "freeway flyers" teaching at four colleges in Southem 

California. I then describe my interviews in Oregon, at two colleges in Idaho, at 

one college in Utah, and finally at two colleges in my home state, Arizona. 
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Beginning with the perceived "gap" between writing instructors in two-year 

colleges and the broader scholarly discipline, the dissertation examines the 

institutional constraints that contribute to the isolation, alienation, and "burnout" 

felt by many community college instructors. In my final chapter I review the 

research and suggest ways in which college English departments can address 

the "gap" between them and the larger discipline and ways in which departments 

can work together as a team rather than as isolated individuals in order to create 

a more collegial and productive learning environment. 
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It is 8:00 in Los Angeles County and Cecilia James is in her seven-year-

old Toyota, "Bessie," driving on the freeway to her two-hour intensive class in 

"grammar and the fundamentals of writing" at Lamt)ert Community College, 

one of the four colleges where she teaches. Next to her seat is a pile of student 

papers threatening to spill onto the floor. She is running the class through her 

mind. First an hour of "grammar jeopardy." After the ten-minute break, an in-

class writing, expanding last week's paragraph on the statement, "Successful 

people are often self-made." She is thinking that her students, mostly adults 

over 40 coming back, or coming to college for the first time, will certainly connect 

to Grammar Jeopardy. 

In Salem, Oregon, Harriet Monroe is in her office surrounded by the 

hanging potted plants she enjoys. She's gathering materials into her backpack 

for the first-year {"not freshman") writing class on The Essay; paper towels, 

scissors, scotch tape. She looks forward to demonstrating the fluidity of possible 

arrangement of essays: she pictures herself ripping out a scroll from the paper 

towels and cutting her sample essay into parts, and then taping the cut-outs on 

the scroll. "The order should come out of the subject matter," she will tell the 

students, demonstrating different possible arrangements of the same essay. 

Then she will hand out the scrolls, the scissors, and the tape dispensers and 

leave her students, mostly white and mostly young, to cutting their own essays. 
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experimenting with altematlve arrangements. The whole thing reminds her of 

finger painting. Yes, she thinks, writing is a messy process. 

It is 9:00 in Patrick Johnson's classroom in Northern Arizona College in a 

computer lab next to his small office. The class is three-fourths minority, 

including African-Americans, Latinos, and American Indians from the nearby 

reservation. They have pushed their chairs back from the computers and are 

reading aloud each other's papers in small groups and filling out a form Patrick 

has given them. For a few of the students, even the oral reading of each other's 

papers proves difficult. He asks the students to identify the thesis in each paper. 

If the paper does not have a thesis, he tells them, suggest one for it. Quietly 

speaking in groups, the students discuss what a thesis is and debate what might 

be the thesis in each paper. 

The community college writing class is as diverse as it is ubiquitous. Yet, 

the above examples might be judged as misleading, inasmuch as the same 

diversity of approaches, of students, and even of classroom goals commonly 

exists among classes across the hallway from one another. The "typical" 

community college writing classroom, inasmuch as any might be called typical, 

contains a majority of students who are aiming for an occupational degree in 

some field, a minority of students who are taking the class for transfer credit to a 

four-year college, students who have struggled with writing all their lives as well 

as students for whom writing comes easily, older students who are coming back 

or coming for the first time to college after working for decades, fifteen-year-old 

high school drop outs, many students from lower and lower-middle class 
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backgrounds, and some from middle and upper-middle class backgrounds, a 

slight majority of females, students whose average age is in their late 20s, a 

genuine mix: the "rainbow coalition" come to leam. 

To teach writing at a community college is to find a balance that meets the 

varied needs of a genuinely diverse population. Generally, other than following 

broad departmental guidelines and the implicit constraints such as grading and 

hours in class, community college composition teachers have considerable 

independence in the classroom. And t)ecause there currently is no single "right 

answer," no one "grand theory" of how writing classes should be taught, it is not 

surprising there seems to be as many approaches as there are teachers. 

Community college writing programs may attempt to achieve consistency, but 

their efforts are undermined by institutional weaknesses such as their increasing 

reliance on part-time instructors, now neariy two-thirds of all instructors (1997-

1998 National Profile, 96-97), the variety of backgrounds and agendas that 

individual instructors bring to the classroom, and the general lack of theoretical 

agreement in the discipline. The subject they teach, "Composition" is a contested 

discipline, with no solid set of unifying principles and no settled "subject matter" 

that all can agree to. As Robert Connors writes, "More than any other college 

subject, composition has t>een shaped by perceived social and cultural needs; 

less than any other college subject it has been informed by a genuine body of 

knowledge crying out to be disseminated" (113). Despite their explosion in 

numbers and importance since the eariy 1980s, graduate programs designed 

specifically for teachers of composition are still theoretically diverse, and many 
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such programs are still scrambling for respectability in relationship to their more 

prestigious sibling, literary studies. Journals in composition, however interesting 

and occasionally enlightening their fare, may sometimes seem to offer few 

practical answers to harried teachers. As a result, community college English 

department faculty often make their day-to-day decisions based primarily on 

what Stephen North has called "lore," the accumulated ideas, tips, and 

pedagogical advice of their teaching community. 

Although some instructors in community colleges keep abreast of the 

latest theories and the professional literature, and adapt their practices to the 

latest twists and tums of composition fashion, they are clearty in the minority. 

There is little information now available as to what kinds of ideas and beliefs 

English instructors bring from their graduate work into their teaching and to what 

extent they are influenced at all by the latest theories and fashions in the field. It 

is one thing to describe the changing theory and research in composition, it is 

something entirely different to document how much this theory and research 

have influenced individual practitioners in institutions such as community 

colleges, which are focused more on teaching than on research. 

This study comes out of my parallel experences as a community college 

English teacher and as a university graduate student of rhetoric and composition. 

It originated eariy in my graduate program, when I was working at the same time 

as a part-time instructor at a local community college. From hunch and 

observation, overheard conversations, as well as words published in professional 

joumals, I discerned a wide gap, manifested both in attitudes and in teaching 
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practice, between the writings and findings of university academicians and the 

Ideas and practices of teachers of writing and literature at my community 

college. What I found most interesting in my graduate studies was the "politics" 

of English studies, and in the "gap" that I perceived between the ivory tower and 

the community college, I saw a frame for future study. What I wanted was to get 

a sense of that gap by examining what practitioners in various community 

colleges actually do. What do they say they are doing? How close is that to what 

I observe them doing? Where do they get their individual agendas? How much 

are they informed and influenced by the journals in the field, and how much do 

they bring from their graduate work into their teaching? What are their attitudes 

toward their graduate training and the theoretical work coming out of research 

universities? How do they share ideas? How much are they influenced by the 

academic culture of their department? How do they stay "current"? These were 

some of the questions that informed the study at its outset. Looking back now at 

the research, I realize that the study led me to areas that were unforeseen and 

conclusions that I had not predicted. 

One principal finding that I had not foreseen was the importance of 

institutional constraints on writing teachers. In my interviews with instructors in 

various western states, I found that the issues of carryover from graduate studies 

and their continuing ties to the discipline of English studies, however important-

and they are important— were not as central to their teaching as the institutional 

constraints that keep instructors apart. These constraints discriminate against 

the majority of teachers who are part-time, isolate teachers and discourage 



scholarship and the formation of genuine communities of teachers and scholars. 

This ethnographic study of community college English instruction did not 

bring me to any conclusions as to a particular pedagogy or make me an 

advocate of any single theoretical position. I saw teachers who were 

expressivists operating alongside cultural studies advocates, social-

constructionists working alongside classical rhetoricians—and all of them 

teaching what seemed to me to be intellectually exciting, successful classes. I 

saw part-timers teaching with the same excitement, dedication and energy as 

full-timers. I also saw the clear difference in what teachers say they do and what 

they in practice do—that an instructor's professed adherence to a theoretical 

stance may not translate into her actual practice in the classroom. 

The issues this study brings to the foreground include (1) the institutional 

constraints on community college English departments that limit their efforts to 

build a strong academic culture; (2) faculty members' weak ties to the discipline 

of English; (3) the rejection by many of some of the central findings of university 

research; (4) the widespread distrust by faculty of the language that permeates 

scholarly journals; (5) the obstacles to change frequently cited in departments; 

and (6) the inequities in departments that hinder teamwork, communication, and 

building of bridges. What is unique about this study is that these concems have 

been voiced mainly by community college writing and literature instructors, not 

by outside critics, and they are framed around the voices of community college 

English instructors. 

The account that follows will contain many such voices of the community 
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college English faculty who shared their time and their classrooms generously, 

and who in the process convinced me that while community colleges have their 

share of problems, they are also blessed with many dedicated, thoughtful, and 

experienced professionals. The faculty I spoke with shared their concerns—and 

they had many-openly with me, and I only rarely felt they were "holding back," 

and never felt they were trying to present a glossed-over picture of their 

institution. I have tried to relate their comments to the larger framework of this 

study, recognizing that a collection of diverse commentary would be lost in its 

own weight and variety. However, I have tried as well to make my theoretical 

framework represent honestly the voices of these faculty, rather than to fit them 

into a prefigured framework. 

I begin in chapter one, "Looking at the Community College," with a brief 

review of the history of community colleges and some of the major 

commentators on them, and follow this in chapter two, "Learning from 

Teachers," with a review of my study methodology. In chapter three I begin my 

narrative of the research by presenting the words of the first study participants I 

interviewed, participants at two-year colleges in southem California. In this 

chapter I include discussions of the teaching of grammar and the reliance on 

part-timers, two issues that were prominent with these participants. In chapter 

four I move north to present my Oregon participants along with a general 

discussion of the graduate training of two-year college instructors. 

In chapters five and six I present my interviews and observations of Idaho 

and Utah participants, and discuss the two issues of writing assessment and 
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cultural studies/critical pedagogy. In chapter seven, I take a break from the 

presentation of participants and discuss in general attitudes of two-year college 

English teachers toward theory and research findings as they appear in journals 

in rhetoric and composition. In chapter eight, I come back to my participants in 

my home state, Arizona, and discuss the National Writing Project. Chapter nine 

brings together a review of the findings and some recommendations that come 

out of the findings. 

A word about my own biases. I came to this study with the strongly held 

opinion that we all—and I include myself here—can do better for our students. 

Most of us—and I include myself here as well—bring only part of our capabilities 

into play as teachers. For me there is no more important work than what we do. 

English teaching offers us a forum to inspire students to grow so much and in so 

many rich ways, a forum to be, as Jean Houston states, "evocators of the 

possible, not just fixers" (40). Reading and writing are windows to life, 

knowledge, and wisdom, not just skills for a better job. And one critical reason 

we bring only some of our capabilities to our work has been our relative isolation, 

a state of affairs that is culturally and institutionally determined, not inherent in 

our work. 

I have organized this writing around the research journey I made, with 

many "stops" for discussions of critical issues of English teaching in the two-year 

college. Because I have let the discussion of issues come out of the interviews 

and observations, there may be a jerky quality to the narrative; the train of 

interviews and observations halts periodically for discussions of critical issues. 
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discussions that include many voices from the field. I have tried to make the 

reader's ride smoother by forecasting at the t>eginning of each chapter the 

"stops" on the journey- issues that are discussed in each chapter-and by 

providing a description of the research and an historical context in chapters one 

and two. 

Finally, just as we may value everyone's interpretation of a poem, we 

agree as well that some interpretations are better than others, richer, more 

evidenced in the poem, more insightful. In the same way I believe that, without 

devaluing the efforts of any individual or department, we can agree that there 

are community college English programs that are more successful than others, 

that have found better ways to deal with the particular challenges that arise with 

the wide variety of students in an open-access college. What this study attempts 

to describe are some of the elements that contribute to their greater success. 

For purposes of confidentiality I have changed names of participants and 

institutions. 

Some studies which have strongly informed this research include those by 

Seidman, McGrath and Spear, Kroll, and Grubb. 
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The long and complex history of rhetoric and its cousin composition is 

outside the scope of this study. In the past twenty years, many scholars have 

published extensive and detailed articles and books on this history (see, for 

example, Berlin and Connors). Since the late 1970s rhetoric and composition 

has, as a newly developing area of English studies, steadily cast a self-

conscious gaze on its own history and the implications of that history. That 

process has yielded valuable results. To take one example, now that they are 

aware of their historically-situated nature, teachers no longer need to hold to out

dated ideas about elennents of writing as "natural." Rhetoric and composition 

can take an important place in English departments based on its long and central 

historical position and the numt^ers of students it affects as part of the teaching 

mission of every department. More relevant to this study, however, is the less 

known historical context of the community college. 

In this postmodern, nonfoundational era, history has become a matter of 

perspectives; and like most histories, the history of the community college 

movement depends largely on the perspective of the individual who is telling it. 

Nonetheless, it is possible to provide a general historical framework, using some 

generally cited "signposts" in its development. In order to discern where English 

teaching in the community college today stands, it behooves us to see where we 

are have come from. 

In 1830 only one person out of 3,200 nationwide was a college graduate. 
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By 1870 the number of college students in the United States had grown 

considerably, such that just under two percent of 18-to-21-year-olds were 

attending college. By 1900 that figure had doubled to four percent of the college-

age population, stimulated by the Mom'll Acts of 1862 and 1890 and the land 

grant colleges that resulted. These early land grant colleges, teaching colleges 

and colleges of agriculture, were the first "people's colleges," a term later 

adopted by the community colleges (Vaughan 3). 

The first community college. Joliet Junior College, in Joliet, Illinois, was 

established in 1901 by William Rainey Harper, the president of the University of 

Chicago. Harper was instrumental as well in proposing the distinction between 

upper- division and lower-division work. Harper advocated that struggling four-

year colleges trim back to teaching the first two years, and two-year colleges 

relieve universities of the task of "lower-division" education. He suggested that 

selected high schools could expand their role to create separate two-year 

colleges that would focus on the lower-division courses. Following the German 

"research" university model. Harper wanted to use a separate institution to 

provide the lower-level instruction and to sort out the more capable students from 

the underprepared majority. The first "junior" colleges were thus deemed to be 

almost entirely sorting and transfer institutions. (Diener 47-59) 

The idea of the "junior" college spread across the country in the next 25 

years and caught on especially in Califomia, where the second junior college, 

Fresno City College, was established in 1907. The two elements that pushed the 

junior college movement fon^/ard were strong support from university presidents 
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like Harper and popular support by citizens and educational leaders in local 

communities, who desired a local college to allow young people to stay near their 

homes while completing their first two years of study. 

By 1921 there were enough new "junior" colleges that the American 

Association of Junior Colleges was established. After the first world war, the 

mission of the junior college began to change to include other purposes than 

transfer, specifically occupational education and community-based classes. In 

the first meeting of the Association of Junior Colleges, as Judith Eaton notes, 

" the only agreement was that the junior college should be a multipurpose 

institution. This was followed by disagreement about the numt>er of purposes it 

should have and the extensiveness of any single purpose" (18-19). 

This disagreement is one that continues to this day. "Community" 

colleges, as they were renamed in the 1950s, have traditionally taken on three 

roles; transfer education, vocational training, and remedial education. Transfer 

education was the first and central role of the eariy junior college. The vocational 

training role took on increasing importance in the 1920s and 1930s, but as Eaton 

points out, though leaders in the community college movement encouraged 

technical training, the early junior colleges by and large remained college and 

university transfer institutions (27). 

Before the second world war, attending college was the privilege of the 

few, not the right of many. In 1945, only about 18 percent of white males and 23 

percent of white females had completed high school, and only six percent of 

adults had completed college. The situation for minorities was less than half 
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that (Vaughan 5). The postwar Gi Bill brought about a rapid increase in college 

admissions. Between 1945 and 1947, nearly 250,000 new students enrolled in 

junior colleges nationwide. 

In 1947 the Truman Commission Report advocated a system of locally 

controlled "community" colleges. The Commission proposed that the majority of 

high school students could benefit from an additional two years of college 

education or training (Phillippe 6-7). The report recommended the expansion of 

junior colleges, saying that, "the time has come to make education through the 

fourteenth grade available in the same way high school education is now 

available" (Brint and Karabel 69). The commission also proposed the expansion 

of the terminal two-year degree and terminal vocational education, proposing 

that the need for mid-level workers, trained in the "semiprofessional 

occupations" was great: "it is estimated that in many fields of work there are five 

jobs requiring two years of college preparation for every one that requires four 

years" (Brint and Karabel 70). By 1954, the number of junior college students 

had more than doubled to 700,000, while four-year college enrollments had 

grown to over two million (Eaton 29). 

The increasing role of vocational courses in the community college can be 

attributed to the recognition by their leadership of their best potential "market." 

Four-year colleges and universities had tied up the market for the professional 

classes and even certain areas of business. But the employment market for the 

technically skilled was wide open, and the need had not been addressed by the 

four- year institutions. As Brint and Karabel point out, 
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In a society that generated far more ambition for upward mobility than its 

structure of opportunity could possibly satisfy, the logic of vocationalism, 

whether at the level of secondary or higher education, was compelling.... 

Not everyone could t>e a member of the elite; vocational programs would 

reduce the high dropout rate; and occupational training would guarantee 

that students would leave the educational system with marketable skills. 

(11) 

The late 1960s were the glory years of the community college movement, 

with colleges sprouting up nationwide, some years at the rate of nearly one every 

week. The "baby boomers" had arrived in college. At the same time, the 

composition of the community college student body was changing to include 

many more older students and minorities. In the fifteen years between 1960 and 

1975, community colleges increased two and one-half times in number. In the 

ten years between 1965 and 1975, their student populations increased three and 

one-half fold. According to George Vaughan, state legislators in virtually all 

states were more than willing at this time to support "the seemingly inexpensive 

community colleges with their politically appealing open door and their 

commitment to promoting the nation's free enterprise system...The nations's 

dream of open access to higher education had become a reality" (7). 

The eras after the mid 1970s saw a downturn in the number of private 

two-year colleges and a continued, albeit somewhat slower, growth in public two-

year colleges, at about two percent per year. Community colleges expanded their 

occupational programs, and the percentage of associate degrees in occupational 
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fields overtook nonoccupational degrees. According to Eaton, transfer education 

made up 60 to 70 percent of student enrollment until the late 1960s. However, in 

the years since, that percentage has steadily decreased. At present, about 20 

percent of students in the community college are taking courses to transfer to 

four-year institutions. According to Eaton, this decrease in percentage of transfer 

students has been paralleled by a decrease in the "cognitive complexity" of 

liberal arts and transfer work in that students are asked to do less work, and less 

demanding work. Eaton writes, "They are assigned less writing, for example, and 

the level of demand of reading and writing assignments has decreased" (Eaton 

34-35). The mid 1960s to 1970s, the years of greatest expansion of student 

enrollment, were also years of profound change in the student population and in 

the central mission of the community college. Eaton locates in these years a 

lessened focus on the collegiate function and an increased focus on remediation 

and vocational education. Along with a contraction in the transfer mission of the 

community college, liberal arts study, which had into the 1960s made up 75 

percent of the curriculum, diminished to just over 50 percent, where it has 

remained since the 1970s (Eaton 34). 

In the mid to late 1970s in response to a downturn in student enrollments 

and pressure from minority leadership, four-year colleges and universities 

themselves moved towards "open access" and with that took on the remedial 

roles that community colleges had long provided. Meanwhile, community 

colleges, recognizing a large unmet need as well as a large potential market, 

took on a fourth role as learning centers for their local community, involved in 
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"lifelong learning," noncredit courses, and learning for specific purposes, e.g.. 

courses in financial planning or computer software. At the present time such 

"community service" courses, oftentimes non-credit courses, enroll as many 

students as credit programs do (Eaton 37). 

By 1995 community colleges enrolled over 5.2 million students, nearly 44 

percent of the undergraduate population and 46 percent of all first-time students 

(Phillippe, 1997-1998, 27). That same year, in comparison to public four-year 

institutions, more first-time students attended public community colleges, and 52 

percent of the public undergraduate population attended community colleges 

(Phillippe, 1997-1998, 20). From its humble beginnings in Illinois and California, 

the two-year college had become a major, if not the major, player in our national 

higher education. In the process it had changed from serving four-year colleges 

and universities by providing key "transfer" education to being a multifaceted 

institution of higher learning that provides educational services in a wide variety 

of areas and to diverse populations. It had also gained many strong supporters, 

and generally wide public support; on the other hand, it had also gained many 

vocal critics. To its critics and supporters, I now tum. 

Some Commentary on the Community College 

While community colleges historically have had a great deal of popular 

support, they have also received criticism from many credible sources. For 

those of us in English, these critics merit consideration because they reflect on 

both the practical realities of what we do every day and the assumptions we 
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make about the value of our work. They consider some of the basic issues of 

the community college, including its commitment to open access, its implied 

promise of a better economic future, its sometimes hesitant embrace of 

multiculturalism, and its multiple identities as a "college," a "training institute," a 

"community center," and an "adult school" offering remedial instruction. 

Kevin Dougherty in The Contradictory College analyzes the various 

scholars who write about the community college, and places them in three 

camps: functionalists, instrumental Marxists, and institutionalists. The 

functionalists, like Cohen and Brawer, are advocates of the community college, 

focusing their praise on its low cost, open access, and its excellence in its 

multiple roles as a transfer and vocational institution. Instrumental marxists such 

as Zwerling see the community college as operating from the needs of capitalist 

industry for low-paid, docile, semiskilled workers. According to them, the 

community college does not lift people out of their present social classes, but 

operates to maintain the economic status quo. The instltutionalist critics, among 

whom Dougherty includes Brint and Karabel, Ira Shor, and Harold London, 

mostly agree with the instrumental Marxists but say that the problem stems from 

the institutional hierarchy of higher education, not from any advocacy by 

capitalist business. Because community colleges occupy the bottom of a rigid 

hierarchy, and are lowest both in prestige and in funding, the message their 

students get from this is that they are themselves "second- class," and should 

limit themselves to second class aspirations. In addition, instltutionalist critics 

maintain, community colleges function to divert students from four-year 
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institutions and thus play a part in the "sorting out" of less qualified students from 

the "elite" (which they say also falls along class, ethnic, and racial lines) and 

"channeling" them into lower-level occupations. (Dougherty 20) 

The institutionalist critics of the community college see it as a false 

promise, a pittance thrown to the lower classes to keep them in their places. 

Typical of this is Ira Shor's first chapter, 'The Working Class Goes to College," in 

his Critical Teaching and Everyday Life. In this chapter he portrays the 

community college as a "budget college" with poor buildings and poor facilities, 

designed to soak up material surpluses, especially surplus labor. He writes, 

"Mass higher education is a creative response to the ineradicable problem of 

surplus under capitalism. . . . Here we have the spectacle of an irrationally 

productive economy which can move ahead only by creating gigantic non

productive parasites on itself... mass higher education is the largest warehouse 

in America. Surplus labor is stored there and regimented" (5-6). Inasmuch as 

community colleges have increasingly expanded their terminal degrees and 

vocational education, they operate to "keep workers materially and ideologically 

in their place. Vocationalism economically reproduces stratification and politically 

retards alternative thought" (24). 

An early critic. Burton Clark, in his 1960 case study of San Jose City 

College, proposed the "cooling out" function of the community college. 

According to his research, 70 percent of students entering community colleges 

assert that they want to complete a BA degree when asked their terminal 

educational goals. However, fewer than 30 percent in fact go into a four-year 
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program. Clark theorized that student's ambitions were "cooled out" by their 

instructors and advisers in the community college. This study, while carrying 

considerable influence among other researchers, rested on a small sampling and 

some dubious assumptions. One might, for instance, question how serious the 

students were in their stated aspirations, or whether students chose the four-year 

goal for its greater status. However, many researchers seized onto Clark's idea 

of the "cooling out" function of the community college. Commenting on Clark's 

study, Ira Shor writes that "Society offers a mass higher education system which 

does not lead its drop-outs or its graduates higher up. Economically, your 

motion is lateral, after spending years moving up through school layers" (19). 

A later study by Brint and Karabel, The Diverted Dream, echoes this 

charge. They argue that while the community college has effected improvement 

in the lives of many individuals, considering various indicators of achievement in 

the aggregate such as increased earnings, number of associates and bachelors 

degrees obtained, it has not lived up to its promises. Their focus is on the 

expanded role of vocational education in the community college and what they 

regarded as its "cooling out" function that only reproduces existing social 

inequality in a class and ethnically based tracking system. 

Zweriing, whom Dougherty categorizes as an institutional Marxist, 

develops Clark's cooling out thesis in his critique of the community college. 

Second Best: The Crisis of the Community College. In this 1976 study, Zweriing 

writes that the community college has grown at an incredible rate, and many 

have assumed it offers students a second chance for a higher education. Thus it 
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has been a democratic and egalitarian development in society. However, he 

writes, 

The social effect of the community college ... tends to be just the 

opposite. Instead of blunting the pyramid of the American social and 

economic structure, the community college plays an essential role in 

maintaining it. It has become just one more barrier put t)etween the poor 

and the disenfranchised and the decent and respectable stake in the 

social system which they seek, (xvii) 

Besides the "cooling out" function that Clark proposed, Zweriing points to the 

"revolving door" feature of the community college, with its large percentages of 

students, especially minorities, dropping out neariy as fast as they enter. He also 

notes that the community college degree represents a raising of the bar for a 

decent job. While once a person could obtain a good job with a high school 

diploma, now the community college degree is considered a minimal 

requirement. 

Some studies have focused on the problematics of the changing student 

population of community colleges, certainly an issue that remains today. 

London's 1978 study of a community college in Massachusetts focused on the 

tensions of social class in a working-class urban college with middle-class, highly 

educated instructors. The scene he describes is replete with absenteeism, anti-

intellectualism, outbursts in the classrooms by students, other sorts of passive 

and active resistance, and lowered expectations of instructors. He, too, points to 

the "cooling out function" of the community college but asserts that this process 
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is marked by resistance: 

To say that students repress such unpleasant thoughts is perhaps a bit of 

wishful unawareness by those who would subscribe to the harmlessness 

of the "cooling out" function. To the contrary, stress and anomie and 

deviant behavior were evident in the students' resistance to their 

schoolwork, in their absenteeism, in their "assaults" on teachers, and in 

their self-criticisms. (153) 

In his study London portrays students as marked by a complex ambivalence 

based in their simultaneous recognition of the importance of academic success 

and intellectual work, their own self-doubts and poor self-esteem based on 

previous failure, and their defensive pose toward intellectual work reflected in 

self-defeating actions such as poor attendance and low commitment. Toward 

the end of his study, London notes that "conservative" professors despair at the 

low efforts and abilities of students while "liberal" and "radical" professors find 

themselves in a distinct minority politically, with their efforts at "consciousness-

raising" mocked and resented by the majority of their working class students. 

In his recent book. Generation X Goes to College, the joumalist "Peter 

Sacks" (a pseudonym) takes up the same issue of changing student populations 

in open-access colleges today. This contemporary study is notable inasmuch as 

Sacks brings up many issues that are rarely discussed, focusing on social 

changes of postmodemity that have affected student attitudes and behaviors in 

college, the changing expectations of students toward professors, and the 

weakening of academic standards in the academy. His discussion of 
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postmodemity, "Generation X," and the "culture shock" he experienced upon re

entry after several decades into the academic scene, often falls into hyperbole 

and reductionism, yet in his amusing tone. Sacks provides an important critical 

perspective on cultural and social changes that affect the open-access college. 

In one critical chapter, Sacks describes how, faced with dismissal from the 

college based on his poor student evaluations, he decided to launch his 

"sandbox experiment," in which he would very deliberately "give the customer 

what they want." By this plan, he switched the class cum'culum from serious 

journalism to the writing of reviews, sports, and pop culture; instead of, as 

previously, presenting himself to students as an experienced, professional 

journalist, he insisted that students call him by his first name, and presented 

himself as a "friend" and "facilitator" to his students; and most importantly (in his 

estimation), he gave all his students "outrageously good grades," and generally 

followed the rule that (1) the student is the customer, and (2) The customer is 

never wrong. As he explained, he had discovered that his average "C" grade 

was one grade lower than the college's average of "B." Also, in becoming more 

accommodating to students, he rationalized that he was simply imitating many of 

his colleagues. The results of this "utterly cynical" exercise, according to "Sacks," 

was a dramatic improvement in his student evaluations, and a "180 degree 

turnaround" in his tenure committee's attitude toward him (89, 102). For a 

number of reasons, one of which is the author's anonymity, this book is easily 

dismissed as anecdotal and possibly fictitious, but the concerns it raises are real, 

and there is little doubt that many of them would resonate with today's 
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community college teacher. 

In a chapter titled "Community College Culture and Fatigued Realities," 

Penelope Herideen portrays the contemporary community college as a 

"commuter college" in which students are monitored for attendance and in 

various subtle ways regimented and given the subliminal message that the 

college is "not quite" a college, and they are "not quite" college students. In her 

survey of students at the college where she taught, she found that 83 percent 

were attending to "get a better job," and 79 percent reported a primary motivation 

"to make more money" (47-48). Most students attended part-time, and many 

worked full-time while studying. Female students often had the triple burden of 

child care, housework, and a part-time job while taking classes. Despite their 

access to loans and financial aid, many students reported themselves financially 

strapped, overworked, and exhausted. Many of them saw their main hope for a 

better future in educational success, but not having had much success in school 

in the past, they often were anxious and alienated. They came to the community 

college because they knew they wouldn't "get anywhere" without an education, 

but often they arrived without any clear idea of where they wanted to "get to" 

other than away from their present low-paying, boring work. On average, they 

were older than students entering four-year institutions, and more likely to come 

from lower and lower-middle classes. Often they were in some critical transition 

in their lives, returning to school after a divorce, or after a work-related injury, or 

having found themselves stuck in a low-paying, deadend job. As Herideen notes, 

"most retuming students are not accustomed to mainstream academic culture." 
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For many the decision to attend a community college was a hesitant, somewhat 

fearful one. However, typically, Herideen writes, once students came into the 

college and saw others who were very similar to themselves, they began to relax, 

to settle in to the rhythms of college life, and with every personal success, to 

gain in self esteem (45-65). 

An issue that parallels that of the changing student populations in 

community colleges is that of changing—usually lowering-standards in the 

community college. A three-year study (1979-82) by an Arizona State University 

team of 30 researchers, titled Literacy in the Open-Access College, is particulariy 

relevant to this study in that the researchers focused on changing standards of 

literacy. The researchers looked at a 'typical" community college (given the 

pseudonym of "Oakwood") in terms of its literacy education. The three scholars 

who presented the results of the study, Richardson, Risk, and Okun, described 

Oakwood's weak commitment to critical literacy and the complex activities of 

reading and writing (which they called "texting"). The authors pointed to 

Oakwood's widespread reliance on passive learning of discrete "bits" of 

information (which they called "bitting"). They wrote that 

The college students we observed did not read textbooks to grasp both 

major themes and supportive detail, nor did they listen actively and 

critically to lectures and record comprehensive notes. Oakwood students 

were not required to synthesize, analyze, or evaluate information from 

texts and lectures. Instead, they leamed discrete pieces of information in 

order to recognize or reproduce them intact on objective exams. (71) 
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The study found that the typical Oakwood classroom was devoted to 

infomiation transfer, with the professor at the front presenting a lecture, using the 

blackboard or an overhead projector to write important points. The typical 

classroom presentation style matched Freire's "banking" model of learning and 

teaching. Class discussions occupied about 20 percent of class time but were so 

controlled by the instructor that they reflected the same "banking" model. 

Typically, students were motivated primarily to meet the curricular requirements, 

to "get through" the necessary courses, and only secondarily to grow in their own 

knowledge and skills. Because of this, many of these "requirement meeters" 

would label a free discussion of the class topics as "a waste of time" because the 

discussion would not be tested in the objective test that determined their grade. 

The authors of this study decry these results as a "leveling down" of the 

community college in response to the increasing number of students lacking 

complex literacy skills. They write that "The modal [i.e., most frequently 

appearing] student at Oakwood attended part-time and was strikingly different in 

preparation and motivations from students who predominated in the middle 

sixties when the college was founded. The modal faculty member was also a 

part-time participant with allegiances to other employers and interests." Students, 

they state, "lacked well-articulated educational goals" and were often in the roles 

of "consumers" of "prepackaged leaming" (xiii). 

A major area of argument among commentators on community colleges 

focuses on the college's proper role, what is commonly called its "mission." 

There can be no doubt that community colleges have moved toward community 
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education and vocational education in the last three decades and away from 

their role as transfer institutions. And there is much reason to believe that this 

shift in role or "mission" of the community college has directly affected all of the 

Humanities, including English, generally in ways that narrow their definition of 

what they do. The community college's historical mission of transfer education 

has so diminished that today in most colleges only about 20 percent of students 

transfer to a four-year college or university. This varies from institution to 

institution, and most private two-year colleges show a much higher transfer rate. 

By the mid eighties, the great majority, over 70 percent, of two-year degrees 

were terminal occupational degrees that certified graduates' completion of 

coursework for the workplace rather than for continued study in a four-year 

institution (Cohen and Brawer210). 

Some critics argue that the changing mission of the community college 

has weakened its general education courses such as writing. This has 

happened by virtue of shifting priorities and funding. Some liberal arts courses 

fold due to lack of enrollment. Gradually, the liberal arts offerings become strictly 

limited to those that apply to general education requirements. In writing 

departments this may mean fewer courses such as Women in Literature, Major 

American Authors, African-American Authors, and an exclusive focus on the set 

of writing classes that fulfill general education requirements. Shakespeare may 

be deemed to have nothing to say to the potential nurse or welder. On the other 

hand, the opening of community colleges to community education via noncredit 

courses, remedial courses, and courses for general enrichment has presented 
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some opportunities for expansion in the humanities. 

Judith Eaton, in her 1994 book, Strengthening Collegiate Education in 

Community Colleges, identifies four "challenges" that the community college is 

expected to meet: providing access, maintaining a strong liberal arts and transfer 

program, providing vocational training, and meeting community education needs. 

She advocates the repositioning of the "collegiate" function of the community 

college so that it is acknowledged as the "dominant" mission of the college. She 

makes three arguments for this. First, she states that students will gain because 

there will be easier transfer to four-year institutions. Second, she states that 

nontraditional students—whom she defines as primarily older, minority, part-time, 

female, working students, some with no high school degree—make up the 

majority of college students today, and comprise neariy 80 percent of community 

college students. "The educational niche that the community college can occupy 

in the future is as a site where nontraditional students can pursue a collegiate 

experience offered in a nontraditional mode" (123). Third, she argues that a 

dominant collegiate function will serve to make the community college 

intellectually richer, and more tied to the issues and concems of higher 

education. Eaton argues for higher academic standards and some limits on 

"open access" such that other, transitional institutions such as adult schools 

would meet the majority of remedial needs, while community colleges would 

only provide "moderate" remediation. 

On the other hand, as Eaton points out, a 1991-92 national study of the 

curriculum of community colleges shows that despite the increasingly dominant 
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role of vocationalism in the connmunity colleges, the lit>eral arts course 

enrollments actually expanded slightly between the years 1986 and 1991, from 

about 52 percent of college enrollment to 56 percent. English was one area that 

in fact grew during this period of increasing emphasis on vocational education. 

In English, about 30 percent of the coursework was remedial, and about 20 

percent was advanced (75). As Eaton remarks, 

. . . the liberal arts are far from eclipsed in the community college. The 

decline in liberal arts enrollments through the early 1970s appears to have 

been halted. Although transfer rates have declined and the cognitive 

complexity associated with liberal arts study has diminished during the 

same period ..., a significant curricular foundation on which to expand 

the collegiate function does exist... occupational education has not 

taken over the community college. (79) 

Other Voices on the Community College 

According to the National Profile of Community Colleges, 1995-1996, 

while most faculty at four-year institutions in 1992 held academic ranking 

(Assistant, Associate, Full Professor), less than half (about 40 percent) of 

community college faculty had these rankings. Generally, faculty are hired as 

instructors and stay "instructors" for their entire career. Faculty are about evenly 

split between women and men. On average they eam about 20 percent less 

than faculty at four-year institutions, and they are significantly less likely to hold a 
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PhD degree. One of the more important trends in the last decade in community 

colleges is their greater use of low-paid, part-time instructors. By the mid 

1990s about two-thirds of community college faculty were part-timers, a near 

reversal of the ratio of part-timers and full-timers twenty years prior (six full-timers 

to four part-timers) (Phillippe, 1996-1996, 68-75). 

An "inside look" at the community college. Earl Seidman's In the Words of 

the Faculty, presents the findings of a three-year study of community college 

teachers in Califomia, Massachusetts, and New York. This study, published in 

1985, came out of in-depth phenomenological interviewing of 76 faculty 

members by his research team. Like the present study, Seidman's attempted to 

bring out the issues that mattered most to the faculty he interviewed. One issue 

that long-term faculty often presented was the increased bureaucracy and a 

concomitant sense of isolation in the community college since its high-growth 

and high-enthusiasm days of the 1960s. Many long-term faculty point to the 

sense of community and idealism that existed in the early growth years, and the 

alienation, isolation, and sense of powerlessness that has come to permeate 

much of the community college scene in the wake of its continued growth and 

the increased specialization of functions that make for separation and less 

teamwork. One common response that Seidman reports among many faculty 

interviewed was the attitude that they should keep a "low profile" and "not make 

waves" (43). 

Another issue that Seidman found is what he calls the "false dichotomy" 

of career and liberal arts education. He terms the dichotomy false in that his 
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findings show that most faculty in liberal arts and in career education see the 

vi ta l  importance of  the  other :  "Our  in terv iews of  facul ty  in  the  l ibera l  ar ts  . . .  

[indicated they] understood the importance of their subjects to the vocational 

fields, and ... career faculty [indicated they] understood the necessity for more 

than technical training" (38). In any case, as Seidman points out, all higher 

education has in some senses become increasingly "career" oriented. Whether a 

nursing student is in a two-year program or a four-year program makes little 

difference in terms of the implications to higher education of the increasing 

"vocationalism" of higher education. 

A major issue Seidman points to is the low reading, writing, and math 

skills among many entering community college students. Faculty in all areas, 

vocational and liberal arts, indicated their concern with, particularly, the poor 

reading skills of many students. Even in areas such as math, instructors were 

inclined to emphasize the importance of reading to learning. Seidman quotes a 

computer teacher in New York as saying, "I get students that are reading at 

eighth and seventh and fifth grade levels.... Obviously math will be hard for 

them because they can't read about it." A chemistry instructor said, "You simply 

have to  te l l  them,  you know,  that  the i r  problem is  . . .  that  they can ' t  read. . . .  I f  

you can't read a chemistry text, you're not going to leam the subject matter" (66). 

While the community colleges have established remedial programs for students 

with low reading and math skills, as Seidman points out, many students have 

skills that are not so low that they need intensive remedial work, but not high 

enough to meet the standards of college work. These are students, Seidman 
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writes, 

.. . who in fact can read but not without a struggle and those who can 

write but are not comfortable enough with writing to begin to sense the 

power implicit in t>eing able to say clearly what is in their minds—[for them] 

there are few out-of-the-ordinary programs. These students tend to be 

treated in community colleges as requiring no additional resources in 

order to gain a power with language that they have not been able to gain 

in their previous twelve years of education. That assumption places an 

enormous burden on teachers of English in community colleges. (68) 

According to Seidman, the 1970s was a period of widespread narrowing 

of college cum'culum, both in two-year and four-year institutions because of the 

"flight of students and money away from the humanities as the economic 

situation tightened and liberal arts college graduates began to have difficulty 

getting jobs" (105). Among two-year colleges, the elimination of liberal arts 

courses took place at the same time as career education expanded. As Cohen 

and Brawer have stated, 'The more successful the colleges became in their 

mission of providing trained workers for the community, the more precarious 

became the idea of liberal education within them" (296). As Seidman notes, the 

irony here is that the career education faculty he interviewed were the most 

forceful in emphasizing the needs for communication skills among their students 

if they were to succeed in their studies and grow in their career paths. These 

instructors insisted that career education by itself was not enough, that students 

needed intensive work particulariy on their reading and writing skills (105,106). 
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Two relatively recent journal articles call into question some of the 

research underlying much of the criticism of the community college. A large 

study by Ernest Pascarella, "Cognitive Effects of Community College and Four-

year Colleges," published in the January, 1996, Community College Journal, 

compared students at two-year colleges and four-year institutions, including 

research universities. The Pascarella study matched data pertaining to 

hundreds of students at five community colleges and eighteen four-year colleges 

around the United States. The study found that, "When all students were 

statistically equated on the 16 control variables ... two years of attendance at a 

community college versus a four-year institutution had only trivial and statistically 

nonsignificant impacts on differences in end-of-second-year writing skills or 

science reasoning" (38). 

The study results also found that when student background 

characteristics and other factors were controlled, "Students at community 

colleges made first-year changes in reading comprehension, mathematics, and 

critical thinking that were generally indistinguishable in magnitude from those 

made by the students at four-year colleges" (36). The study authors state that 

their findings suggest that such differences in institutions as library size, 

institutional prestige, and even money spent per student may not have as 

important an effect as other factors such as curriculum, quality of teaching, class 

size, and the "sequencing" of coursework. In the latter areas, the authors 

suggest, "community colleges may be able to compete quite successfully with a 

large segment of four-year institutions" (38). 
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A second study, "Correcting Conventional Wisdom: Community College 

Impact on Students' Jobs and Salaries," written by W. Norton Grubb and 

published in the June/July 1992 AACJC Journal, calls into question earlier study 

findings by researchers such as Brint and Karabel in their controversial book. 

The Diverted Dream. The author argues that Brint and Karebel's study had 

"serious flaws" inasmuch as it analyzed students' eamings right after leaving 

college, before the "real benefits" of a career could t>egin, and that study did not 

distinguish those students who completed course work for a certificate or degree 

from those who simply took a few courses casually. The author, who reviewed 

data from the National Longitudinal Survey of the Class of 1972, a survey which 

followed a national sample of the class of 1972 for fourteen years, found that 

over time those individuals who completed certificates or degrees at the two-year 

college had significantly higher incomes than those who did not. This result was 

particulariy dramatic among female students, who showed wages 31 percent 

higher for those with certificates and 39 percent higher for those with associates 

degrees over female students with only a high school diploma. Students who 

finish degrees or certificates, the authors suggest, are thereby provided access 

to "careers" rather than "jobs," positions that can grow in salary and responsibility 

over time. 

Grubb concludes his article by stating that the community college does 

offer substantial income growth to its students, as long as they are willing and 

able to complete coherent programs rather than simply take a few courses 

casually. In specific fields such as health, computer science, and business, the 
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gains can be much larger than the average gain. However, for those students 

who leave two-year colleges without any degree or certificate, "there appear to 

be no [economic] benefits" (14). These findings call into question the 

suggestions by writers such as Ira Shor that community colleges are low-budget 

dumping grounds for the lower classes and suggest instead that they in fact 

provide significant upward mobility. 

Before we congratulate ourselves too soon, however, we might look at a 

study by McGrath and Spear titled. The Academic Crisis of the Community 

College. In their study the authors draw a grim picture of the faculty academic 

culture in the community college. They write that 

Most faculty have a kind of journeyman status by which once hired they 

neither move up nor down. The journeyman illusion is that all faculty 

members are created equal, be they part or full-time, Ph.O or B.A., 

published or not~one might even say competent or not, since the defining 

feature of a journeyman system is that competence is entirely a matter of 

initial certification. A faculty so organized naturally splinters: toward 

isolated and autonomous jobbers with no professional future beyond 

maintenance of membership in the guild, toward loss of corporate 

identity. (141) 

While professors of vocational courses may enjoy a long-term mentoring 

relationship with their students, teaching the same students over several years 

and several courses, teachers of the liberal arts, including writing teachers, 

routinely teach the same introductory courses year after year and typically do not 
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follow the progress of individual students through their college years. These 

instructors oftentimes remain in the same place in the academic hierarchy for 

their entire careers, moving neither up nor down nor laterally; and pay raises 

come with years of service rather than any closely evaluated performance. As 

McGrath and Spear write, "... practices such as tenure and promotion, a system 

of academic rank, and formal recognition of distinction, where these exist at all, 

are unlikely to be linked explicitly to scholarly accomplishments, or even success 

in the classroom, since the former are thought irrelevant, and the latter 

impossible to evaluate. Public distinction is more likely bestowed for 'service to 

the college,' for longevity, or simply to guarantee roughly equal distribution of 

recognition among departments and divisions" (141). All teachers are assumed 

to teach equally well, the authors write, for to make distinctions or comparisons 

would be to cause disharmony, and in the community college setting harmony 

among colleagues is strongly valued. 

Inasmuch as they teach in institutions most committed to open access, 

these faculty are the most likely to be involved in remediation much of the time. 

Partly because of this, they occupy a low status in the hierarchy of higher 

education. In tum, they tend to define themselves more as "teachers" who are 

"student centered" rather than as "scholars" or "academics," and to look at 

scholarship and their original commitment to their disciplines as elitist and 

"theoretical" rather than "engaged" in the real world of teaching. Over time they 

may increasingly disengage themselves from the concems and issues of their 

academic disciplines, which seem to them irrelevant. 
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But McGrath and Spear's primary complaint vis-*a-vis the community 

college is for what they term its "confusion of agendas." They write that "So great 

is the multiplicity of function of community colleges, and so great the eclecticism 

and diversity, that they can hardly be intelligibly described as single institutions at 

all. .. the academic culture of community colleges is not so much ineffective as 

unintelligible" (66). Defining their term agenda as the "intellectual hidden 

curriculum of a college," they cite five predominant agendas in community 

colleges generally : (1) the skills agenda (teaming skills in terms of formulas and 

rules), (2) the cultural literacy agenda (acquiring knowledge), (3) the critical 

literacy agenda ("learning how to learn"), (4) the personal development agenda 

(learning for personal growth), and (5) the interpretive literacy agenda (joining the 

discourse community of a discipline). As McGrath and Spear point out, 'The real 

problem of the academic culture of open access is not weak theory and practice 

but disordered theory and practice. Consequently, academic life as experienced 

by nontraditional students cannot be other than severely disordered and 

unintelligible" (77). 

Writing specifically about English departments in community colleges, 

McGrath and Spear cite a similar confusion of agendas in writing instruction: (1) 

clear writing (writing as representation of extemal reality, emphasis on meaning 

and logic), (2) correct writing (writing as a process of eliminating error), (3) 

expressivism (emphasis on authenticity, personal expression, and sincerity), (4) 

writing process (generally embraced but combined with another agenda), and (5) 

interpretive community (social construction; initiation of students into academic 
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discourse communities). Furthermore, they note that in the "practitioner's 

culture" of the community college, there is not only a likelihood of instructors 

pursuing very different agendas in the same department, but also there is a 

blurring of distinctions, and a willingness to disregard the contradictions inherent 

in that blurring (118). 

What then is left with this blurring of agendas, this mix of various 

institutional constraints, conflicts, and contradictions that characterize English 

teaching in the two-year college? One thing that seems to operate as a "default" 

in the system is the current-traditional model, with its emphasis on discrete skills 

and rote learning. Both in the two-year college and in university writing programs, 

this default is the English teacher's "backup" and traditional "content," however 

thin and transparent. In a sense it is the basic minimum that defines us, usually 

to our detriment, in the eyes of others. It is the self we do not want to be. 
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My model of teaching is partly from my personality, which is tnie of 
everybody if  they would admit it ,  and partly from student need..  .  
Kids have tyeen passed along year after year, and then they end 
up in the community college with some of the worst skills you have 
ever seen. But I turn it around. 

—Mary Woodson 

I have taken a descriptive and qualitative approach to my research. I 

focused on a specific population, community college English teachers, and 

employed a variety of methods to gather data, including interviewing, 

observation, and teacher artifacts such as assignment sheets and syllabi. I have 

tried to describe, to interpret, to leam from my research data. As Glenda Bissex 

points out, "The end ... should be insight, not control—an understanding of 

others and of ourselves that helps us to be educators, not manipulators" (72). 

This qualitative approach to research design was the most appropriate for 

me and for what I wanted to find out. My desire for the concrete, the experiential, 

made me want to observe and speak to teachers rather than, as one colleague 

suggested, to conduct the interviews via e-mail. I wanted to show teachers in and 

out of the classroom, to note their nonverbal as well as verbal responses, and to 

probe for deeper responses from participants. Also, as a teacher, I have always 

considered "research" as part of my teaching practice. 1 believe most teachers 

are classroom researchers at least some of the time, in that they are trying out 
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new ideas and practices ("trial and error") and responding to new students and 

new groups of students. In a very real sense then, "qualitative," "descriptive" 

research is inherent to teaching. What is missing for many of us as writing and 

literature teachers is the opportunity to share widely our insights from the 

classroom and to come to interpret our classrooms as part of a larger, complex 

institution with its various purposes, conflicts, and constraints. I hoped to bring 

some such overview to my research. 

In one of my interviews, a participant said she advises her students to "sit 

on the shoulders" of the authors they read, and try to understand the writing from 

the writer's perspective, and from the perspective of their social and historical 

period. In a similar way I want to employ this image of "sitting on the shoulders" 

of the participants in my research in order to describe their perspectives on 

teaching and their lives as teachers. In my research proposal, I posited some 

expectations from the research, even a tentative "hypothesis" conceming the 

gap between two-year college teachers and the wider worid of English studies. 

However, in my research I tried to start from scratch with as few presuppositions 

as possible. Even though my studies in rhetoric and composition have been 

highly theoretical, my tendency in this research has been to be as inductive as 

possible, to focus on the specific situations of my participants, as they describe 

and define them, and from that to draw some general inferences. 

Qualitative research comes out of phenomenology, and fundamental to a 

phenomenological approach is the attempt to present the participants' 

understanding of their social situation. As Seidman writes, "In trying to know and 
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understand the interviewees' experience, it was thus important to understand 

that they were neither subjects nor objects of our study; instead they were 

participants in the research work" (15). In this study, then, I tried to follow the 

lead of the participant rather than simply asking questions in checklist fashion. 

Looking back on the research, I know that the research might have taken some 

different turns had I had the benefit of hindsight. However, I t>elieve my 

willingness to follow the participants' interests and concerns was consistent and 

allowed me to find out many things that I had not expected. 

Underiying qualitative research are the assumptions that reality is socially 

constructed and that human behavior is best studied in its natural context, rather 

than in terms of distinct, decontextualized variables. Qualitative research further 

assumes that the researcher and the research subject are not entirely detached 

and that research can never be entirely objective or impartial. Unlike controlled 

studies, qualitative research usually ends in some hypotheses and theories 

rather than begins with them. In qualitative inquiry the researcher is involved with 

the research subject and aims for empathic understanding of research 

participants, including their feelings, ideas, and attitudes. I have aimed for a 

richness of particulars in my description, trusting that the credibility of my 

interpretation lies in its openness and specificity (see Mishler; Geertz; 

Lauer and Asher). 

The research began when I sent out letters of invitation to participate to 

200 two-year college instructors in five western states (see Appendix A). I was 

able to obtain their names and addresses by having a few key professional 
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contacts in each state. My major consideration in gathering the addresses was 

that I did not want any prior relationship with any participant or college I included. 

From the 30 positive responses I received I eventually interviewed 24 two-year 

college English teachers teaching at nine colleges in five western states 

(California, Oregon, Idaho, Utah, and Arizona). Out of the 24 participants I 

interviewed and observed, I have profiled in the dissertation 14 participants 

chosen first for their distinctive "voices" and second to provide a representative 

sample in terms of certain demographic features. The mix of women, men, part-

timers and full-timers who appear in these pages should, I thought, as much as 

possible represent the larger population of two-year college teachers. 

In the first week of fieldwork, I wrote the interview questions for the two 

hour-long interviews (see Appendix B). I modified the questions slightly for 

clarity and incisiveness over the six-week interview period. The questions were 

open-ended, and in many cases I followed up participant's answers with further 

questions on the same point, for example, by asking participants to "develop" an 

idea that they had voiced. Interview questions in the first interview were designed 

in part to get the participants' background information and some context about 

the college. Interview questions in the second interview, which took place after a 

classroom observation, were designed to get followup comments on the 

observation and to probe more deeply into the participant's attitudes and ideas 

on teaching. 

Between the two interviews, I observed the participants teaching one or, in 

a few cases, two of their classes. Interviewing and observation are, I believe. 
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complementary techniques in qualitative study, together aiming to provide a 

"thick description" (Geertz) that establishes the grounding, the credibility of any 

qualitative study. From the observation I could see my participants "in action" 

and observe how some of the ideas articulated in the interview worked 

themselves into actual practice, or didn't. Also, I could use the observation as a 

prompt for further questioning in a second interview. Although in my letter of 

invitation to participants I indicated that the classroom observation was optional, 

all of the participants but one agreed to be observed. The one exception was a 

teacher on sabbatical who had no classes to observe. 

As a final component of my research design, I sent out a questionnaire 

(see Appendix E) with thirty statements taken from the first 18 interview 

transcripts and a Likert scale of "strongly agree," "agree," "don't know" or "no 

answer," "disagree," and "strongly disagree." The purpose of the questionnaire 

was to get a sense of how widely some of the statements of the participants 

were shared by others and to draw responses from a larger population of English 

teachers. One factor that is unavoidable in this research design is the self-

selection of participants. In conducting my interviews, I early became aware that 

many of my participants were in no sense "average" instructors. I found that 

they were unusual in one or several of these ways: their greater level of 

engagement with their discipline, their participation in conferences both as 

presenters and as attendees, their leadership roles in their departments, and 

their greater interest in conversations about their teaching. This was predictable, 

as I was offering participants little motivation to participate other than the 
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opportunity to reflect on their teaching. Therefore, I hoped that the questionnaire, 

in that it required considerably less commitment of time and effort, might draw a 

broader sample of participant responses. 

When I had compiled and photocopied the questionnaire, I sent it to the 

original 200 research invitees with a cover letter inviting them to fill it out. In the 

end I received a total of 74 completed questionnaires (a 37 percent response) in 

time for inclusion in the results. This compares favorably to the response rate (27 

percent) in Kroll's larger survey of English faculty. 

In the first interview, I went over the research project and asked 

participants to sign a consent letter (see Appendix F). I also gave participants a 

packet of selections from representative articles in rhetoric and composition, with 

a cover sheet attached to the packet (see Appendices C and 0). The cover 

sheet describes the contents of the packet. I photocopied the beginning two 

pages from eleven articles several days prior to leaving on my fieldwork. The 

articles selected were intended to be representative of recent scholariy writing in 

rhetoric and composition. I randomized the articles by choosing ones that 

appeared on page 50 of the 1998 number 1 issue of each journal. In two cases 

these issues were not available to me. In one I substituted the number 1 issue 

of the 1997 issue; in the other I substituted the article on page 50 of the 

following, number 2, issue. Recognizing the time limitations on what I could 

expect of my participants and my own focus on the rhetoric of the articles, I 

limited the selections to the first two pages. I hoped from participants' responses 

to the packet to get a sense of their ideas and attitudes toward recent 
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scholarship in composition. 

One of the important characteristics of a qualitative analysis is its 

"transparency." I have tried to transcribe the tapes of interviews in detail and to 

make detailed notes of observations so as to be able to present the record of 

what teachers said and did with specificity and detail. I have also organized the 

materials such as syllabi and assignment sheets that teachers have given me. It 

is inevitable in any record that there is some filtering and selection; still, the 

researcher's intention can make a difference. My aim is to "sit on the shoulders" 

of the teachers I interviewed and to describe their situation from their 

perspective. At the same time, it has also been important for me to stand back 

from the data and try to make meaning of it from my own perspective, and given 

the specific focus of my research. 

One feature of qualitative analysis is its large amount of research data. 

Qualitative analysis, like controlled studies, searches for pattems and themes. 

However, basic to it is the recognition of the complex nature of humans both as 

Individuals and in groups; thus qualitative research does not search solely for 

commonalities but also explores differences. An outcome of my research that I 

saw early on in the interviewing was the astonishing variety of theories, 

attitudes, and methodologies expressed by the participants. I expected much 

more similarity among them than I found. One consideration here was the 

college and geographical area of each research site. I found more similarities 

based on site than on other factors. For example, almost all of my participants in 

Southern California were "freeway flyers," adjuncts working at several campuses. 
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At other campuses i found full-time instructors frustrated by the "bunker 

mentality" of their departments, in which instructors were isolated from each 

other, and working together was considered next to impossible. Partly t)ecause 

of this, I decided to arrange my description of the data in terms of the sites that I 

visited, presenting the actual "story" of my fieldwork, keeping in mind my need to 

maintain the anonymity of research participants and colleges. 

Questionnaire data were categorized and tabulated in terms of personal 

data; out of the 74 participants, 58 gave complete personal data (gender and 

teaching status), while sixteen gave either incomplete or no personal data. 

Percentage responses were categorized according to (1) overall responses, (2) 

responses of males and females, and (3) responses of part-timers and full-

timers. 

Among the 58 interview respondents who gave complete personal data, 

there were 12 female part-timers, 11 male part-timers, 19 female full-timers, and 

16 male full-timers. The analysis of the data is an ongoing process. Just as 

social-epistemic rhetoric emphasizes the idea of writing as a "meaning-making" 

activity, I see the writing process as central to my analysis. I expect the meaning 

of the data to come out of my writing process, rather than to prefigure it. The 

analysis begins in description of the data, emphasizing its presentation from the 

participants' perspectives, and moves into my own interpretation and inference-

making. The form of the description is as a narrative, to "tell the story" of this 

research project, from beginning to end, using representative participants from 

each area. Although names in this description are pseudonyms, the words are 
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theirs, and the description of classroom activities comes directly from my notes. 

in the narrative of the research project, I have presented the participants' 

words in italics. Finally, in working through the voluminous notes and transcripts, 

I have kept in mind my promise to participants to "give an honest reflection of 

what I see and hear while always remaining respectful of participants' dignity." In 

light of that promise, I have attempted always to present participants' words in a 

full context and in such a way that selected parts of transcripts accurately reflect 

the interview as a whole. 
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I don't know that everyone should have a college degree, just like 
everyone shouldn't be playing in the NBA. I think everyone should have 
access, but not everyone should walk out with a degree. I think the 
community college sets up that expectation. Students think, hey, I paid my 
money, I should be able to walk out with the degree. A consumer 
mentality. Now everyone gets college degrees and most people get grad 
degrees! 

-Cecilia James 

In Southem Califomia I interviewed five instructors and found myself, like 

them, spending quite a bit of time sitting in traffic on the freeways. I became very 

thankful for books on tape. In Southern Califomia I was starting to recall traffic 

jams in terms of turns of plot. Four of the five instructors there taught as 

adjuncts, and all of the adjuncts taught at more than one community college. I 

met them in the college cafeteria or at tables or benches outside, not in offices. 

Many of the "adjuncts" actually taught full-time, over 15 credit hours, but taught 

"part-time" in two or even three colleges. Generally, their office was their home 

and their car; otherwise they used shared space at the different colleges. Of the 

four part-time instructors, only one. Deborah Johnson, was bitterly angry about 

the low wages and poor conditions. The others—though certainly not happy about 

their working conditions—seemed to dwell less on them and to focus on the 

positive aspects of their work. As Mary Woodson said, "I don't feel like a second-

class citizen, but lots of things about the job are unfair. On the other hand, if 

you accept a job you know what's involved, and if you dont like it you can clear 
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out. I'm fulfilled." This accords with Keim's 1988 finding that nearly 70 percent of 

part-time instructors say they are "satisfied" or "very satisfied" with their work 

(39). While finding their working conditions deplorable, the majority of part-time 

instructors enjoy their teaching and their students. 

The campuses varied in setting from urban city streets to a suburban 

hillside; all of them, however, were attractive and well maintained. If there 

wasn't enough money for the teachers, there was plenty for the buildings and 

landscaping. Shor's notion that the two-year college is a "budget" college, with 

second-rate facilities, was certainly not in evidence here. While some might say 

that the community college is a glorified high school, the very "glorification" 

bespeaks a college, not a high school. Buildings fanned out over large, park-like 

campuses, with winding walkways and tall, stately trees. 

The students varied in age and ethnic mix at every college. One college 

set inside a neighborhood of winding streets and expensive homes was 

predominantly Anglo. Another college in a middle-class suburb with smaller 

houses and many small businesses on the streets had a large Asian, specifically 

Vietnamese, population. A downtown campus set near some very tall high rises 

had a large contingent, mayt>e one-fourth, African-American students. And a 

fourth campus on the far south side of town in what clearly once was a barren 

desert had close to a majority of Hispanic students. Nonetheless, all of the 

colleges evidenced the ethnic mix that typifies American society today and the 

wide age mix that seems a phenomenon particulariy characteristic of the 

community college, with its large contingent of nontraditional students. When I 
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walked around the campuses, trying their food in their cafeterias, visiting their 

bookstores and their libraries teeming with students at computer stations, I felt as 

if I were in college. When I sat amongst students in classrooms, I felt that they 

were in every way college students, not overgrown high school students. The 

age and serious demeanor of the students, the attractions posted on the bulletin 

boards (calls for "Solidarity with our Latin American Brothers and Sisters" next to 

an announcement of a new play at the theatre, and an art opening), the 

occasional public speeches and debates, attended by large crowds, and the 

general sense of ease, freedom, and focused, purposeful activity—all of these 

gave a sense to me of the "higher" in the education. 

I have profiled here three of the five participants I interviewed, chosen for 

the variety of their perspectives, but also representative of the group as a whole. 

In addition, I have focused in this chapter on the issues of grammar instruction 

and reliance on part-time instructors. 

Cecilia James 

I talked with Cecilia James while we both shared a bench outside of Lambert 

Community College, one of the four colleges where she teaches. The college is 

beautifully laid out with mostly single story buildings on well-tended grounds and 

winding paths. It was a quiet moming, and there were few students around. 

Cecilia is a self-described "freeway flyer," working out of her small Japanese car 

crammed with school materials (I saw this when she gave me a ride back to the 

parking lot from the class I observed), since she has no regular office of her own. 

The morning was bright and sunny, and so was Cecilia, who talked very rapidly 
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and forcefully about herself and her teaching. In the process of the interview I 

learned that all of her family, including her mother, father, and sister, are English 

teachers. Cecilia is in her mid to late twenties and plays a variety of outdoor 

sports, including lacrosse, which she also coaches on the side. 

Cecilia began the interview by describing her university education and 

then, with no prompting from me, articulating the reasons she abandoned the 

university in favor of working at the community college, teaching. This was 

apparently a topic close to her heart. / got my MA in English Literature back East 

They were trying to get me to be a PhD candidate. Certainly I didn't feel like I 

was being prepared for any job in the outside world. I chose to stay away from 

literary theory as much as I could: I had trouble with it. Like deconstruction, for 

example, I just did not buy into it. I didn't find it a rewarding way to approach a 

text, and I didn't like the idea of having to align myself with a camp, a certain 

theory, and have to read every text from that vantage point. That's part of the 

reason I didn't continue on with my PhD. And I was surprised to find English 

departments becoming so political. You become a pupil with a certain professor, 

and sort of agree with his way of seeing things, and if you were with that 

professor it was very clear that you were against other professors in the 

department Professors didn't talk much about their differences in any open 

forum. It was a matter of camps and rivalries. 

This sort of criticism of graduate programs was a feature of many of the 

interviews. Many participants spoke of camps and rivalries in departments, of 
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participants, Cecilia received much of her direct training in the teaching of writing 

from her TA preparation. I did learn a lot in the informal groups they had for TAs 

who taught freshman composition. The theoretical base was in classical rhetoric 

with a focus on the teaching of argument. Most of what I do now I learned in 

those informal sessions. I do rhetorical analysis and focus on argument, critical 

reading of arguments, and writing of arguments. I wouldn't take a class that was 

grammar based, or just taught some formula like the five-paragraph essay. 

What's important is being able to think critically, to read correctly, and to 

communicate accurately  and effect ively  having judged wel l  the point  at  issue. . .  .  

Cecilia, like many other participants, looked back fondly-mentioning them 

twice—those collaborative sessions with others struggling to teach their first 

classes. She saw them as the basis of much of her teaching. The elements that 

seems to me to be important here are the communal qualities of the sessions, 

their "informal" nature, and the sense that she and other beginning teachers 

must have had of "being in this together." One of the themes of this study that 

will come up again and again is the lack of time and opportunity for collaboration 

and sharing of our lives as teachers, for some even the loss of any desire to 

share with others. As Grubb states. 

The isolation of instructors is created by the lack of any activities that 

might draw them together around teaching. Opportunities for learning 

communities and collaborative teaching are rare. Staff development 
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activities are formulaic, contrived, and often not focused on teaching... . 

In most institutions, there are no mechanisms to evaluate other 

instructors—for example, by observing other classes-and therefore no 

reasons to discuss the quality of teaching or to reflect on one's own 

practice... Without any central forum for discussion, the status of 

teaching is almost invisible, or inaudible. (285) 

One aspect of working as an adjunct is that one has no particular loyalty 

to any campus, at least when, like Cecilia, you are working at several sites and 

often have little opportunity to talk with other teachers. In a very real sense, you 

have no colleagues. None of the part-time instructors I interviewed had any 

room of their own where they could keep their materials, do work, or see 

students. Their working lives were symbolized by their cars that substituted as 

offices, cars whose back seats were filled with student papers, books, and 

records. While all of them spoke of outside persons who were important to them-

-their families, friends and social groups they belonged to outside of the colleges-

-not one of them spoke of a close relationship with a colleague. Cecilia noted 

that Here as an adjunct I don't feel any particular loyalty to any campus. The 

faculty is never around here at the same time; they usually just come and go. It's 

a commuting school. They're really lucky I am not an axe murderer, because I 

could just as well be the way they hired me here. I was hired by the department 

secretary. / have never met the department chair, and I have taught here four 

times in the past two years! At this school they never fill full-time positions from 
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their pool of part-timers, since they never screen them in the first place. They 

hire PhDs from the outside. Cecilia's remarks point to several other 

characteristics of adjunct teaching: little supervision or constructive help, a sense 

that one's abilities and experience don't really "count" for much in the hiring 

process, and frustration with the college's reluctance to hire full-timers from its 

pool of part-time teachers. 

While most colleges have some sort of orientation sessions at the 

beginning of each year, these vary in quality, as Cecilia noted; Some campuses, 

the first "flex" week is just about nothing. One campus, for example, the staff 

development was to watch "The Nutty Professor," which I guess they thought 

was about teaching. Well, I guess it's OK, I'm glad to be paid $40 an hour to 

watch the Nutty Professor (laughs). But the colleges are all different. At 

Peninsula College, they are always bringing you back to basics, it's sort of like a 

touchstone, reminding you why you are doing what you're doing. 

The most common sort of orientation program offered by colleges is the 

seminar with outside speakers, often someone who is hired to t>e "motivational" 

at the beginning of the year. This sort of program suffers from its generality, its 

lack of relevance to teaching, and its lack of faculty input, however fine and 

talented the speaker. It tends to be a one-shot affair, wKh instructors leaving it 

sometimes feeling energized by the speech, but then falling back into their usual 

routines. The sort of staff development that actually has an effect on teachers is 

internal and ongoing, rather than episodic. It comes out of teachers working 
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together on their development either as memt)ers of departments or in some 

interdisciplinary relationship. It emphasizes collegiality and the building of 

community. (Grubb 299) 

Cecilia referred several times in the first interview to the large differences 

in community colleges, mostly in terms of the students they attract. This directly 

affected the makeup of her classes, and the nature of her teaching. The colleges 

I teach at are really different I like Peninsula because it draws terrific students. 

They know how to be students. But here, well, these students are not sure why 

they are here, maybe their parents are making them go; these are students who 

don't want to be students. I don't like teaching here. I don't like to be bogged 

down with the little stuff; I want to be in the teaming, in the debates, the ideas 

and arguments. My basic writing students are not readers, they are too busy with 

their lives. Lots of them have jobs and families, and they are from lower class 

backgrounds, welfare moms. In those classes I feel like I am in a twelve-step 

program; they're trying to tum their lives around, and I think I am some part in 

their doing that, a trying ground for them, as in "I've been clean for eight months 

I'm gonna tum my life around and get my degree." Which is great" [shrugs]. I had 

the clear feeling that for Cecilia this maybe was not so great. I think it is fair to 

say that Cecilia preferred the students who come to college socialized to learn, 

study, and "play the game." What she enjoyed in the classroom is what she had 

with her friends and her family, an interest in intellectual debate on issues of all 

sorts, the give and take of a good argument or at the very least, a lively 
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discussion. Cecilia's basic writers did not fit any of these qualifications, and for 

her this was a source of frustration. 

On Fridays Cecilia taught a once-a-week, four-hour basic writing course 

that is described in the college catalog as a course in gramnnar and 

fundamentals of writing. When I am'ved at 10:50, the class had t}een going on 

already since 9:10, and the students were coming in from their break. They sat in 

rows, with Cecilia behind two large tables along the length of the front. The 

classroom was long and narrow and seemed a little crowded. The students were 

a mix of ages and ethnic backgrounds but somewhat older than the students in 

other classes I had seen on this campus. Cecilia had put numt)ers in rows on the 

board and titles like "parts of speech" and "run-ons/fragments" on top of the 

numbers. The setup seemed familiar, and when she said, let's play Grammar 

Jeopardy, I knew where I had seen it. She read off problems like "Name for me 

the four kinds of veriaals" and "Explain how I can fix a run-on sentence." The 

student groups/teams played the game actively and with obvious enjoyment, and 

it continued for about 45 minutes. I was wondering about the class, however, 

because Cecilia had insisted that she would not teach a class that is "grammar 

based," and this class seemed exactly that. After the game was over, Cecilia 

explained to the students that they were going from writing paragraphs to writing 

short essays, but most of the structure would stay the same. She talked about 

introductory paragraphs, the attention grabber, thesis statements, the statement 

of plan, described how following paragraphs have topic sentences, and then 

discussed the clincher in the conclusion. She didn't mention five-paragraphs, but 
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this also seemed to me about the same. I was wondering then if there was some 

sort of gap between what people think they "should" be doing in the classroom, 

and what they actually are doing. I know in my own classes, I often find myself 

at odds with what I think is the "theoretically correct" pedagogy, and I have to 

very deliberately go back to the basics of what I am trying to accomplish in the 

classroom to work through the contradictions. Cecilia asked students to read a 

part of their textbook that described what she had just said, and she gave them 

about ten minutes. After doing this, students were given their class work: to 

take the last paragraph they wrote, break it up into an introduction, body 

paragraphs, and a conclusion, and make it a short essay. The students took out 

papers and started doing this at their desks, working with topics that Cecelia 

provided. One of the topics for the paragraphs was, "Successful People are 

Often Self-made"; another was "People often choose strange places to 

vacation." It was hard for me to see how the students would relate to these two 

topics. Eventually, the students finished their writing and lined up to show 

Cecilia their papers as they filed out of the room. Their homework was to revise 

and type their in-class essays. 

At our second interview, I asked Cecilia about the class I had observed. 

As I was to find out from other teachers in Southem Califomia colleges, the 

curriculum for many classes was to a large extent govemed by a departmental 

exit exam that students had to pass. This class has been extended to grammar, 

paragraphing and essay writing by the department. After the semester the 

students have their first exit exam, which is hoiisticaily scored by other teachers. 
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The exit exam is not required for passing the course, but it counts one-half of the 

grade. The test takes the form of a written response to a short reading passage. 

Their essay is scored based on accurate answers with valid support. Cecilia's 

reference to "accurate answers" suggests a test that is looking for simple, factual 

responses to a reading, not any critical thinking or interpretation. On the other 

hand, her reference to "valid support" suggests some sort of interpretive 

argument. From interviews with other participants, I gathered that the test asks 

for the student's opinion on some aspect of a reading, and the scoring is based 

on the students' presentation of a point of view related to the reading and 

organized into a five-paragraph essay. One other participant, for example, 

actually referred to the class as her "Five-Paragraph Essay" class. 

I asked Cecilia about the focus on grammar that I had seen in my 

observation. This is the "bargain" students sign up for. It's advertised as a basic 

grammar/writing course. This is English fundamentals, one or even two steps 

below Introduction to Composition. There's another basic writing class that's 

more rhetorically focused one step above this one, but it also does not give 

transfer credit. These students don't even know what a paragraph looks like on a 

page. Some of them, I don't know where they are coming from. And there's no 

place for students to go below this. Some have difficulties on the sentence level. 

So I think the focus on grammar is useful. The ones who stay are the ones who 

at least try. I am wondering where the students go who are "weeded out," since 

this is the lowest-level writing class. Is this the failure of that student to "keep up" 
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or the failure of the system to meet the student's needs? In any case, 

gatekeeping appears to be one purpose of this course. 

I asked Cecilia about her response to the packet that included the first two 

pages from eleven joumal articles. I had given her this packet at the previous 

interview. The articles were split between those that were too theoretical and 

also unuseful for me, and then some that were both theoretical and practical, or 

purely practical, and those were the ones I found more interesting. My approach 

is so hands-on that when I read articles that are pure theory I am bored. So 

much of this stuff hails back to the theory babble of graduate school. I liked the 

one article on the theory of error I think the farther I go away from graduate 

school and the farther I go away from any pressure to study theory or be 

engaged with theory, with no pressure to publish, the less and less I will be 

attracted to articles like these. 

This response, valorizing the hands-on and practical, and criticizing the 

theoretical, was shared by all of the part-timers. One might take her remarks as 

indicating a kind of anti-intellectualism, but this would require a narrow definition 

of intellectual. It was obvious to me that Cecilia relishes the articulation of ideas, 

including ideas about teaching. She indeed seemed to me to carry with her a 

bright torch of ideas and a megaphone of exuberant opinions. This was 

someone whose car was literally overflowing with books and magazines, such 

that she could not afford to roll down her back windows, and not all of the books 

were textbooks; Cecilia loved the world of ideas but not the "theory" of her 
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discipline. And she was one of many participants who held, and expressed. 

some strong negative feelings toward her graduate school experience. Going 

through the pages from articles, she pointed out the articles that she thought she 

might read for their practical help in teaching. I then asked her how connected 

she felt to the discipline of English. For me, there really is no connection 

between composition and the larger area of English Studies. Most of the stuff 

that is being produced is distant from what composition teachers do. Working as 

an adjunct, I feel disconnected from the field. I don't feel a sense of community 

era sense of career. Cecilia here brought up what must count as the most basic 

problem inherent in the overreliance on part-time instructors, its effect on the 

creation of a professional teaching community and a coherent program. 

Improvements in a department are near impossible where members of the 

department never speak to each other. In that case, any improvement that 

happens is usually an individual activity, a process of individual trial and error, 

and is based on the most pragmatic of criteria, "what seems to work" rather than 

on a collective, democratically reached vision of the shared purposes and 

approaches of a team working together as a team. 

The Teaching of Grammar 

In our first interview, Cecilia had disavowed many of the things— the 

teaching of grammar by itself, the five-paragraph essay- that I found to be the 

focus of her work in the Friday class. She justified this by reference to "the 
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bargain" of the class—that it would teach basic grammar—and to the students' 

need to pass the exit exam. She suggested the class had a "gatekeeping" 

function, "weeding out" students who were not "trying" sufficiently. One thing I 

find interesting here is the gap t>etween what she said in the first interview, her 

disavowal of grammar, the five-paragraph essay, and, one might assume, other 

aspects of the "traditional" English repertoire, and her embrace of these in the 

second interview. As a teacher Cecilia defined herself as someone interested in 

argument, rhetorical analysis, accurate reading, and critical thinking. For her, I 

suspect, the ideal class was one with "good" students embroiled in a lively 

debate that calls forth from students their clear thinking and support with 

evidence of their opinions. However, inasmuch as the class I observed was for 

students with very basic writing skills, Cecelia had abandoned those aspirations 

for a much lower level focus on writing "skills." 

With the basic writers, it was clear to Cecelia that the students lacked a 

grasp of the rules of formal grammar, and the class was listed as a course in 

grammar fundamentals and writing. These were her main reasons for teaching 

fomial grammar. I spoke to Cecilia in my second interview about some of the 

findings of researchers such as Richard Braddock and James Moffett. After 

sun/eying numerous studies of the effects of the teaching of grammar rules to 

students, these researchers found that formal grammar instruction does not 

improve student writing and, in fact, does not, as many teachers might hope, 

even contribute to students' production of more grammatically correct writing. 

Students, it seems, are generally unable to connect the abstract rules of 
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grammar to the exigencies of the paper in front of them. The teaching of 

grammar is something like instructing quarterbacks in the physics of the forward 

pass; better to have them in the field, throwing. I brought up some of these 

ideas with her, and asked her to respond to them. 

Well, I think the students should know what the language consists of. I 

contextualize the grammar. I give them practice in using different forms, like 

appositives, and ways of making different sentence patterns. Grammar and 

writing are related. I don't think the only reason you take an English class is to 

become a better writer, but also to leam the components of English. Anyway, I 

think grammar is really easy. And I don't think there's anything terribly bad about 

the 5-paragraph essay. I have yet to find an alternate model that can be taught 

as universally. I think there's a lot of touchy feely ivory tower theory coming out 

about teaching writing from universities, but I have yet to see it put in a useful 

format. If I used it I would get pure chaos. Too many students have an utter 

inability to put anything down on a page. I didn't teach any grammar when I was 

a TA But I didn't teach Basic Writing there either. You've got a lot of wounded 

birds in these classes, and many students can't get beyond themselves to 

produce academic wri t ing.  . . .  

A conflict basic to the community college is its simultaneous commitment 

to open access and to "higher" education. Most of this study's participants were 

able to bridge this conflict by referring to their own commitment to "bringing 

students up" to a level where they can do college work. The question then is. 
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how do we do this? One answer, which we see reflected in Cecilia's class, lies in 

breaking down the activities of reading and writing into composite "skills." This 

approach assumes that if students are effectively taught these skills, they will 

eventually pull them together in an improved writing or reading. However, there 

are several problems with this. One is that students have gone this route before 

and failed at it. So, in a sense they are just repeating what they were 

unsuccessful at before. Secondly, students who come to college are expecting 

to get into content courses for transfer or for occupational training. Then they find 

themselves tracked, usually by standardized multiple-choice tests, into remedial 

courses that often give no college credit, courses that focus on separate "skills" 

rather than any content, that focus on abstract rules and drills rather than on 

discovery of meaning and communication of experience and ideas. For basic 

writing teachers, the "content" often becomes these abstract forms and rules, 

and the ostensible purpose of them-improved communication, sharing of 

experience—becomes secondary. 

To examine some parts of Cecilia's statements, one might also look at 

Patrick Hartwell's "Grammar, Grammars, and the Teaching of Grammar." 

Teaching "grammar"~at least in the form of assorted rules and conventions of 

usage- is hardly teaching "what language consists of or "the components of 

English." In his article Hartwell distinguishes five different meanings of the word 

grammar. One "grammar" is the intrinsic, mostly unconscious grammar of a 

language that everyone leams in eariy childhood. A second "grammar" is the 

grammatical structure of the language, particulariy its intrinsic structure, as it is 
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studied by linguists. Grammar three is grammatical etiquette, the rules of correct 

usage, and grammar four is grammar as customarily taught in school, the 

conventional notions about the language that are taught in school texts. Hartwell 

also identifies a fifth meaning of grammar, stylistic grammar, the use of 

grammatical terms in teaching prose style, such as used by Strunk and White. 

Grammars three and four are the what Cecilia is presenting in her classes, what 

she believes are "the components of English." Hartwell notes that these different 

"grammars" do not always coincide, that in fact they sometimes contradict one 

another. 

In his article Hartwell discusses the wealth and variety of studies that have 

pointed to the same conclusion—that the teaching of grammar as a separate 

system or set of conventions does not bring about better or even more 

grammatically correct writing (124-25). Thus, for example, the placing of the 

word appositive in the correct square in "Grammar jeopardy" will probably not 

result in any improved use of appositives. Many studies have shown that errors 

often occur because of instruction in grammatical rules and their 

misunderstanding and misapplication by students. The most serious problem 

with the teaching of grammar such as here with "grammar jeopardy" is that the 

same team that wins the game may continue to make the same errors in their 

writing, and may in fact because of their hyperattention to error have difficulty 

writing down anything at all except simple sentences. On the other hand, as 

Hartwell points out, students often can "correct" their own errors simply by 

reading their writing aloud, without, however, "noticing that what they read 
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departs from what they wrote" (121). He notes another study by Richard 

Haswell that showed that students will correct 61 percent of errors if they are 

identified in the margins by a mark but no indication of error type. Hartwell states 

that "Such findings suggest that we need to redefine error, to see it not as a 

cognitive or linguistic problem, a problem of not knowing a "rule of grammar"... 

but rather... as a problem of metacognition and metalinguistic awareness, a 

matter of accessing knowledges that, to be of any use, learners must have 

already internalized by means of exposure to the code" (121). To Cecilia's 

concern that "Remedial students need grammar," one might reply that, yes, they 

do, in the context of their own writing, in the context of writing as a social practice 

rather than as a set of discrete skills. 

Mary Woodson 

I interviewed Mary Woodson in the faculty dining room of the large urban 

Presidio Community College. On the phone the day before she told me, oh, 

"you'll see me, I'm black with pepper gray hair." When I am'ved, she was sitting 

very alone in the corner of the room, which was almost completely empty. She 

was about 60 years old, medium build, but an imposing figure with a large face, 

large hands, a stem demeanor. When I approached her, I was glad to see her 

smile. She recognized me by my black hat, which I told her was my "identification 

badge." I started the interview by asking her to tell me something about her 

background. 

I went to Cameron High in Phoenix. It was all black; I just escaped the 
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integration thing, and I am really grateful. I'm glad I went to an all-black high 

school because the culture was there. Higher requirements were put on the 

teachers at Cameron High. Most of them were recruited from name black 

colleges. The dignity of the culture was incorporated into that school by the 

presence of those teachers, all of whom had to have a Masters Degree. I had an 

English teacher there who was very influential in my life. I took English every 

semester, sometimes two or three classes because I loved it. It was me: 

language, expression, stories, drama, everything. I went from there to the State 

University, which was the epitomy of culture shock forme. For the first time in my 

life, I hated education. It was very biased and intolerant. The teachers targeted 

the black students. But there was one teacher there who thought that I had 

ability, and / admired her teaching. She seemed to be unbiased. 

I moved to LA and worked as an executive secretary. I worked for a black 

judge, a black state senator Then I moved back to Phoenix and worked for a 

white philanthropist, and later was invited to be a secretary for some professors 

at the University. They encouraged me to enroll, so I did, and I got my Bachelors 

degree and then went into the Masters program in ESL and worked as a TA. The 

Dean was so open, and the professors were too. My emphasis was ESL, but I 

opted to not finish the thesis because my thesis was on the psycho- and 

sociolinguistic analysis of the black freshman writer, and my committee didn't like 

it. I thought, well that was just typical. Then I worked as a supervisor in a poverty 

program and got my M.A. in public administration. 
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Mary, like many part-timers in community colleges, was hired despite her 

lack of a Masters degree in English. Her MA in another field and her nearly 

completed degree in ESL had sufficed. I asked her about her experiences at the 

community college. They don't hire many black teachers here in this community 

college district. This area is really a... [she loses focus] but I was used to worse, 

I was used to Phoenix [laughs]. The bias here is more subtle. Arizona was 

blatant. California has hidden discrimination, but they try to intellectualize it like it 

wasn't there. For much of the interview, Mary was guarded, but she let down her 

guard sometimes, then raised it again. I sensed that she probably had to deal 

with subtle, and sometimes not-so-subtle issues of institutional racism on a daily 

basis. She was the only interviewee who brought student evaluations-many, 

positive evaluations—to the interview. I felt that she may also have had to spend 

more of her time than most "justifying" herself as the teacher, sometimes to her 

students, sometimes to her colleagues. Yet, she did not seem bitter, or quick to 

accuse, but strong, optimistic, and purposeful. 

My model of teaching is partly from my personality, which is true of 

everybody if they would admit it, and partly from student need. Suppose the 

class is primarily Vietnamese. The whole tone of the class has to shift. Some are 

old Vietnamese, some young kids. You have to key into their culture and make 

that part of the class. So my teaching methods depend on the makeup of the 

class. Audience-oriented. 

Kids have been passed along year after year, and then they end up in the 
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community college with some of the worst skills you have ever seen. But I tum it 

around. That's why my classes are so popular The first day I learn all my 

students' names. I give individualized work. I give them my phone number so 

they can call me with questions. So that sets the tone there in how I treat them, 

though at first I come across as very strict, with high standards. 

When I am grading I look at sentence structure, word choice, spelling, 

mechanics, punctuation. Do they know what a five-paragraph essay is, have 

they included a thesis, do they organize their essay with a cleariy defined thesis 

in the introduction; does their conclusion refer back to the thesis. Do they have a 

topic sentence in each paragraph. Do they have a catchy title. We do a lot of 

revision. Sometimes a part of teaching is training students that you don't have to 

cheat, because if you do I know it, and... part of my teaching method includes 

a moral standing. I don't accept cursing in my essays. I say, you better not curse 

in here. I expect better word choice. Many other participants, while not phrasing 

their purposes in terms of "moral" teaching, share similar outlooks, that the 

writing classroom offers an opportunity to discuss with students important issues 

of ethics, values, morality, and social policy. While I sensed that Mary brought to 

her classes her own insistence on moral uprightness, hers did not seem a 

solitary crusade. That focus on good citizenship, on tolerance, cooperation, and 

nonviolence in a violent society seemed characteristic of the writing classes I 

visited. Mary seemed unique, however, in her empathic understanding of 

language and its relationship to race and class; I love black dialect I speak the 
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dialect. In my analysis of the black freshman writer, I pinpointed five types of 

dialect It's in a t)ox back home. Sometimes I says, you know, who cares. My 

father spoke a strong Georgia dialect but my mother was raised in Pennsylvania 

and spoke standard English. That's another thing that's involved in my teaching. I 

can hear Daddy but I, you know... With the black students here there's a 

similar mixture. But even when some of them speak less than a full dialect 

there's sometimes interference in their writing, especially in the verb system. 

Also, the young people today use a lot of slang. We obeyed. Now they question. 

I talk very frankly and bluntly to students. They respect me for that 

i asked Mary about the atmosphere at the college and her relationships 

with colleagues. My relationship to faculty here is minimal because I'm involved 

in other things outside of the school. I'm very friendly, cordial, but when I'm here 

I'm usually alone, and that's to my liking. . . I'm not in the mix. I go to the English 

department meetings every year They give you that same spiel, "So glad you all 

came and these here are some of our goals." I do go, because I think I should. 

"Hi, Mary, have a snack." It's nice to see the other English teachers; it's just as 

nice to get out [laughs]. 

I ask Mary about her relationships with students. I'm here for the students. 

They have so many disadvantages and if they don't take advantage of this 

opportunity, it's rough. You know this class I am teaching. At the end of the 

semester, there's a district-wide exit exam for this class, and the test decides 

whether students pass or not and about half pass, though my class is usually a 
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little higher. The examiners are 99 percent white teachers. So if you're thinking 

that you're violating America to pass this student with a dialect problem in one or 

two sentences or a language interference problem in a few sentences, well then 

.. . They don't want to be aware of the diversity of dialects in our students. Mary 

here resists the inflexible gatekeeping function of the exit exams, particularly 

when they exclude students based on dialect differences or first language 

interference. This is not to suggest that she is against the teaching of a standard 

English dialect; on the contrary, she made it clear that she sees teaching 

standard English as basic to her mission. For Mary, mastery of standard English 

as one dialect of English is a prerequisite to successful entree into the larger 

world of work. But she resists the rigidity of the exit exams, their failure to take 

into account the kinds of hurdles students have to overcome, and the failure of 

the test administrators~99 percent white— to take into account the power 

positions from which their assumptions of correctness stem. 

The next afternoon I visited Mary's class. I sat at the back of what 

seemed like an unusually long room. I could barely read the board with my 

glasses on. Mary was joking with the students in front. When the class began 

she said, I hope you people who have an "honesty" problem are working on 

those papers. Try it the honest way. Mary handed back papers to two students, 

and handed back grammar worksheets to everyone. She passed out the test on 

fragments, and gave students 20 minutes to complete it. She moved around and 

spoke individually to students while the class completed the test. The students 
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worked very quietly until she asked thenn to pass in the test. She told students 

they would be going over chapter six on compound and complex sentences, 

topic sentences and thesis statements. She asked students to do exercises 6.2 

and 6.3 at their desk; dangling modifiers, comparisons, superlatives. After a few 

minutes, Mary went over the exercises with the students. Lots of talking to 

students and joking. She kept their attention by the considerable force of her 

personality. Then they discussed a Victor Villasenor essay, and the reading 

Villasenor gave on campus (she had excused class to attend his reading). She 

asked students to sum up the essay in one sentence. They sat for a few 

minutes, writing down a single sentence. After they were done with that, Mary 

called on individual students to read their sentences, and the class debated the 

various single sentence responses in a lively discussion. One student, an 

articulate Hispanic male dressed very carefully in pressed slacks and a matching 

shirt, criticized Villasenor's speech. Others from the sidelines jumped on his 

criticism. The issue turned to whether one Hispanic should feel free to criticize 

another, or whether this was somehow breaking unity. Several viewpoints on 

this question came up. A lively discussion ensued until the class ended. 

On the next day, we had our second interview, again in the faculty 

cafeteria. I had loaned Mary a book of poems I had with me by a contemporary 

African-American poet, a favorite of mine. She told me that she "could relate" to 

most of the poems, and especially to the differences between the poet's 

southem-bom father and northemer mother. Then we turned to talking about the 

class I had observed. This was English 51 Basic Composition. It's the five-
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paragraph essay. English 101 is argumentation and the research paper We 

have syllabi that comes from the district that we are supposed to follow. I get the 

class going better with narration and description. I am not into journal writing. I 

can't see the importance. The papers I get are so deeply personal anyway that 

they negate the need for a joumal. I took the students to see Villasenor, and said 

you're going to write an observation paper on Uiis speech. 

\ brought up Richard Braddock's finding about the teaching of grammar. 

Weil, I disagree. Some students are affected by this teaching. Some students 

can be reached especially if you show them how grammar will affect their 

employment. This depends on the group of students you are dealing with. But, 

believe me, you need grammar or you'll flunk this class! To write well includes 

grammar You go to an interview and you need to express yourself well, and with 

proper grammar. I do grammar 1/3, writing 1/3, reading 1/3. As far as my own 

English studies goes, I just got literature, no composition methodology. I have 

done more reading on that since graduate school, especially on the grammar of 

English, so I could teach it well. Observing Mary's classroom, I couldn't help but 

agree with Mary's notion that much of teaching is in the individual teacher's 

personality. Mary is so no-nonsense, so forcefully direct and honest, that this 

classroom, comprised mostly of African-American and Hispanic students, paid 

close attention to her every word. Mary's passionate concern for her students 

and sophisticated understanding and critical awareness of the social and cultural 

issues that affect their lives came through in her interview. She teaches to the 
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exit exam much of the time, and more than half of her class successfully pass 

the exam at the end of the semester, a measure by which Mary calls the class a 

success. It is hard to know whether the rules of grammar and five-paragraph 

formulas that Mary presented have a lasting positive effect on her students as 

writers and thinkers. There are good reasons to suggest little effect there. But 

the side of Mary's teaching that spent half of the class in a student-led discussion 

of the Villasenor speech, the side that insisted on bringing forth ethical and social 

questions in class, the side that encouraged and validated students' constructing 

their own meanings of events—this part of her teaching seemed clearly to have a 

positive effect on her students. 

I asked Mary about the packet of joumal articles. Typical. Just yak yak 

yak. This one has a feminist ring. I put an X on it because I am not a feminist. 

This one lost me. Stuffy. Pretentious. This one, well, really, who cares about 

Aristotle? The whole area of literary criticism and the canon are set up politically 

for the dominant culture. I liked "Toward a Theory of Error." It deals with a real 

situation. It's hitting what we are supposed to be doing. It says a lot about a 

teacher, what they think about errors. Do they analyze their students' errors and 

help them with their language interference? I liked this one on ethics and 

literature. I think literature is an excellent way to discuss ethics, to bring out these 

issues.... But most of these, I wouldn't read even if I had time, which I don't. 

They aren't very interesting, and they aren't very helpful. 
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Deborah Johnson 

My first interview was in the late afternoon at a school farther east from 

the Pacific beaches, in an area of low density and close to some grassy foothills 

and even some deserts. Perhaps because the land is cheaper here, the college 

is extremely spread out, but no one has spared the water. There are large grassy 

fields and oak trees covering much of the campus, competing with the immense 

parking lot for one's attention. Deborah, who is perhaps in her late 30s, was 

wearing a paisley orange jumper, white blouse and purple high-top tennis shoes. 

I sensed some distrust or anxiety at first, but after some discussion about where 

we would sit, and a little mutual foraging for seats, Deborah opened up quickly 

in the interview. She had brought a copy of her resume, and looking through it 

now I see it contains 13 pages of lists of where she has taught writing (e.g.. Fall 

Women's Writing Retreat, Teen Writing Camp, Women's Erotica Seminar, 

Lambert College)--66 separate listings, 28 listings of publications, 8 plays, 18 

readings, and four listed awards. I began by asking her to give me some of her 

background. 

I have always written, journals and poetry. I was very involved with the 

Catholic Worker for a number of years, peace and justice work, and then 

everything in my life sort of came apart, and I ended up getting involved with 

writing and poetry classes. I went back to UCSD, and I was very much interested 

in women's lives on the page. I came out as a lesbian, and so there was a lot of 

really exciting writing happening with feminists and lesbians, and I thought, well I 
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can do this, I can teach writing. I haven't had anything really traditional fn terms 

of training; I went to UC Santa Barbara when I was younger, doing community 

studies, dropped out When I went back to UCSB I did lots of untraditional 

studies. When I decided to go to grad school I applied to different places, ended 

up on the land in Oregon,... then later I got into an MFA writing program, non 

residential. I was writing poem-plays, then I was tutoring students at Orange City 

and Lambert colleges, then I started teaching. I wanted to teach creative writing 

and women's lit. I started doing poet in the schools work. But the classes you 

get at the colleges are all composition. When I started here they had me 

teaching grammar at seven in the morning. Ugh. [laughs] 

The only composition class I ever took was in high school. The work as a 

tutor helped me. Every student is coming in with a composition. And most 

teachers have such rigid expectations. Most teachers here are pretty traditional. 

The standards, the exit exams, these all cause that. I've had a real struggle. / 

haven't taught composition for a couple of years. I've been up in Oregon doing 

body work, came back here, and am teaching composition this semest&r, but 

maybe not much longer. I was for two years the writer in residence at the Writing 

Center, and I loved it; I could do what I wanted, design what I wanted. / don't 

believe composition is the way to teach people to write. There's so much 

emphasis on skills, on number of pages or number of words.... What I'd rather 

be doing is fostering students to be their own self learners. Most of the students 

have very bad basic skills. I would like to work with them individually while they 
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work in groups. I would like them to tye able to write creatively rather than... 

they just barely get to feel comfortable then they have to go on to the next thing. 

They are supposed to do this form thing and I have to make sure they do 

that. When I work with kids or with women, I feel free to let them write in their 

own ways, differently, and unique. It's so much more powerful than the 'English' 

of the community college. Most ofUie people who are teaching composition 

have gone through literature or creative writing programs, and they are turned on 

to that stuff and are doing that in their personal lives, and you can just imagine 

how much better their classes could be if they taught their passion. We have a 

hundred composition courses and maybe two poetry courses. And I don't know 

whose idea it is to have entire courses in grammar. It's crazy. 

I don't have any relationship with anyone in the school. ... No support 

from others. The school pays you hardly anything. At the orientation the model of 

teaching they showed you was absolutely horrible. We had to listen to a lady tell 

us how to teach, mostly about attendance, and stuff like that I was appalled. I 

just got up and walked out. That doesn't inspire me to come back. I'm hustling to 

make a living, doing massage, doing a woman's writing group. 

I like working with each person, and having the group helping each other. 

I'm such an autodidact that it doesn't make sense to be teaching writing to 

someone who doesn't want to know. I don't believe a person should be forced to 

be in a classroom. I dont think a person should be forced to leam until they are 

ready to leam. Here we get students who don't do much, don't have much 
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commitment to the class. 

I do groups. I float from group to group. I model giving feedback, and 

questioning. I think group work is so much more effective. The students feel a lot 

more comfortable. But some of the students think they are learning something if 

someone is in front lecturing to them, so sometimes they say they are not 

learning anything. What I am asking them to do is different from what they are 

used to. 

I observed Deborah two times, once after the first Interview, the second 

time after the second interview. Both sessions were very similar. Deborah 

entered, handed out a few papers, chatted for a few minutes with individual 

students in the class, then said to all the students, "You should all have copies of 

your essays, so get into groups." While the students got into groups, she 

checked attendance and spoke to other individual students. The students riffled 

through their papers and backpacks, pulled out their essays, and formed into 

groups of four. Mostly, the students read the papers silently, and then began 

discussing each other's papers. In both classes Deborah moved from group to 

group speaking to them, asking how they are doing, answering individual 

questions about papers, looking at individual papers and commenting. 

in the first session, I sat with a group that was short one member. The 

papers were passed around, and I read alongside one of the students. In one of 

the papers a student was criticizing the writing class. The student's complaint 

was that the teacher (he did not mention Deborah by name) did not teach the 



86 

class but just assumed the students could teach each other. The student wrote 

that he couldn't learn anything from others in his group, since they knew even 

less than he did about writing. He wrote that his group memt)ers had never given 

him any specific feedback, so they were not very helpful to him, although he can 

occasionally help others in the group. He told the group as an aside that he had 

to pass an English test to get into university, and so far he had failed it three 

times. The paper was actually a good short argument with a strong thesis and 

fairly good support. The group told him this, and they seemed to concur with his 

argument as well. In the last fifteen minutes, Deborah wrote page numbers on 

the board and suggested that if students were done with their workshopping, 

they could read the pages in the book and discuss in their groups the questions 

at the end of the selection. Some of the groups began doing this, although the 

group I sat with did not. 

The second class I observed was in the evening. In this class I did not join 

a group, so I had a better opportunity to observe how long the groups seemed to 

stay on task. Again, Deborah went from group to group talking to individuals, 

discussing papers, answering questions of group members. This class appeared 

to stay on task for about thirty minutes, but after that the groups drifted away 

from looking at their papers. They came back on topic when Deborah joined 

them, but after she left they retumed to chatting about other topics: their jobs, 

their other classes, TV shows, politics, etc. After an hour and twenty minutes, the 

class left for a break. 

1 began the second interview by asking Deborah about the classes I had 
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observed. It's really important to me that I connect with individual students, and 

that I let students teach each other. I think they feel more comfortable working 

with each other, and experience fewer constraints or control.! keep them on task 

by moving around and seeing what they are doing. There's this Western thing 

about time, that's it's supposed to t)e filled. I think it's ok if they sometimes have 

slack time after doing the group work, that they sometimes socialize. 

I mentioned the student who complained about the class in his paper. 

Was his a typical complaint, because of her reliance on group work? Actually, 

the problem in this case is the huge variation of abilities in that group. I talked to 

[the student] about that paper and it seems his major concem is about another 

student, the member of his group who was missing. He is concerned that the 

other student is not getting enough help. The problem is he is such a good 

writer, and the other student is so poor it's frustrating for them both. 

I asked Deborah what she thought she brought from her graduate work 

into her teaching. Not much. Bits and pieces. I teamed a lot about teaching from 

my elementary school days when I went to school at a convent. The nuns were 

very liberal, and they treated us like individuals. I asked Deborah to develop her 

comments on her difficulties in working as an adjunct. It was clear from the first 

interview that she was feeling a lot of stress and dissatisfaction with her work. I 

can't make a living doing this. It's totally demoralizing. On some level you have to 

do this because you think you are helping people, because you aren't being paid 

enough otherwise to rationalize doing it. When I first started as an adjunct I was 
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doing tons of work, but I won't do that any more because it hurt me on so many 

different levels. I will not spend hours prepping as I used to. I just refuse. If 

they're not going to pay me, I'm not going to put in those hours. 

The second big issue forme is why can't we teach writing differently, as a 

mode of self-expression, let people express themselves, let people write out of 

their own burning passions. I mentioned to her Ira Shor and the Freirian ideas of 

critical literacy. I've been writing my whole life, and it's always been about my life 

and my politics. I don't think of writing as a thing in a test tube. That's what so 

frustrating about the textt)ooks, tjecause oftentimes they have writing that 

students don't care about; it's not speaking their language, it's not speaking 

about issues that matter to them, it has no context for them. Schools stick with 

the same literature because it's safe, and there's so much new stuff coming out 

now. I don't know why the college wants such rule-driven writing. I've always 

been to schools where I was encouraged to break the rules, and that's what 

exciting. 

The conversation turned to the packet of journal readings. I don't like to 

read stuff like this. It's boring. It's theory. It doesn't mean anything; it's a concept, 

and may work in a situation, but so what? Every class you have has a different 

character, a different personality, and I have a different character and personality 

in every class, so I have a hard time with all-encompassing theories. Reading it 

is totally boring. So much dry language. When I read this, I think well I am just 

going to go into the classroom and experiment and try to see what works 
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anyway, so why bother with this? But I noticed that none of the pieces had the 

poststmcturalist language that is so popular. In terms of language they were 

pretty accessible. Unless I had to read it, I wouldn't go out of my way to read it; I 

read essays by writers who write about people and social issues, and apply 

those to my teaching skills. 

I haven't taught composition for a couple of years, and I don't think of it as 

a career I don't have any input in choosing my texts. I got in trouble when I tried 

to pick one that was not on their list. We have only a few options. 

The Reliance on Part-time Instructors 

The growing use of part-timers is an example of what began as a good 

idea-bringing in people from the community to augment the work of the full-time 

faculty, to share their own life experience and expertise-that has been distorted 

and subverted by fiscal motives. It is now quite clear that the use of part-timers 

to teach the majority of writing courses is primarily a matter of their lower cost. 

Part-timer pay ranges from $1,000 at its lowest to $2,000 per three-unit section. 

A full-timer, paid (conservatively) between $40,000 and $50,000 per year, 

including benefits, and teaching ten sections per year, receives $4,000-$5,000 

per section. Full-timers require offices, phones, secretarial support, computers-

the list is long. Part-timers are expected to "wing it" with little support from the 

college. Some colleges such as Fresno City College (FCC), earlier cited as the 

second-oldest community college, pay by the hour spent in the classroom. In 
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1997 their rate was $30; any sick time was docked at the same rate of $30 for 

each hour missed. Their 1997-1998 FCC guide to adjuncts makes it clear that it 

is inadvisable to prepare extensively t)efore stepping into the classroom: 

Often a dean has to get on the phone and hire a part-timer on the day 

before instruction begins.... It is possible that the assignment you 

prepared for will be modified or even eliminated. Reasons may be low 

class enrollment, district load limits, contract load requirements, or the 

like. If this does happen to you, you will be compensated only for the 

hours you actually spent teaching. You will not be paid for the hours you 

spent preparing for the assignment or the time spent completing the 

employment process, [italics in original] (Nelson and Watt 198) 

The same guide informs adjuncts that they are to follow the course outlines they 

are given:"... plan to use it as the basis for what, and pertiaps even how, you 

will teach. ... When the outline is specific, do what it says" (199). If instructors 

decide to use a text other than the departmentally mandated text, the guide 

informs them that they must show the text both to their departmental chair and 

one full-time instructor, and get the approval of both (199). In such efforts to 

control, to "teacher proof classes, colleges evidence a lack of even minimal 

respect for the adjunct teachers they hire. 

More than any other part-timer I interviewed, Deborah was acutely 

sensitive to her disempowered position, but by no means is Deborah alone as an 

adjunct. According to 1993 data {ADE Bulletin, 25), 64 percent of community 

college teachers are adjunct faculty. The percentage among English faculty may 
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be slightly higher. 1997-1998 data supplied in the National Profile of Community 

Colleges indicate the same, 64 percent adjuncts (96-97). When this percentage 

is compared to four-year institutions, it appears far greater than their 29 percent. 

However, this is misleading in that it does not take into account the large number 

of classes taught by teaching assistants in four-year colleges and universities. 

When part-time faculty and teaching assistants are lumped together, the total 

reliance on nonfull-time faculty is roughly equal to that at the community college 

(65 percent). When we speak of part-time teachers, then, we are speaking of 

the majority of faculty at two-year and four-year institutions. Both two-year and 

four-year institutions are struggling with the effects of their increasing reliance on 

part-time instructors. 

The part-timers I interviewed could be characterized as independent 

operators, unconnected to any single school, and even having few links to any 

school. None of the part-timers indicated a strong relationship to the faculty of 

any college, although Olivia Evens indicated she had a cordial relationship with 

her department chair. They went to few faculty meetings and were involved in 

few professional development activities. They had little or no space of their own 

at any college and came and left each campus to meet their required class 

hours, but little else. Other than Deborah Johnson, who seemed the least tied to 

her work at the community college, they all said they enjoyed the classroom 

work, loved their students, and saw their work as valuable and important. These 

were lively, engaged teachers in the classroom who were constrained by the 

needs of their students, the exit exams, the tenuous nature of their employment, 
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and the general conservatism of their districts. All of the instructors I saw showed 

excellent rapport with their students, but I found positive rapport with students 

almost a universal in my fieldwork. I believe that the self-selection inherent in my 

pool of participants made it unlikely I would interview any teachers who 

demonstrated poor rapport or serious problems with their students. 

The situation now in 1999 is little changed from that of 1992, when I 

conducted separate interviews with part-timers at the institution where I worked, 

and published my findings (Speer "Strategies"), in that article I referred to a 1988 

survey of 156 two-year colleges that indicated that about two-thirds of the faculty 

taught part-time, and one-third taught full-time (Keim 39). As I pointed out in that 

article, it therefore is small wonder that on many community college campuses, 

the number of faculty seems vastly disproportionate to their student enrollment. 

As Elizabeth Wallace notes, English and writing departments are the 

departments most represented by part-time instructors (34). Unlike instructors in 

departments such as business, however, part-time writing instructors usually 

have no full-time employment to rely on to pay their bills. Instead, typically they 

are highly dependent on the money they receive from their teaching. Often these 

instructors forge a "full-time" work week by combining two or even three part-time 

teaching positions. Because the teaching of writing requires so much time 

responding to student papers, these instructors are particularly likely to be 

grossly overworked. And thus we have the all-too-common situation in which 

community college writing departments are in large part staffed by an invisible 

majority of ovenA/orked teachers who are paid scandalously little year after year, 
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who receive no step or merit or even cost-of-living increases in their salaries, 

whose sole institutional reward for their dedication is to be rehired each year—a 

"reward" itself contingent upon circumstances outside the instructor's control. 

As Judith Gappa notes in her 1993 study, The Invisible Faculty, one effect 

of colleges' reliance on part-timers has t>een a kind of bifurcation of faculty into 

two parts, the "haves" who are full-time and often tenured as well, and the "have 

nots" who are part-timers and working on a nonrenewable year-to-year contract. 

Gappa writes that "The reason for the two faculties is that the one sustains the 

other; the low costs and heavy undergraduate teaching loads of the have-nots 

help make possible the continuation of a tenure system that protects the jobs 

and perquisites of the haves. Because tenured faculty benefit directly and 

personally from this bifurcation of the academic profession, they have a vested 

interest in maintaining it" (2). 

Gappa maintains, and I tend to agree with her, that it is useless and 

unrealistic to argue against the existence of "part-time" faculty positions in higher 

education. The employment of part-timers plays a crucial part in higher 

education and will continue whether we like it or not. Besides helping colleges 

meet their bottom line, it brings in individuals of enormous and varied talents. It 

provides flexibility to departments that need to expand arKi to shrink with the 

change in student enrollments. And it attracts large numk>ers of highly qualified 

individuals who have no desire to teach full-time. The important issues around 

part-time teaching have to do with ratio of full-time to part-time faculty, pay and 

status equity, working conditions, and what Gappa terms the "invisibility" of part-
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timers, not the question whether or not part-time teaching should exist. 

One of the unfortunate facts of academic life—true both for two-year and 

four-year institutions—is status hierarchy. At the bottom is the adjunct instructor. 

In this context, part-timers have been described and sometimes have described 

themselves as second-class citizens, slaves, migrants, field hands of academe, 

step-children, and cheap labor (Hartleb 16). Oftentimes, these names illustrate 

the realities of their situation. According to Peter Maguire, 'The adjunct may feel 

exploited, isolated, diminished, with minimal status despite the importance and 

value of his [or her] contribution" (30). In my 1992 study ("strategies"), one part-

time instructor remarked to me: 

I feel like I am slightly less important than a new piece of office furniture. 

They seem to have enough funds to come up with new desks and 

computers that sit on the floors, unused. But they have trouble with the 

idea that we should make something more than $5.00 an hour teaching, 

which if you're a part-time writing instructor and you prepare and read for 

your classes and correct student papers, is about what you get. ( 268) 

Some commentators have adopted a "blame-the-victim" attitude, labeling 

part-timers as inexperienced, only minimally credentialed, and by implication, 

ineffective instructors. They describe a host of problems that have resulted from 

the widespread use of "inexperienced" part-time instructors, and propose a 

number of solutions, all of which do not involve the input of the part-timers. 

While numerous problems have resulted from the long-term dependence of 

community colleges upon marginalized instructors, the instructors themselves 



95 

are not the problem. Various studies reflect the effectiveness of part-time 

instructors. Typical of these is that by Cruise, Furst, and Klimes, who compared 

student evaluations of part-time and full-time instructors at a Midwestem 

community college, and who found "no significant differences" in the evaluations 

as a whole. Gappa, after citing four studies that compare full-time and part-time 

instructors, concluded, "It appears that part-time faculty by themselves do not 

detract from the quality of instruction and that they can enrich it greatly" 

{Crossroads 84). 

Kroll, in his 1994 study, "A Profile and Perspective of Two-Year College 

English Faculty," brings much needed information to this subject. His study 

presented the findings from a questionnaire that he sent out to several thousand 

community college English instructors. He received answers from 351 part-time 

and 426 full-time English instructors in 19 states. He found that a large majority, 

73 percent, of the part-timers are female. Sixty-five percent of part-timers had 

master's degrees, although only 46 percent held the degree in English or 

composition and rhetoric. Most of the teachers had more training in literature 

than in teaching writing, and most of them thought they needed more training in 

writing because it was their major teaching focus. Ninety-six percent of 

respondents to his survey reported that they follow a "process" approach using 

multiple drafts, and over 75 percent use peer-review woricshops. Two-thirds of 

his respondents also hold conferences with students. 

Part-timers on average are not very involved with scholarship in the 
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discipline. Only one-fifth reported ever having published a professional article. 

About one-half belonged to at least one professional organization, 43 percent 

had been to a conference in the previous three years, 18 percent had presented 

a paper at a conference, 48 percent subscribed to at least one professional 

journal, and 67 percent reported reading at least one professional journal. Kroll 

summed up his "profile" of part-timers by stating that 

The profile. . . is that of a fairly experienced female instructor with a 

master's degree, working at a public, comprehensive community college, 

and teaching one or two writing courses using a process approach. 

Beyond teaching, this person is typically engaged in another occupation 

and not necessarily able, willing, or desiring to move to a different state in 

order to gain a full-time teaching position. This person values her 

relationships with students, her academic discipline, and her colleagues, 

but is much less satisfied with salary and working conditions. (282) 

Kroll found in his study that community college writing instructors, both 

part-time and full-time, report that they emphasize the teaching of writing as a 

process over a focus on mechanics and punctuation, and both groups use peer 

review, don't grade rough drafts, and hold writing conferences. When part-timers 

and full-timers were asked to name "composition theorists" who were important 

to their work, both groups cited Peter Elbow (34 percent) and Donald Murray (24 

percent) most frequently. Full-timers were significantly more involved in 

scholarship. Twice as many (40 percent) of full-time faculty had published at 

least one scholariy article; 77 percent t>elonged to a professional organization; 
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to a conference in the previous three years; and 19 percent had presented a 

conference paper. ("Profile" 283) 

The problems inherent in colleges' over-dependence on part-timers are 

systematic. Colleges whose instructors are predominantly part-time may well be 

undermined by that dependence: their programs are less cohesive; their part-

time instructors have little or no personal investment in the college and can 

spend little time with individual students; instructors may barely know their 

colleagues in departments, much less work together as a team; because of their 

lack of office and other professional support, part-timers are at a serious 

disadvantage in their work; departments suffer from the low morale of their 

"invisible" part-time faculty; and they are in the awkward political/moral situation 

of being seen as grossly exploitive employers. 

The "Freeway Flyers" : Grammarians by Default 

Four of the five participants I interviewed in southem California were part-

timers, "freeway fliers," teaching at several colleges at the same time. Cecilia 

and Mary's classes were in basic writing, and both of them focused on teaching 

grammar and the five-paragraph essay model. Mary and Olivia, the other part-

timer participant I interviewed, actually called this basic writing class "Grannmar 

and the Five Paragraph Model." In all of these basic writing classes, a prinnary 

goal was to help students pass the holistic exit exam at the end of the semester. 
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an exam requiring students to write a short essay in 50 minutes, answering a 

question about a reading passage that has been previously provided them. Olivia 

Evens described the holistic exams, taken at the end of each of two basic writing 

classes, as "gates" to Freshman English. Her primary objection to them was the 

writing time limit, 50 minutes, because as she put it, "too many of the students 

panic under pressure." The short essay students wrote was expected to follow 

the five-paragraph model, with a stong thesis in the first paragraph and clear 

topic sentences that support the thesis in the following paragraphs. 

All of the participants I interviewed spoke of the students' poor basic skills. 

Excepting Deborah Johnson's class, in all of the classes I observed, the 

instructor spent a lot of time talking about writing in terms of a formulaic structure 

and the basic points of grammar. This was also true of the ESL class that I 

observed with Avery Stem, the one full-time instructor I interviewed. In all of 

these classes, the instructors taught writing following a textbook closely, and 

more in terms of rules of grammar and principles of writing than as a skill and an 

art requiring practice. None of the teachers used joumal writing, and other than 

for a short period in Cecilia James' four-hour class, I saw no in-class writing. 

In three of the interviews, I discussed Braddock's finding about the explicit 

teaching of grammar. His study looked at numerous other studies of grammar 

instruction and writing, and found that the studies indicated the explicit teaching 

of grammar had no effect on student writing, or as Braddock suggested, might 

have a negative effect, in that it takes the place of actual practice in writing. In 

these three cases, I told the instructors 1 was playing "devils advocate" in 
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response to their teaching of grammar. Olivia Ovies replied to this by saying, I'm 

aware of this research on teaching grammar. I am not telling students that all 

writing is the five-paragraph model, but in order to get you comfortable with 

writing there have to be some guidelines, some controls. I also recognize the 

variety of grammar in writing. But I think it's important to start with some 

knowledge of grammar. I think the research is true, but it should look at 

developmental students, then suggest a way to present the material. Cecilia 

J a m e s  a r g u e d  t h a t ,  M y  s t u d e n t s  s h o u l d  k n o w  w h a t  t h e  l a n g u a g e  c o n s i s t s  o f . . .  

I don't think the only reason you take an English class is to become a tjetter 

writer, but also to leam the components of English. And Mary Johnson argued 

that I disagree. Some of [the students] are affected by this teaching. Some 

students can be reached, especially if you show them how grammar will affect 

their employment. 

In Hartwell's article on grammar, he ends his article by saying in effect 

that the findings of the research on grammar turn writing back to the students, 

and gives them greater power over their own writing. "It is, after all, a question of 

power... the thrust of current research and theory is to take power from the 

teacher and to give that power to the learner. At no point in the English 

curriculum is the question of power more blatantly posed than in the issue of 

formal grammar instruction" (127). Hartwell concludes the article by suggesting-

perhaps naively, certainly optimistically—that the question of grammar is closed, 

and that teachers ought to figure the findings of the research into their theories of 
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teaching: "It is time that we, as teachers, formulate theories of language and 

literacy and let those theories guide our teaching, and it is time that we, as 

researchers, move on to more interesting areas of inquiry" (127). 

It seems, however, that the majority of teachers, those acquainted with 

the evidence on grammar, and those not, are quite willing to go their own ways, 

and to cheerfully ignore the findings of the research. I discovered this in a small 

way in my own department after I was invited to talk about the teaching of 

grammar as a part of writing instruction. I brought to the meeting several articles 

that called into question not only formal grammar instruction but also some other 

old standbys of writing instruction, the "unified" paragraph, the "topic" sentence, 

the "thesis" statement. I gave my talk, handed out the articles, even read part of 

the articles to the group, with little argument or discussion. As I recall, no one 

disagreed with anything I said or read. Then the group continued with the next 

item on the agenda, another teacher's discussion on how best to approach 

grammar in the lower-level classes. It was clear to me—a bit to my chagrin— that 

the articles I presented, the research I quoted, and my own persuasive appeal 

had had not even the slightest effect. 

One might ask, why are teachers so reluctant to abandon formal 

grammar instruction. Why are they so willing to ignore the research findings, 

however conclusive? In the case of my talk, the teachers did not actually argue 

with the research findings, though I think an argument could be made that the 

sort of experimental research I was quoting never really is able to control all the 

variables, or if it is, the "controlled" situation is so unlike the classroom that it 
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distorts any real classroom situation. The fact is they just moved on to the next 

item on the agenda and chose to ignore any relevance of what I had just said. 

This seems to be in microcosm the general response of teachers to such 

research data: don't argue, just ignore. The reason for this may be similar to the 

reason that students don't connect grammar lessons to their actual writing; the 

theory and research findings seem distant and disconnected from teachers' daily 

practice, in which they see many students who have obvious problems with 

grammar and syntax. This question is complex and ties directly into the major 

area of my research, the "gap" t>etween the findings that come from the research 

in rhetoric and composition, and the actual practice that takes place every day in 

college classrooms all over the country. In a sense this study as a whole is 

considering that question. 

Statements on the Questionnaire 

Some of the statements made by the first three participants from Southern 

California appeared on the questionnaire that I sent out to 200 faculty. Seventy-

four faculty filled out and retumed the questionnaire. Cecilia James' statement 

that, I think there's a lot of touchy feely ivory tower theory coming out about 

teaching writing from universities, but I have yet to see it put in a useful format 

was agreed with by 44 percent of faculty respondents to my survey 

questionnaire, but 32 percent indicated no answer or don't know, which could 

very well have t}een a result of the ambiguous nature of the statement. Cecilia 
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made the statement soon after I had discussed the Braddock study, and it 

seemed to t>e in response to that. The terms "touchy feely" is an odd one when 

combined with "ivory tower." My supposition is that she was using this term as a 

shorthand for impractical or unrealistic, not "down to earth." In any case, only 24 

percent of the respondents disagreed with this statement. 

Cecilia James' statement that / think a teacher of any course would tye 

happier with 5-paragraph essay than with an amorphous blob on the page. At 

least it provides structure. I don't know what's so awful about it, at least as a first 

step in essay writing was agreed with by 60 percent of respondents, and 

disagreed with by 34 percent. The value of this "formula" as a structure for the 

short essay is still upheld by the majority of instructors. 

A third statement by Cecilia James, There really is no connection between 

composition and the larger area of English Studies. Most of the stuff that is being 

produced in research universities is distant from what composition teachers do 

did not resonate with instructors, who disagreed with it (56 percent) more than 

agreed with it (26 percent). I found this result interesting, especially inasmuch as 

the statement seems so similar to her statement about "touchy feely" theory with 

which most instructors agreed. Instructors feel tied to the larger discipline, it 

seems, but believe nonetheless that much of the "theory" that comes out of 

universities is not adequately grounded in practice. 

A statement by Deborah Johnson, I'm tiothered that we can't teach writing 

differently, as a mode of self-expression, came directly out of her frustration with 
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the constraints she felt herself under in teaching composition in a community 

college. Having instructed a variety of writing groups outside any institutional 

framework, she compared her community college classes unfavorably with the 

informal writing groups, and she felt constrained by the academic focus her 

college insisted on. She said she had never had a traditional composition class 

in college, and actually could not see the need for it. However, only 12 percent of 

respondents shared her frustration, while 65 percent of respondents disagreed 

with her. 

A statement by Olivia Evens, / don't think it's my place as a teacher to 

impose any political viewpoint, was agreed with by 57 percent of respondents, 

but 37 percent of respondents disagreed. A similar statement, I see my teaching 

as political... I want through my teaching to help students more actively 

participate in the stmctures that shape their lives, also had a mixed response: 44 

percent agreement, 24 percent disagreement, 32 percent don't know/no answer. 

The large "don't know" contingent for the last statement probably reflects the 

complexity and ambiguity of the sentence. This question of degree of political 

engagement with students appears to be an area of basic disagreement among 

many community college faculty. Most teachers do not want to "impose" their 

own political viewpoints. On the other hand, most see their teaching as politically 

engaged, concemed with helping students participate in society as active, 

critically conscious citizens. 

In Composition Study as a Creative Act, Lynn Bloom writes a chapter on 
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freshman composition as a middle-class enterprise: 

Composition is taught by middle-class teachers in middle-class institutions 

to students who are middle-class either in actuality or in aspirations-

economic if not cultural. Indeed, one of the major though not necessarily 

acknowledged reasons that freshman composition is in many schools the 

only course required of all students is that it promulgates the middle-class 

values that are thought to be essential to the proper functioning of 

students in the academy. (35) 

The middle-class values she describes in this chapter are self-reliance ("Your 

work must be your own"), respectability ("middle class morality"), decorum 

("correctness"), moderation ("say it plainly and cleariy"), thrift ("don't get wordy"), 

order ("the five-paragraph model" "a clear and logical organization"), and 

cleanliness ("no curse words"). The part-time teachers I interviewed here—like 

most of the participants I interviewed-came out of middle-class backgrounds 

and were unabashed proponents of these values, even though in some cases 

such as Deborah's she appeared to be barely hanging on to a middle-class 

lifestyle ("I can't make a living doing this"). Some of these participants' focus on 

order, correctness, and decorum may come out of the exit exams that hang over 

the basic writing classes and from the conservative nature of the districts and the 

departments in which they work. Deborah Johnson, who seemed herself to 

radically question middle-class values, nonetheless also was their reluctant 

proponent in the classroom, fearing for her job and her future if she strayed very 

much from the departmental guidelines. 
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The study participants I interviewed in Southern California, while on a 

personal level seeming much more diverse than Kroll's "profile" might suggest, 

and certainly teaching more than one or two classes, also seemed in many ways 

to fit his findings well. All four were were women, all had masters degrees, but 

not necessarily in English, all felt underpaid and powerless in their departments. 

None had very close relationships with colleagues, and none had much interest 

in or connection to the scholarship in their discipline. I was very impressed with 

their dedication to their students and to their teaching but also recognized the 

constraints they worked under in what is a conservative district, constraints that 

influenced them to teach a more traditional and grammar-focused course than 

Kroll's study indicates is usual, and more than I found to be typical in participants 

in other areas. To an area further north, I now turn. 
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Chapter Four: The Reluctant Rhetoricians 

I remember sitting in a graduate seminar and thinking Oh my Gosh 
I hope i never have to teach graduate students because they're so 
pretentious & boring. At first they start off excited, then they get 
disillusioned, they buy into the careerism. So it's kind of 
disheartening to look at. My favorite writers and philosophers don't 
write for specialists. 

—Debbie Reed 

In this chapter, which includes my interviews with Oregon participants, I 

discuss the relationship of instructors to their graduate programs, and the place 

of the two-year college in relationship to the "Ivory tower" of research 

universities. This discussion comes out of my talks with the two Oregon 

participants, who shared sometimes sharply critical comments toward their 

graduate work. 

When I arrived in Oregon I had four participants to interview, but in the 

course of three days I could not contact one participant, try as I might, and 

another participant dropped out for personal reasons. This left me with two 

participants, but I was not disappointed as I found both of them incisive, 

opinionated, and wonderfully individualistic, i.e., the perfect interviewees. Both 

participants teach for Salem City College, an urban, mid-size community college, 

and both have their doctorates, one in literature and the other in rhetoric and 
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composition. I inten/iewed Haniet Monroe in her office and Debbie Reed in a 

side room made available to part-time instructors. 

When I arrived on a foggy moming to interview Harriet Monroe, I found a 

very large open space with cubicles. I could have dropped into an office in a 

major newspaper, or a corporate office in a major urban center. I weaved 

through the department office as if through a maze. A crowded, busy space, it 

also seemed quiet and orderly, though to me not very friendly-to-human-species. 

Maybe this was the warren-like quality of the space. I asked the whereabouts of 

Dr. Monroe. "Look for the mobiles" I was told, and looking around I saw an office 

partition with a clutter of zany, multicolored mobiles above it. I had found Dr. 

Monroe. She had long hair in a pony tail, brown with a little gray, and a face that 

radiated awareness, intelligence, and a formidable presence. Her desktop was 

piled high with books and papers, and I squeezed into the cubicle with her, tape 

recorder on lap. 

Harriet Monroe 

One of the things that made my research enjoyable was the enthusiasm 

of participants after the occasional, initial hesitation. They all wanted to talk, to 

tell someone their ideas and their concerns. From the moment we started, 

Harriet Monroe launched into her concems. It was immediately clear to me that 

she was a person of strong and singular opinions. The community colleges are 

hiring people who have come through graduate programs; we all have terminal 
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degrees, as opposed to composition teachers/T.A. 's for the first two years of say 

Stanford, Han/ard, etc., where the graduate student is forced at gunpoint to 

teach composition classes. We have ali been there. It'd be nice if composition 

teachers at four-year colleges and universities had, say, doctorates like people at 

community colleges do. "Forced at gunpoint" seems a stretch, and certainly not 

everyone in community colleges has a doctorate, but Harriet was not writing out 

an argument but sharing her feelings and frustrations. From the start it was clear 

she had some negative feelings toward her own graduate program. 

^5 a Graduate Teaching Assistant, it was required that I use somebody 

else's syllabus and somebody else's book and become a fencepost at slave 

labor wages and no benefits; that's part of any doctoral requirement. I have 

mostly repressed those years as a GTA. It's being a mouthpiece for someone 

else's agenda as required by the program. My doctorate in rhetoric and 

composition was from James University. That university's English department 

was given rhetoric and composition instead of its sister university, which was 

given literature. James is more urban, more of a laboring, hands-on, scene, and 

was given rhet comp as second best. I had a tenible time getting through the 

university, especially when it came time to do the dissertation. My committee was 

split along rhetoric and composition/literature lines, and getting an agreement 

out of them was just horrible. I learned from that experience the importance of 

friendliness, good humor, a sense of the liquidity of fashion in intellectual 

endeavors, and the need to encourage students to publish. 



109 

Harriet had been among the first students in her program in rhetoric and 

composition, and had to suffer through with the faculty the "growing pains" of a 

new graduate program. Harriet seemed to me to embody a basic contradiction, 

inasmuch as she so resented her program; yet of all my participants, she was 

the one most dedicated to rhetoric and rhetorical theory. She had, for example, 

chaired a conference for rhetoricians several times. She explained that 

contradiction to me by saying that basically she taught herself classical rhetoric 

after she finished her degree; yet I supposed that somehow her interest must 

have been at least partially awakened in that program. I teach in clear reaction 

to my graduate experience. I try in all ways and definitely to be opposite of my 

experience. I didn't get anything from my graduate work except to be a 

mouthpiece of someone else. But my teaching experience as a GTA made me 

see that it was doable. Like many of my participants, however critical she was of 

her graduate program, Ham'et looked back to her years as teaching assistant as 

formative of her ideas about teaching. On the other hand, she continued to 

resent the poweriessness of her position then, the fact that she had to follow 

someone else's syllabus, use a standard textbook, be a "mouthpiece for 

someone else's agenda." 

I teach writing by giving students some instruction and then having them 

practice according to the instruction I give them. I am doing that in 

contradistinction to the way I was taught, which is write an essay with absolutely 

no instruction, and I will tell you everything that you did wrong. I got this both in 
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high school and also as a graduate student. No one ever gave me explicit writing 

instruction. I rebel against what my experience was. I give my students tips. I 

prefer the classicists, so I give my students tips from Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, 

Quintilian and the New Rhetoricians Hugh Blair, George Campbell, and also 

heavily draw on Gertrude Buck, who was the first American woman PhD in 

rhetoric. Harriet poked through her desk and brought out the latest textbook she 

has written, in proof stage, which uses classical rhetoric in the vernacular of 

students. 

I don't do analysis. I think analysis puts people above the material, it's 

inductive mining. I have my students sit on the shoulders of the author, to 

appreciate, to predict the author I'll have them sit on the author's shoulder and 

see where that author would have us go, as opposed to working against the 

author Moving with the author to see where the author is going... for 

perceptions that are quite rich. Harriet pushed some other material aside and 

grabbed her published book on women's fiction. When Harriet said "I don't do 

analysis," I wanted to argue definitions with her, since she impressed me as a 

highly analytical and theoretical thinker. I was wondering, how can anyone who is 

a scholar not "do analysis"? Now, rereading the transcripts of the interview, what 

I think she was getting at in such phrases as "inductive mining" is the idea of 

analysis as the breaking down of meaning, as working against the grain of the 

text, rather than working with it for an empathic understanding of the author's 

purposes. I'm in the tradition of Gertrude Buck's appreciating literature. The first 
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time I dropped out of graduate school—taking my Masters—was in response to 

the New Criticism. The approach put me through the ceiling. I ended up in a log 

cabin in the woods for a decade. 

For my book [of criticism] I tried to enter into the discourse climate of the 

1850s. Reader Response says I'm me now and ain't it awful there was slavery 

then. I was reading agriculture manuals for plantation owners so I could get a 

richer view of those times and what the authors were doing. I enter into the 

discourse community of my students as well. I detach myself from my own 

syllabus. My goal is to have my students perpetuate their educational endeavors 

without me, which is the reality of the situation. This puts the education into their 

hands not mine. My goal is to end up in the back row bothering students while 

my student is giving a (boring) presentation, because I'm the worst kid in the 

class. I tell lies at times. I give zany perspectives, I provoke them to making 

meaning. I bring a lot of my scholarship and my excitement into my classes. 

I teach one women's lit and three composition classes. The department 

agrees in course content guides that, for example, students will write five or six 

3-5 page essays. We are on a quarter system. 121 is essay; 122 is 

argumentation; and 123 is the research paper We are very anarchist here and 

love it. We bounce ideas off of each other all the time. ... We have in-service 

meetings, we also have the subject area curriculum meetings. We all go out to 

The Monastery (a cafe). We are fairiy civil. We tolerate each other We want to 

have good feeling in our group. We don't acquiesce to each other, but we 
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accept each other's intellectual eccentricities.We want to have good feelings in 

our community. We celebrate discord. 

The English department in which Ham'et works is entirely non-remedial. 

The basic writing courses have been separated and are taught as part of a 

separate program on another part of the campus. The core courses Ham'et 

teaches—the essay, argumentation, and the research paper—valorize expository 

writing and argument over all other kinds of writing. I am not sure what Harriet 

means when she says they are all "anarchist." The parameters seem rather tight 

for an anarchy. 

On the day of my observation, when she arrived in the room, Ham'et's skirt 

and hiking boots seemed to stand out as an individualistic statement to these 

young, conservatively dressed, mostly Anglo students. Certainly she looked to be 

an imposing character. "What's on the agenda today?" she asked the students. 

They pulled out the syllabus to tell her. This seemed to be a rhetorical question, 

since Harriet had come prepared. She had a large roll of paper towels in her 

hand, the industrial kind you find in public bathrooms. She pulled out her 

scissors from her backpack, some masking tape, and what looked like a four- or 

five-page essay, and began hacking away at the essay, talking to herself and/or 

to the students, cracking jokes, and generally putting on a very funny 

performance that had students totally engaged. She tore off about a five- foot 

scroll from the bathroom paper towels, and started taping portions of her essay 

to the scroll, examining her results periodically and moving the essay parts here 

and there on the scroll. 'The order should grow out of your subject matter," she 
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told the class. On the other hand, she also said "You need a subject, a thesis, 

and support, arranged logically." To a student she said, "You need an order of 

importance that arises out of the material." Another student asked her about 

comparison/contrast, and Harriet wrote two patterns on the board. When she 

was done, she held the scroll up with bits of the essay taped to it. It was a funny 

and meaningful performance. The students seemed pleased at her result. 

The students then began to do the same with their own drafts. They had 

been told to bring scissors and tape, and Harriet distributed the scrolls of tissue 

paper to each student; the students then pulled their chairs to the side and 

worked on the floor cutting their drafts, taping parts to the scroll, and then moving 

the parts around to see if they could find a better or alternative arrangements. 

Harriet's purpose here, she said, was to get the students to see their discourse 

as a whole, not as separate pages, and to emphasize the "messy process" of 

writing and revising. Harriet wandered around the class looking at the students, 

who seem quite engaged with their work down on the floor. The class ended 

with students packing their scrolls away to take home and type up in their new 

configuration. "Look at your syllabus for the homework," Ham'et told them. 

I met Harriet two days later for the second interview, in her small office. 

This time we discussed the class I had observed and the packet of pages from 

articles I had left with her. That was a new activity for the writing class. I 

contextualize the course into units of invention, anangement, style, memory, 

and delivery. Today we were working with arrangement. They've already 

learned all sorts of methods of invention. They've had a lecture on various 



114 

arrangement patterns and the development of it from c/assical times through its 

heyday in the moral essay of the 1830s and 40s. So they know the essay is a 

very gender-specific arrangement pattern that the state institution would have 

them team. I've also presented them with other voices, of feminist rhetoricians 

and African-american rhetoricians, and other arrangement pattems, new forms; 

so they know that this is just what is fashkjnable right now. I want them to know 

that this arrangement pattern has its place in the political economy and the 

culture, and I am not saying that this is the be-all, or that this is right, but that this 

is what the academy currently desires. Harriet here is referring to the Intro— 

thesis-topic sentences-conclusion model of expository writing that has taken 

hold on many if not most two-year college campuses. While she seems to make 

this "gender-specific" pattern synonymous with the essay, in fact, that genre has 

no specified arrangement, and if anything there are few essays other than 

student performances that follow such a rigid pattern. This is how you need to 

write to meet the needs and expectations of the academic community. I use 

language to describe that, "make a firm penetrating point," do not 'skirt the 

issue," alerting them to the gender specificity of the metaphors that composition 

classes use. Let them know that there are other arrangement pattems, but 

today we are looking at the one currently in fashion. Her reference here to 

current fashion reminded me of her eariier reference to the "liquidity of fashion" 

in graduate schools. 

The other arrangement pattems would receive bad grades in classes, and 
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I let them know that. In graduate school I wrote a paper on artificial intelligence. 

I organized it in a circular pattern, organizing it in a unity of ideology, to draw the 

reader in rather than to "make a big point." I did that and had my ass pulled in 

and was told I need to learn how to write. 

In my 260 class in Women's Literature, we blow that pattem out of the 

water [In first-year composition] I'm giving the students training wheels. Then 

we get rid of them. I explain that the arrangement should come out of the 

material: chronology, particular to general, self to community, etc. In the course 

of my study, I hear the "linear" model of arrangement referred to as "training 

wheels" or "something for students to hold on to" several times by other 

participants. The five-paragraph model that it invokes, however disdained in 

some realms of academia, is still approved of—and presumably taught—by a 

majority of instructors. Ham'et, at least, seeks to expand on it and explore 

alternatives as she moves her more advanced students to greater sophistication 

in their writing. We have a tenure system here after three years which is 

somewhat pro forma. Three-quarters of what we teach here is composition. The 

academic climate differs from department to department. The sense of this 

department is that each applicant [for a full-time position] is chosen from a pool 

of, in my case 360 applicants, and so we are respectful of the new hires and tell 

them: flourish. We are respectful of each other. That is not necessarily true of 

other departments. 

My activities come out of personal reasons, near death experiences, and I 
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had to make some conscious decisions of being. Everyone else around me here 

has it [internal motivation]. That's why they were hired. There are very few 

grumpy people, I mean we are all grumpy but we get together and grump 

together 

I mentioned to Harriet the packet of journal articles. She pulled them out, 

and I noted they were greatly marked, with copious notations on the sides of the 

articles. I would expect that some writers have a need to play Toulmin and back 

up every little claim with a data and that with a warrant because they have no 

ability to make speculations or have any of their own ideas come from within. I 

tumed it into a game for myself of speculating the gender of each writer which I 

discemed from the backpedalling overreliance on logos and a discomfort with 

relying on narrative. I was noticing the ones that were trying to respond to 

previous articles in a combative, aggressive and individualistic way. Other 

articles that foregrounded student dialogue or student things that happen in the 

classroom, or things that infonv the author, and I thought, how nice that this 

author starts with being informed, and learning, and here's what I have teamed— 

looking at that sensibility in contradistinction to the combative thing, having to 

rely on five citations. I am amused, always amused by academicians. 

The listing of citations represents not only clutter but an inability to stand 

on one's own feet scholastically. This person is relying on these secondary 

sources. As opposed say to the person who is reporting from her own teaching 

experience, from the work with her students. And yet academia-ironically-
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credits this and thinks oh this person has really done their homework, when 

really they're just rehashing other people's stuff. But the person who is doing 

scholarship from the immediate, they are denigrated, "oh that's just a bunch of 

kids talking." So I enjoy looking at that irony with great distaste. 

I look at the analysis here. This article takes the topic of boytoys. Look at 

the words: drill, cuts, bolts. Then the analysis is full of lots of multisyllable words, 

and lots of documentation. It seems very male. [I point out that it was written by a 

woman] There are crosswriters just as there are crossdressers. The rhetoric of 

the closed fist versus the rhetoric of the open hand. We have a little in-house 

publication which we publish for each other in the department. This author wants 

to have theory derive from practice, which I would argue is a feminine thing 

whereas the Tm making theory and you graduate assistants better put it in your 

practice," that's the historical thing that Susan Miller writes about in Textual 

Carnivals. 

I like theory that comes out of practice. It's less pedantic, it's bottoms up, 

not top down. It welcomes the reader, rather than tiombing the reader with an 

ethos centered creation of truth. I think it's quite valid to synthesize, to speculate, 

to draw abstractions, to make generalizations, I'm not saying that is pedantic. 

Unreadable prose is not nice, is not pleasant, is not civil, and it does not 

contribute to comunitas. I read these being sensitive to my own sensitivities to 

rhetorical climates: whether I am being hit or whether I am being welcomed, 

whether I am being inspired or tieing dictated to. 
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Out of the Ivory Tower 

The first important fact about two-year college English instructors and 

their relationship to the "ivory tower" is that most of them come out of MA 

programs in literature. Keith KroH's 1994 article, "A Profile of Community College 

English Faculty and Curriculum," citing findings from his earlier discussed survey 

of 777 English faculty at widely dispersed community colleges, noted that among 

the respondents, both part- and full-time, graduate training was primarily in 

literature, although neariy 90 percent reported that the primary subject they 

taught was composition. This basic disparity of university education and teaching 

practice is a critical issue for two-year college English faculty. 

Kroll reports that, "full-time faculty had completed a mean number of 4 

graduate courses in composition and rhetorical theory compared to a mean 

number of 15 graduate courses in literature" (41) When asked which courses 

prospective English faculty should complete, a large majority of full-timers (85 

percent) and part-timers (70 percent) supported courses related to the teaching 

of writing, but only 20 percent of full-timers and 10 percent of part-timers 

supported courses in composition theory. In terms of this study, this is a rather 

telling statistic. However important composition theory may seem to those who 

produce it, for those who are primarily practitioners, it appears far removed and 

relatively unnecessary. On the other hand, the incongruity of their training in 

literature and their primary work in writing was pointed out by many of this study's 

participants, who seemed often to strain to find any relationship at all between 



119 

what they had studied in graduate school and what they were doing as 

community college writing instructors. Partly out of recognition of this incongruity, 

universities have instituted in the past several decades courses and degrees 

focusing on composition. 

\nThe Making of Knowledge in Composition: Portrait of an Emerging Field, 

Stephen North dates the emergence of composition as a separate discipline to 

the rush of federal money after the Soviet launch of Sputnik in the early 1960s. 

He writes," We can therefore date the birth of modem Composition with a 

capital C, to 1963. And what marks its emergence as a nascent academic field 

more than anything else is [the] need to replace practice as the field's dominant 

mode of inquiry" (15). In the years following, composition studies as a scholariy 

enterprise grew alongside doctoral programs in rhetoric and composition. A 

spring 1994 issue of Rhetoric Review documents the growth of these programs, 

beginning with a few programs in the late 1960s, growing to 72 documented 

doctoral programs by 1993. Harriet, a graduate of a developing rhetoric and 

composition program in the eariy 1980s, had sharply critical reflections to share 

about those years of graduate study and teaching. She is hardly alone in her 

criticism and negative feelings. An article by Marcy Taylor and Jennifer Holberg, 

"Tales of Neglect and Sadism': Disciplinarity and the Figuring of the Graduate 

Student in Composition" in the June, 1999 issue of College Composition and 

Communication (CCC), documents a long history of resistance to the lowly, nigh-

to-invisible status of the teaching assistant in English doctoral programs, 
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oftentimes named "Staff' in course catalogs. This, despite the fact that up to 70 

percent of the course load of the English department is composition, usually 

taught by the selfsame "Staff" (Taylor and Holberg 610). The problems of the 

graduate teaching assistant are quite similar to those of the part-time instructor in 

the community college. It is because they share similar problems that they were 

named together in the 1986 Wyoming Resolution, which was an early attempt of 

composition as a discipline to confront the institutional crisis presented in the 

second-class, invisible, and exploited status of a majority of postsecondary 

writing teachers. 

Nancy Welch's "Conversion, Resistance, and the Training of Teachers" 

{College English, April 1993) and Wendy Bishop's case study of five doctoral 

students in rhetoric and composition. Something Old, Something New: College 

Writing Teachers and Classroom Change, discuss graduate training as a 

process of "conversion" to an alternative theory. In the case of Welch, she 

describes the attempt to convert students in "University B" into a politically 

activist and social constructivist agenda; in Bishop's study she describes the 

attempt to "'convert' current-traditional teachers to a version of the process 

model, described ... as the whole language, writing workshop" (11). Harriet's 

complaint that she was "a mouthpiece of someone else's agenda" and "a 

fencepost at slave labor wages," while certainly not reflecting every graduate 

student's experience, are not surprising considering the historical place of 

rhetoric and composition in departments and the drive for disciplinary 

respectability and validity that has moved rhetoric and composition—a discipline 
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directly involved in teaching practice-nonetheless increasingly toward theory 

and away from classroom practice. The influence of literature departments on 

the scholarship and theory in rhetoric and composition can hardly be 

overestimated. Many, if not most, of the major scholars in rhet/comp were, at 

least before the 1990's, literature PhDs themselves. As Patricia Sullivan notes in 

her article, "Writing in the Graduate Curriculum; Literary Criticism as 

Composition," while Composition programs have adopted a process approach to 

writing instruction, graduate literature programs assume that graduate students 

know how to write, an assumption that Sullivan calls 

. . . the cognitive corollary of a current-traditional theory of writing and a 

product-oriented pedagogy: writing itself is conceived as a set of skills 

that a student "masters" at some point in his or her educational life. .. 

presumed to occur before the student attains a bachelor's degree. (37) 

Graduate courses in literary studies generally offer little collaborative peer 

review, few opportunities for revision, and little focus on the writing for itself. In 

her interview, Harriet mentioned this act of "not teaching" as a basic feature of 

her opposition to the pedagogy of the graduate classroom. 

Gradually more two-year college English instructors are coming into 

departments having studied rhetoric and composition, oftentimes with their 

degrees in them. This is slowly changing the face of two-year college English 

departments. As programs in rhetoric and composition have grown in the 1980s 

and 1990s, so has the body of theory and knowledge in that discipline. Much of 

that has been part of an ongoing "conversation" in journals in the field, moving as 
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Phillips et al., write, "from informal anecdotal beginnings to heavily-documented 

scholarly articles that reflect the best and worst tendencies of professional 

academic discourse" (461). Graduate programs in rhetoric and composition have 

from the beginning had a direct tie to pedagogy, an area generally disdained by 

those in literature. They have also, because of their close relationship to 

university writing programs, had direct reasons to be concerned with the 

institutional conditions of undergraduate writing instruction. Their students are 

the GTAs in universities, and they are generally given the responsibility for 

training other English graduate students in the theory and practice of the first-

year writing courses. From the ranks of graduate programs in rhetoric and 

composition come the mentors, program administrators, theoreticians, scholars, 

and professors. Yet, while thus engaged in the project of building professional 

status for themselves and their discipline through their own research and 

publication, they are often, ironically, almost entirely removed from their major 

field of study, the writing classroom. 

A 1997 article in College Composition and Communication by Miller, et 

ai., "Present Perfect and Future Imperfect; Results of a National Survey of 

Graduate Students in Rhetoric and Composition Programs," gives a brighter 

picture of these graduate programs than Harriet's. The writers state that 

The good news—and we believe unequivocally that this is good news-is 

that, by and large, rhetoric and composition programs appear to be 

extremely friendly, stimulating environments and that faculty are almost 

unanimously praised by students as generous, dedicated, and highly 
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qualified professionals. . . 

They offer a variety of data to support their conclusions. On the other 

hand, 

The bad news~and we believe unequivocally that this is bad news-is that 

students evince far less satisfaction with and far less understanding about 

the broader professional realm of rhetoric and composition.This 

dissatisfaction and ignorance manifests itself most especially regarding 

professional development issues, job market difficulties, or the transition 

from graduate school into the professoriate. (394-5) 

In our second interview, Harriet spoke of having been chosen by her college 

"from a pool of 360 applicants." However, it seems doubtful that most of these 

applicants had their PhDs in rhetoric and composition. And some argue that 

Miller's article is overly pessimistic (see Sanchez' letter of response). In her 1999 

article Gail Stygall suggests that there are more teaching positions available 

than PhD graduates in rhetoric and composition. She writes, "The market for 

PhDs in rhetoric and composition is good: Demand still exceeds supply" (387). 

Critics of this assessment of rhetoric and composition note that it in effect 

locates the "success" of rhetoric and composition in the level of satisfaction of its 

graduate students rather than in whether or not the programs are contributing to 

the teaching of composition in first-year courses-ostensibly their major and 

ultimate purpose (Lewiecki-Wilson and Sommers 438). In their article the authors 

suggest to their readers that for purposes of their reading they might assume 

that the "discipline" of composition takes place in the interactions of 
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teachers and students in open admissions composition classes.. .. 

Rather than regarding it as at the "margins" of our profession, we want 

you to consider the teaching of writing in open admissions sites as central 

to the historical formation and continuing practice of composition studies. 

(440) 

In that this is precisely where much of the teaching practice of composition lies, 

the authors' suggestion makes sense; but in the realities of composition as a 

discipline trying to gain academic respectability, this "pedagogical" focus may 

seem to many less inviting. And yet, ultimately the future of rhetoric and 

composition as a bonafide discipline may lie in its ability to speak more widely to 

writing teachers and show them how its knowledge can directly effect 

improvements in their work. The widespread resistance of writing instructors "in 

the trenches" to academia, the widely held viewpoint that the work of academics 

is irrelevant "careerism," stands in the way of composition's establishment of a 

general credibility and influence. 

Debby Reed 

I interviewed Debby Reed in a small room next to the library, in the 

morning before her first class. She had papers strewn in front of her, last minute 

work on student essays, it seemed. She shuffled them together and put them in 

her leather briefcase. She was in her late twenties, and dressed rather 

conservatively in a woman's suit and blouse. At first she was nervous in the 

interview, speaking very fast, but she relaxed after a few minutes. I teach 
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Writing 121 Expository, Writing 122 Argument, and Writing 123 the research 

paper. I went to graduate school to work on my own writing. Before that, in 

Hollywood, I worked on screenplays, writing fiction; now I am more interested in 

literary nonaction. I just finished my dissertation in literature. Now I have to 

decide whether I want to go into full-time teaching. My dissertation was on 

Virginia Woolf and the Aesthetic Experience. 

My interest in form which I got in graduate school has a direct bearing on 

composition, because I teach old-fashioned principles of form. For example, 

today we are going to talk about coherence and 'mental leapfrogging." I try to 

get my students to see the relationship between form and content. I tell them that 

while you can separate form and content abstractly, in terms of readers' 

experience they are experienced together... How you say something is what 

you say. I have everybody once during the quarter bring a copy of their essay for 

everyone to workshop together in the class, with their name removed. Everybody 

is reading the same essay at the same time. 

I don't pay much attention to rhet/comp theory. I see myself as a reluctant 

modernist. I wouldn't align myself with any of the schools of literary theory. I am 

an eclectic. I like Rosenblatt, I think she was right on the money. She was poo-

pooed because she was a woman and because she was in education. But I see 

in my students a lot of emotional responses to the text without any thinking. 

I think everyone in our department pretty much has an idea of their own 

pedagogy, one that is not going to be changed, but we do give each other ideas 
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about ways to put things into practice. We are in the process now of putting 

together a panel to discuss all the ins and out of grammar, how to teach it, if to 

teach it, does it stick, etc. The college is very flexible. They have a course 

content guide, which is like an anchor. It's not like that at [the nearby university] 

where you have to teach the enthymeme, there's only one way to teach writing 

121. The University is much more rigid. They have a lot of GTAs teaching 

composition. I guess my resistance to rhet/comp is a response to having [she 

names a prominent rhetorician] standing over me as a TA. They used his book 

as a core text. I found it incredibly restricting. I do cany that experience into my 

class today because I think that even though I was very restricted, the training I 

got there was fantastic. Lots of seminars on teaching, lots of careful guidance. I 

think it saved me years of trial and error. 

The number-one issue of community colleges is whether you are part-time 

or full-time. For those of us who are part-time, it's really a struggle with all the 

students and the papers, the low pay and the lack of job security. Still, part-time 

teaching here at my college is really great, but it's a structural problem all over 

the country. 

I think what's missing here is the collegial interest in ideas. There's no real 

forum. At the University there were many opportunities for faculty to interact with 

each other, talks, and speeches, and here there's so much interest in vocational 

education, distance learning, and if they bring a speaker, it's on '\vhat computers 

will do for us"; it's much more practical. I miss the push and pull of the academic 
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culture of the university. It's because of the allocation of resources, because 

research is not emphasized. It's also because writing instruction is so labor 

intensive everyone is just too exhausted to go to a talk or a poetry reading. 

The next day I attended Debby's morning class. The class, mostly young 

and Anglo, sat in rows. Debby greeted the students and took roll silently while 

the students talked at their desks. She passed out two student papers, and told 

the class that they would speak on the idea of coherence or "how you get from 

one idea to the next in your writing." She spoke briefly about establishing a thesis 

and grouping and weighting ideas to give them some kind of arrangement. She 

instructed the class to read the first essay, which was two pages long and single 

spaced. Reading it over myself, I could see why she chose it for a lesson on 

coherence. The essay was startlingly incoherent, abundant with nonsequiturs, 

but had a certain heartiness of language and imagery, a joking quality, and a lot 

of adolescent sarcasm. 

The reading ended in some scattered laughter and applause. The class 

loved it. In discussing the essay, students had numerous good ideas for 

improvement in particular places, but seemed unable or unwilling to perceive the 

overall incoherence of the piece. In some ways the essay was every writing 

teacher's nightmare. One could spend considerable time puzzling over it, turning 

up abrupt shifts in point of view, in tense, in voice, in very subject matter, and a 

slippery thesis that seemed sometimes there, sometimes not. The class plodded 

from sentence to sentence, suggesting changes, arguing about the ideas of the 

essay, and generally ignoring the major problem, its incoherence. Debby brought 
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them back to this idea many times, but most of the students seem to have great 

difficulty in seeing it. The entire class period was spent discussing the essay 

sentence by sentence. The discussion was lively, student interest was keen, 

and the class made many good, specific suggestions for changes to the essay— 

at the same time apparently missing the point that Debby was trying to make 

about coherence. At the end of the class period, the students had just begun 

reading the second essay. 

I asked Debby how she felt about the class I had observed. I thought the 

student's paper we looked at was a good example of Incoherence. But I find that 

early on the students are reticent to criticize. And they don't have the vocabulary 

to critique the papers. That's a goal, to give them a vocabulary to talk about their 

writing. I have found this way of using students' own papers to be effective. We 

do this kind of wori<shopping every other class period, and look at selections 

from the reader alternately. The students learn by the examples of each other. 

I teach a lot of grammar in writing 115, our bridge course. Also in writing 

123, the research paper, because everyone there is really focused on the details 

of the text. I incorporate grammar when it comes up. \Mien I look at this 

explosion of rhet/comp-jobs, texts, handbooks (which are all the same)-l think 

of the management of cultural capital. English departments are preparing the 

managerial class for managing the information age. I'm realistic. I tell my 

students that you have more empowerment in society if you have the language 

of the dominant class. 



129 

I asked Debbie about the journal articles. Looking at the articles, there 

are some that just automatically shut me down. I find their rhetorical style 

incredibly irritating. Their ethos is so irritating that even if their arguments are 

good I don't give a damn. Because of the jargon and that sort of thing. I think 

these articles are all about advancing in the academy, by publishing a lot of such 

stuff. When I think of College English or PMLAI just think, oh busywork. Same 

of literary theory except more so. There's more cultural capital there. All 

busywork. I found Debby's response surprising coming from someone who had 

only the previous year completed her dissertation on Virginia Woolf and the 

Aesthetic Experience. But she had characterized herself as a "reluctant 

modernist," someone who perhaps had found more to resist in the 

postmodernity of graduate school than to adopt. Like Harriet. Debby had found 

aspects of graduate school "terribly restrictive," especially in her work as a 

teaching assistant, but unlike Harriet she appreciated all that she had learned 

there that still informs her teaching. 

I asked Debbie to look at the articles individually. This one, "Good girts 

bad girts," Why did she say girts should "author' their own reading. It's like the 

overattention to punctuation you saw a few years ago, where everything had 

parentheses and slashes, colons, which cluttered the writing and called attention 

to itself This one, "Embodied knowledge." What is this jargon that seems 

completely contradictory to the message the writer is trying to make? The long 

string of citations makes me long for old fashioned footnotes. I'd like to see how 
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George Orwell would deal with this topic. This one on Aristotle. I'd have to have 

more background to understand this. The "Theory of Error' one I thought was 

fascinating and well written. I could see the point he is making. This is what we're 

talking about in our in-service. I like its practical application to my needs; also it's 

a "live" issue because commenting on papers takes a long time. With this one, 

"Assessing Expressive Writing." I was irritated by the edubabble of the abstract 

The abstract suffers from its jargon. I'm turned off by jargon t)ecause of the 

unconscious use of it. I think its terrible that so many composition teachers can't 

write anything without it. This is steeped in the language of assessment. The 

journals set up expectations about the structure and language of these articles. 

The writers might not do some of the things in the piece but they look in the 

journals and see what the editors expect. "Taboo topics" This was too far from 

my experience for me to have any use for it. 

I write things for the weekly presses here. The New York Times Book 

Review speaks to me. Specialization does more harm than good when it's 

unnecessary. When you're writing about teaching literature or composition I 

think you should try to embody what you are talking about. 

Both of the instructors I interviewed in Oregon do not teach the basic 

writing courses, which are housed in a separate building and department. On the 

other hand, the very names of the courses: 121, The Expository Essay; 122, The 

Argument; and 123, The Research Paper, create a focus of the entire 

department on writing academic discourse. In the course syllabi supplied me by 
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Harriet and Debbie, this focus is evident; [from Harriet's writing 121 syllabus] "I 

have planned the course to give students workable methods for writing academic 

essays. By the end of the course, students should t)e able to produce readable, 

relatively error-free critical and expository essays. Students should be able to 

formulate strong, clear thesis statements and be able to develop and arrange 

support for those statements"; [from Oebby's Writing 121 syllabus] "Writing 121 

is designed to develop the skills of essay writing .. .You will be expected to leam 

to develop and support a thesis-based argument that takes into consideration 

the audience for whom you are writing." 

Hamet takes a strong rhetorically based position in her teaching, drawing 

from the classical rhetoricians. Although she was probably the most vehement of 

all the participants in her discussion of her training in rhetoric and composition, 

going so far as to say that she teaches in "direct opposition" to it, she also was 

the participant who more than any other seemed steeped in her university 

training, and passing along the learning she gained in university. Debby draws 

on student essays in a "workshop" setting to discuss important features of 

writing, and to engage her students in that discussion. 

Debbie and Harriet's department had in-service meetings and an 

occasional faculty publication; some faculty met regulariy on a casual basis at a 

local cafe. Ham'et's statement that My colleagues and I are fairly civil. bVe 

tolerate each other We want to have good feelings in our group was agreed with 

by 82 percent of questionnaire respondents. Among the 9 percent who disagreed 

with this, some did so because they found the statement too faint in its praise of 
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their department's group feeling. Some wrote comments like, "no, we really LIKE 

each other." Cordiality and mutual respect appear to be prevailing attitudes in 

community college English departments. One factor in this may be the relatively 

egalitarian ethos of community college departments, which in general avoid rank 

distinctions. The major distinction is t)etween full-timers and part-timers; among 

full-timers there may be some informal acknowledgement of seniority, 

occasionally accompanied with a new title such as "professor," but in actual 

voice in departmental decisions, these titles carry little weight. Harriet mentioned 

difficulties with several colleagues, one of whom she called "our grammar 

policeman," but indicated that the department dealt with individual eccentricities 

by tolerance and good humor rather than confrontation. 

Harriet's comment that I have mostly repressed those years as a GTA. 

It's being a mouthpiece for someone else's agenda as required by the program 

was agreed with by only 16 percent of respondents, with 42 percent disagreeing. 

On the other hand, another statement by Harriet: I teach in clear reaction to my 

graduate experience. I try in all ways and definitely to be opposite of my 

experience. Where they try to put a lid on graduate students, I propel my 

students, I encourage them, I enable them, I do everything I can to get them to 

flourish was agreed with by 42 percent of respondents, with only 26 percent 

disagreeing. The near one-third (32 percent) who indicated don't know probably 

did so because of the complexity of the statement. One might suppose that 

some of those who agreed were agreeing only to the latter half of this statement 



133 

(/ propel my students ...), ignoring the first half. Nonetheless, assuming that 

most respondents read this statement correctly, the result indicates some 

general feeling of aggrievement of many respondents against some aspects of 

their graduate training that seem to them to have been constraining or 

oppressive {put a lid on graduate students). 

Debbie Reed's statement that, I miss the push and pull of the academic 

culture of the university resonated with 33 percent of respondents who agreed, 

but 46 percent of respondents did not agree. A related statement, I think what's 

missing at the community college is the collegial interest in ideas , found 45 

percent of respondents agreeing, and the same percent disagreeing. What can 

be said about these results is that dissatisfaction with the academic climate of 

community colleges, and even some envy of the university academic culture are 

common, if not majority, attitudes among community college English instructors. 

This finding paralleled Kroll's 1994 survey in which 52 percent of English faculty 

rated the intellectual environment of their college only fair or poor ("Community" 

50). 

Harriet described her department as "anarchist," suggesting by that that 

each department member goes her or his own way as far as teaching methods 

and texts. However, as Debbie pointed out, course content guides were 

"anchors" for all instructors, as are the names and course descriptions of the 

courses. The department has chosen a direction that emphasizes the academic 

essay, including the expository essay, the argument, and the documented 
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argument. In these two instructors we can see widely variant methodologies for 

teaching this same course, one emphasizing the use of a classical rhetoric base, 

the other taking a workshop approach; nonetheless, the departmental focus on 

the academic essay and the argument assures a wide overiap of course content. 

In the Southern California colleges, instructors and courses were heavily 

influenced by required exit exams; on this Oregon campus, instructors have wide 

discretion in how they teach, but what they teach is restricted by the course 

names and descriptions, which focus squarely on the writing of academic 

discourse. 

In other programs, I suspect I will find other such "anchors." The assigned 

textbooks. The departmental grouping or hierarchy. I am finding the "anchors" of 

programs, the kinds of "defaults" of instruction, particulariy revealing. 

While Harriet spoke of her casual meetings of a faculty group at a local 

cafe, I sensed that what she was speaking of was more an off-campus social 

gathering than a meeting of professionals to share ideas about teaching. Debbie 

Reed did not mention any relationship to other teachers. Her status as a part-

timer was uppermost in her mind: For those of us who are part-time, it's really a 

struggle with all the students and the papers, the low pay and the lack of job 

security. The department sponsors occasional meetings to discuss departmental 

issues, such as the upcoming meeting on the teaching of grammar. In that Basic 

Writing is taught in a separate department, it seems possible there is not a great 

deal of communication between the teachers of Basic Writing and the teachers 
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in Composition. What I sense here is a English department which has carefully 

can/ed out a limited scope for their composition courses, and agreed to allow 

teachers to employ whatever methods and books they wish. Having thoroughly 

enjoyed my two Oregon instructors, I moved on to Idaho. 
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I went to a conference with some other part-timers, one who was just 
returning to teaching. And her biggest complaint was feeling on the 
fringe, feeling like she couldn't be conside^ a legitimate part 
of the group tyecause she couldn't understand the vocabu/ary 
that was so laden with jargon... I think that is part of what isolates 
adjunct faculty from full-time faculty. 

-Grace Smith 

In my interviews in Southern Caiifomia, I focused on issues of part-time 

Instruction, narrowly based exit exams, and the emphasis on the teaching of 

basic skills such as grammar and rudimentary principles of organization. In 

Oregon, I found classes that were entirely non-remedial, more rhetorically based, 

and focused primarily on the essay and argument, in Idaho, I was to find, first, a 

very traditional faculty at the College of Westem Idaho, a faculty of mostly 

independent teachers who worked separately and rarely met other than for 

occasional "business" and "practical" department meetings. The second 

department I visited. Baker College, although located on a conservative 

Christian campus, surprised me by its lit)eralism and its encouragement of 

faculty development and connection to the wider discipline. 

One of the critical issues that has become prominent in community 

college English departments is that of writing assessment. In Idaho, as in 

southem Caiifomia, I again found a department that relied heavily on exit exams, 

and whose instructors framed their curriculum to a great extent with the exit 
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exams in mind. In this chapter, therefore, I include a section that looks at writing 

assessment and the community college. 

Coming to Idaho, I was leaving large urban and suburban community 

colleges to visit smaller colleges located in smaller, more rurally oriented towns. 

In Idaho I traveled first to a college in the western part of the state, then to a 

private, church-affiliated college in southeastern Idaho. At the first college, the 

College of Western Idaho, I interviewed three teachers, two full-time instructors 

and one instructor on a one-year, full-time replacement contract. At the second, 

church-affiliated, college, I had a total of nine teachers volunteer to participate in 

my study, from which group I selected five to interview. At that college my 

contact person had very actively encouraged participation, which (in part) 

explained the large number of volunteers. 

The College of Western Idaho is located on a large stretch of flat land 

surrounded by potato farms. The college is made up of three-story brick block 

buildings surrounded by lawn, occasional trees, and large parking lots. When I 

visited the lots were full of cars and more than a few pickups. The English 

Department occupied one of the brick buildings, both with its offices and its 

classrooms. This was one of the plainest campuses I visited, with a wholly 

functional look about it and few frills. From the three participants at the College 

of Westem Idaho, I have chosen to foreground my interview with Bob Kowit, the 

participant who was then working as a temporary full-time replacement on a one-

year contract. Bob Kowit, as a temporary instructor on a one-year contract, 

occupied a status position somewhere between the adjuncts and the full-timers. 
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Bob Kowit 

i interviewed Bob in the small cubicle he "time-shared" with the instructor 

he was replacing. Bob is a deep-voiced fellow with a shaved head and a 

gregarious manner, approaching a kind of frenzied nervousness. He is a large 

person with a steady slow body language that contrasts what most people would 

call a "hyper" personality. It's an interesting mix. 

I attended Lonsdale College, a small liberal arts school in Michigan, where 

I studied English and French, English because of my junior high school English 

teacher who pushed poetry like mad, and turned me on to it. I went on and got 

certified to teach school, which I did. I taught English and French in a high school 

in Maine, moved away from teaching because I didn't like how everyone else 

was controlling my curriculum. After three or four years I decided to go to 

graduate school. I attended [a Western] university in English about four years 

ago because they offered me a teaching assistantship. My focus was 

composition. Here I am a full-time sabbatical replacement. 

I sensed right off that Bob was enjoying his year at the community college. 

His gregarious manner conveyed an obvious enthusiasm, almost a glee. I asked 

him where his ideas about teaching came from. Most of what I am drawing from 

as a teacher is from my work as a TA, but that work was informed by my 

graduate classes. Mostly it's the classroom and tutorial experience. We had a 
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one week introduction to teaching at the university. We took a two course 

sequence as well. Forme my teaching there flows into my work here rather 

easily. 

Bob told me his work as a TA was focused on helping students produce 

and understand academic discourse. He used freewriting and journals, but 

focused on expository prose. At the community college, on the other hand, he 

taught developmental courses as well as first-year English. At the university 

there was no commitment to teaching any kind of remedial courses. That's seen 

as the community college's function. One of the reasons I wanted to work at a 

community college is that here there's a real commitment to students, and if the 

student is not prepared or can't handle first year composition we can offer them 

remedial classes to bring them up. 

When I asked Bob about his "teaching philosophy," he said that he 

believed in education that was "empowering," that is "Freirian." By empowerment 

I mean that I want my students to leave the class with a better ability to 

understand and interpret those things that they encounter, and to interact more 

fully with those things. It's a political agenda, it's critical pedagogy. I assign a 

political agenda. I think through my teaching I can help students more actively 

participate in the structures that shape their lives. A few students understand 

things. Like a Mexican women in my evening class. In Mexico she was a 

teacher one night she said to me, "In Mexico I was somebody; now here I am 

just another Mexican." But a lot of my students don't; their worid view is 
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exclusive. 

I wondered whether Bob felt a conflict between his desire to empower 

students with his "political agenda" and his decision to focus on academic writing 

and the exit exam. On one level my goal is to help students pass the course. I 

want to help prepare them for the reading and writing tasks they will encounter in 

college. This still privileges argument-based writing, but I try to wori( in other 

fonvs here and there. I think I will have t)een a successful writing teacher if I can 

help students produce an academic argument, understand that each teacher will 

have different expectations, understand how to figure out what those 

expectations are, and understand how to adapt their writing to the expectations 

of those future instructors. 

Bob told me that the exit exam put pressure on him to teach in a certain 

way, but he could live with that because he realized that he was helping students 

meet a requirement of the college. I have them practice the outcomes 

assessment essay several times during the semester I teach the outcomes 

assessment test as a separate genre. But I recognize that the outcomes 

assessment could fail a good paper. 

I asked Bob to tell me something of the history of the exit exam. The exit 

exam is very much patterned after the exit exam at [a nearby university]. 

Several years ago a professor came from the university who helped set up the 

outcomes assessment. It's very similar to the one they use. Students keep a 

portfolio; they do an in-class writing from a prompt, spend a week on it, and then 
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submit the exit essay, which is read by two outside readers. For example, 

students would read a 'my turn" essay and write on a question. 

Bob told me he was teaching to the "twenty percent" who were going to 

transfer. As an individual I use writing for purposes that are much more 

exploratory and personal. But I don't teach those in my classes because those 

aren't what students are going to need to go to college. I used to be the writing 

specialist at the tutoring center. Many of the students came from courses where 

the teachers had very narrow expectations. The kinds of writing expected of 

them were pretty rote. 

i asked Bob about his choice of textbooks. The faculty here got together 

several years ago and decided on a list of textbooks they would order. Our 

instruction seems to be driven by the needs of the bookstore. They don't want a 

lot of different texttiooks. This struck me as another, unanticipated "anchor"of the 

English program: the requirements of the bookstore. There are eight or nine 

textbooks for the three different courses. Most of the textbooks here emphasize 

exercises, paragraphs, small assignments that I thought were pretty artificial. I 

like a thematic based writing text. I teach thinking, communication. I ask students 

to read texts and respond to the ideas contained in the text. My textbook is 

Conversations. This semester I asked students to tell me what they'd like to 

write about. They said the environment, so / gathered together a lot of readings 

for them. My developmental class are writing literacy narratives, about how they 

teamed to read. We read different articles on literacy. 
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Bob said many of the texts used by colleagues in the department teach 

through the modes, but he did not think the modes reflect the writing process of 

"real writers." They'll say, what do you think about the dams and the salmon? 

They won't say, let's have a compare and contrast paper. About three-fourths of 

the teachers here teach writing according to modes. I couldn't do that at all. 

People have conversations about topics; they don't have conversations in 

modes. 

Bob said that he graded on a portfolio basis. I don't grade each paper. I 

just put P or NP. The purpose of the portfolio here is that students do an 

outcomes essay, and their portfolio is important in case there's a discrepancy 

between the teacher's portfolio score and the outcomes assessment score. If 

there is a discrepancy, then we review the materials. 

Bob told me he knew most of the faculty and met with them regulariy, but 

that meetings were generally about departmental business, practical matters. It 

seems to me it is taken as a given what the aims of the department are.... The 

department chair takes the point of view that she hires competent people, so she 

leaves classroom practice up to them. There's not time or energy to devote to 

questions of theory. I love those questions. I'm going to graduate school for my 

PhD in rhet/comp next year 

Bob described the academic climate of the college as "student centered" 

and said that there was much more emphasis on meeting student needs than at 

the university. Here teachers form relationships with students. It's more centered 
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on the students than on the discipline. At a university teachers will teach maybe 

three classes, but here they teach five. There's no research expectations. 

Teachers here also serve one hour a week in the writing center 

The following morning I visited Bob's first-year composition class. When I 

arrived, the classroom was a brightly lit computer lab, with the computers low on 

the desks so that students could see each other and the instructor. The 22 

students were mostly Anglo and mostly young. Bob had written on the board; 

Cover Letter for Your Paper: (1) its main point; (2) its strengths; (3) areas you 

need to strengthen; (4) questions for me, specific areas you would like me to 

comment on. The desks were formed in a V shape with half the class facing the 

other half, and all students able to see the front board and the instructor. Some 

students seemed to t>e starting the cover letter as soon as they arrived. A few 

were speaking to Bob at the front of the class. 

Bob started the class with a friendly welcome, and then handed back 

some of the student papers and portfolios. He told the students that today they 

would be working on their cover letters, but before they started he wanted to go 

over certain things that had cropped up in the latest batch of student papers, 

some of which he admitted were his own private peeves. He reviewed a few 

examples of mistaken word usage and sexist language. He discussed abrupt 

breaks in tone in papers, conversational and informal language versus formal, 

academic language. He suggested to students they can make it into a game of 

"How academic can I sound, and still present a clear argument." Most of the 

students seemed to t>e following his remarks, although some were so involved in 
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writing at the computer they did not look up. Bob discussed the use of quotes to 

forward the writer's argument. With each point he covered, he read some 

examples from papers. 

The students generally appeared interested, since he was talking about 

problems of their most recent papers. After this Bob answered several questions 

about the research paper, and then suggested to students that they should 

spend the last half hour writing a 1-2 page cover letter. The students worked on 

their cover letter and turned it in at the end of the class with their homework, 

another paper. 

I interviewed Bob a second time directly after the class. I started the class 

with some "bookkeeping" things. The research paper coming up. Some errors in 

their papers. I was asking them to write a cover letter to a paper I hadn't used 

one of those before, but someone told me they had used that and had liked it, so 

I decided to try it. I had used student self assessments before. The cover letter is 

another way to get some metacognition, thinking about what and how they are 

writing, not just their writing. 

Bob told me he was really excited about teaching in the computer lab. He 

thought it helped to "decenter" the classroom. Also, he felt it would help him in 

his future job search. I came in knowing a lot about word processing and 

netsurfmg, very little about networked teaching. Unfortunately, we don't have the 

support and the software to work smoothly in a networked writing environment 

We use these mostly for word processing. 
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Bob saw his difference from other faculty in the department clearly. I'm 

fresh from working with writing theory. I concentrated on composition and 

rhetoric. The preparation of most of my colleagues here has tieen in literature. 

So while they might be able to talk about literary theory if pushed, their 

knowledge of composition theory is, well I'm not sure where it's informed. I think 

that the momentum in the department, looking at the textbooks we select, has a 

lot to do with it 

I asked Bob to compare his experience at the university with his 

experience at the community college. His words echoed the findings of my 

research in the literature. There is a university culture and a community college 

culture, and they are very different. At the university there is an emphasis on 

research; here there is not. Promotion here is based on longevity and service to 

the school. Publication is not a part of it. I don't think there is a drive at 

community colleges for faculty to maintain a current sense of scholarship in their 

field. For one, we don't have specialists like the university does. Almost 

everyone in the department's largest teaching load is in composition. 

Bob stated that the faculty he worked with were not very progressive, but 

he was not too concerned since he was on a one-year contract. If I were here 

longer, or I were trying to make changes as an administrator, I probably would 

fmd it frustrating. There's a real laissez faire attitude here. It's "you do your thing, 

I'll do mine." I had heard references to this independent, "laissez faire" attitude 

before. In fact, it was starting to seem more the norm than the exception for 
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community college English departments. Bob told me he had heard the 

complaints and frustration of other new faculty who came into the college with 

new ideas for changes. I think that existing faculty resent a new person coming 

in and saying, look here's how you should be doing your job. They appreciate the 

freedom they have to do things their own way. On the other hand, there's a lot of 

freedom and support for people trying new things they want to do. 

Bob located the biggest tension in the department as that between the 

department and the college administration. He told me the department was in a 

battle with the administration over various issues. Administrators are looking at 

the bottom line and the college's reputation in the community, so they have to 

play more political and economic games than we instructors do. We can take the 

high ground and say, we know what's best for the students. But they say, well 

we know what's best for the college. And what's best for the college and what's 

best for students may not always be the same. It may, for example, help the 

college to hire a certain senator's wife, but not help the department much. 

Bob said that he had moved from teaching as an expressivist to 

understanding better the social dimensions of education and language. I've 

moved more towards social construction. I'm influenced by marxism, particularly 

in the critique of power. I've done work on the use of authority in the classroom. 

It's really important to me to destabilize my position as "font of all truth" in the 

classroom. Because of the shift [to social construction], the practice of my 

teaching has become much more geared to what are the expectations of the 
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academic community that you are here to join, and how can I help you develop 

skills to recognize and meet those expectations. I choose this instead of wanting 

to help self actualize my students—I think that's a use that students need 

themselves to choose. Still, I think that's a great purpose for language, and I 

would do it in a 200 level course which was advertised as such. 

Here I interposed to Bob my own thoughts about social-construction 

theory. I take this term today as an inclusive one. almost a catchall that includes 

a number of meanings and movements: poststructuralism, marxist theory, and 

feminism, among others. Its epistemological assumptions about the social 

construction of knowledge—knowledge as a dynamic process rather than as an 

accretion of objective facts and theories—seem fundamentally opposed to the 

assumptions of current-traditional theory. Nonetheless, I posited to Bob that in 

practice social construction may mean learning the rules of the academy in 

much the same way that current-traditional practice has valorized this. I agree 

that social construction doesn't change the teacher's practice much, but there's a 

change in thought. The practice looks the same. There's still a teacher in front, 

you are still using rows. Some of my favorite times are when we can destabilize 

and decentralize the classroom in an authentic way. Still, I believe that students 

can and should leave my classroom having learned how to write a textually 

supported, linear, academic argument-based essay that a humanities instructor 

would approve of And I ttelieve that's a skill that is important to students moving 

through school. 
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When I discussed the journal pages with Bob, he said that he too 

preferred the articles that were directly applicable to his teaching. If I couldn't see 

any way to apply it to my teaching, I lost interest fast. It's important to me to be 

able to ground theory in practice. I'm teaching composition at a community 

college. I know what I have learned in graduate school I can apply to my work 

here. My colleague who wrote her thesis on Milton can't. Or it's a stretch. I like it 

when authors refer to themselves. I like personal examples. I like applicability. 

What I didn't like was when citations seemed to be there just to say, see I have 

read everything, when authors would list nine citations after a single point. Some 

of the authors, even in the more theoretical pieces, applied a more nanrative 

structure to their writing. It appealed to me. 

Bob noticed here that what he especially liked in some articles-the 

personal narrative, the classroom anecdote—were not what he was teaching in 

his classes. My belief is that the academic discourse community on the whole— 

outside English as well as in—does not care about students developing an idea. 

When the instructor is assigning knowledge for purely knowledge telling 

purposes, i.e., show me you have learned this, the personal "I" doesn't need to 

come into it, a narrative doesn't need to come into it. A statement of author's 

purpose comes into it in a five paragraph essay style, i.e.. in this paper I will 

show this, this, and this, and that's it. 

Bob admitted that a lot of his ideas about what colleges expect in student 

writing are driven by what he called "the bullies." The bullies tend to be 
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conservative male, tenured professors who have conservative ideas about 

what's good writing, and if students don't produce that they won't pass. For them, 

good writing is clear writing and correct writing which is linear. 

I asked Bob what particularly attracted him to teaching in the connmunity 

college. One of the things was that it is a place where I can put my critical 

pedagogy into practice. It is absolutely not elitist. If a student is not capable'of 

handling my curriculum, we can give him another one. I like the idea that this 

institution is willing to and committed to providing a college education for 

anybody who presents himself or herself as interested. This is the most 

democratic institution I have been associated with since I was in elementary 

school. So that's what attracts me here. What would keep me in a community 

college is if I find a college that makes a commitment to the continued 

professional development of its faculty, that will support my research interests, 

that supports the development and expansion of what we know about teaching 

writing. 

The outcomes assessment exams for basic writing and freshman 

composition courses are a strong force in the program in the College of Westem 

Idaho's English department. They have been in place for the past five years. 

These exams are holistically scored by teachers other than the student's own 

teacher, and can result in a student being held back for a second semester. 

While at one time the scoring was done as a group activity, faculty now score 

separately in their offices. Another participant, Sylvia Betts, told me she sees 
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about two to three students in each class held back. I asked a third participant, 

Patrick Downing, what the criteria are for passing the exam, and he said. Our 

criteria are ones that are pretty standard throughout the industry so to speak. We 

want to see good solid structure, we want to make sure that students know what 

an essay is supposed to look like, how the various parts of it work, how to write 

an introductory paragraph and a conclusion paragraph, how to develop the body 

in an organized and coherent fashion, good development with use of legitimate, 

specific details and examples, the usual... and then of course language skills.. 

. Essays are either clear and coherent and easily understandable or they aren't 

But we don't have a lockstep model. 

I asked Patrick Downing if instituting the outcomes assessment had 

resulted in changing classroom practices. It seemed to me that at least for Bob 

Kowit, they had had that effect, although Bob believed the "good . .. correct... 

and linear" writing demanded by college "bullies" may also have its positive uses. 

Patrick Downing agreed that the tests had changed his practices somewhat. In 

his case he was told by other instructors that his students were all handing in 

five-paragraph essays. He indicated that after he realized this he emphasized to 

students that the subject matter and the thrust of the paper should determine its 

length, and not some arbitrary number. He also said that The goals we have 

were fine tuned by the exit exams, not set by them. But the outcomes 

assessment made us focus on certain things such as development of body 

paragraphs in an essay, or getting mileage out of specific examples and details. 
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It became clear when we got into the assessment process that some instructors 

were handing in student essays with underdeveloped body paragraphs, anemic 

looking on the page, so you had this choppy look. Most of us saw this as not 

typical and not as effective, so those teachers simply had to adjust their teaching 

to the new demands. If you don't demand of students that they develop their 

thoughts, develop their paragraphs, then sometimes they won't 

Both of my other participants were long-time (over 20 years) Instructors, 

and both of them feK that their graduate education did not contribute significantly 

to their present teaching. Sylvia Betts pointed to her Canadian high school 

education, which was highly demanding and formally rigorous, as much more 

important to her teaching practice. Patrick Downing lamented that he had not 

had any classes in the teaching of composition nor had he worked as a TA, so 

developing his own ideas and techniques in teaching composition had been for 

him mostly a matter of "trial and error." 

Of the three participants I interviewed at Westem, Bob Kowit was cleariy 

the most trained in rhetoric and composition, and also the person most 

interested in composition theory, as long as it had some practical application. He 

was willing to work within the constraints of a fairiy traditional department mostly 

because his appointment was for one year and he planned to retum to graduate 

school for his PhD degree. In speaking of some of the new, younger teachers, 

Sylvia Betts revealed some of her hesitation about their "new ideas," such as 

that essays don't always need a thesis or that a paragraph may not require a 
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topic sentence, but her attitude seemed more tolerant and amused than sharply 

critical. Bob Kowit did, however, refer to some "frustration" that new instructors 

have in teaching in a traditional and conservative department. Within the 

constraints of the course outlines and the exit exams, however. Bob found that 

he could comfortably follow his own Freirian "empowerment" theories by 

focusing on students' writing around specific themes such as the individual and 

the environment (a major political issue in Idaho) or the American social 

structure. 

My third participant, Patrick Downing, found the journal pages accessible, 

and described himself as an "interested party when it comes to composition 

theory." His major concern was the split in his college between vocational and 

academic, which was particulariy acute when I interviewed him because of an 

ongoing disagreement of the department with their Dean of Instruction, a teacher 

of Refrigeration Mechanics. He said he saw the community college as divided 

into vocational and academic emphases, with an inadequate appreciation by 

some of the larger educational mission of the community college. There's a 

pressure to dumb down the academic content of the English department on the 

part of people who are vocationally directed. The four-year college doesn't have 

that pressure, and so at some point in the future the community college could 

become something quite distinctive from the four year school, more a vocational 

than an academic institution. 

Bob Kowit's statement that, I see my teaching as political... I want 
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through my teaching to help students more actively participate in the structures 

that shape their lives, was agreed with by 75 percent of questionnaire 

respondents. On the other hand, his statement. As an individual I use writing for 

purposes that are much more exploratory and personal. But I don't teach those 

in my classes because those arent what students are going to need in their 

college classes, was agreed with by 34 percent of respondents but disagreed 

with by 51 percent of respondents. The statement is overly complex and it is 

impossible to tell if respondents are responding to a part or the whole. What is 

perhaps more interesting here is the one-third of respondents who agree with 

this schism between their own personal writing and the writing they teach in their 

classes. 

Forty-two percent of respondents agreed with Bob's statement that. 

Faculty in community college English departments have little drive to maintain a 

current sense of scholarship in their field, while 46 percent disagreed. This split 

seems to parallel the same split with the statement I think what's missing at the 

community college is the collegial interest in ideas [45 percent agree, 46 percent 

disagree]. This sense of disengagement from the larger discipline is particularly 

strong among part-timers and male respondents. Bob's statement that. When I 

am reading joumal articles, if / cant see any way to apply the ideas to my own 

teaching, I lose interest fast, was a curious one coming from him, who described 

himself as a "theory junkie" who liked nothing better than to discuss composition 

theory by e-mail. More than half of respondents [51 percent] disagreed with this 
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Writing Assessment and Community College Writing 

In southern Califomia and at The College of Westem Idaho I found 

departments that used mandatory exit exams as an important part of their 

programs. Increasingly assessment has t)ecome a kind of mantra for college 

administrators, who call for evaluation at every point of the learning process. The 

forms that assessment take are many and varied, and crucial to the success of 

writing programs. Unfortunately, particularly for an area like writing, evaluation is 

no simple matter. There is, first, the question of what "writing" consists of. If 

writing were defined in terms of basic skills such as spelling, punctuation, the 

conventions of standard English, and the avoidance of errors, it might t>e fairly 

easily tested. Some sort of standardized, multiple choice exam might test these 

skills adequately. However, few knowledgeable people believe that writing 

consists of such basic skills, however important. Others define writing in terms 

of an announced thesis and a logically organized, coherent argument focused on 

developing and supporting the thesis. This seems closer to what students 

actually are asked to do in college classes. Still, one can hardly assert that most 

writing, public and private, consists of coherent and tightly focused arguments. 

Such writing is mostly a "school" genre. So even to define what you are testing is 

difficult. Often departments look to the focus of their curriculum in generating a 

test. One possible limitation of this, however, is that once a test is in place, the 
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test perpetuates a specified curriculum. This is often called pejoratively "teaching 

to the test." However, teaching to a test may be entirely appropriate if the test 

reflects the agreed-upon purposes of the department. 

In southern Califomia the instructors I interviewed were teaching to a 

holistically scored exit test of writing that asked students to produce a five-

paragraph essay in the form of an argument. This test was seen as a hoop that 

students had to be trained to jump through. According to Mary Woodson, more 

than half of the basic writing students failed each year on their first attempt, and 

usually would t)e required to take the course again. At the College of Westem 

Idaho the exit exam was also a short essay, but students were allowed a week 

in-class to work on the essay, and students had a back-up portfolio that they 

could present on appeal if their essay was judged not to pass. The essays were 

scored individually by instructors in their offices. While participants maintained 

that the desired essay should not necessarily take the form of a "five-paragraph 

essay," the expected structure of the essay seemed very similar. According to 

Patrick Downing, the criteria for passing the exam were "pretty standard 

throughout the industry so to speak." He listed "good solid structure," and 

'introductory paragraph," a "conclusion paragraph," "good development with use 

of legitimate, specific details and examples, the usual. .." This exit exam, with 

its emphasis on giving students adequate time, and the use of a portfolio for 

appeal, seemed fairer. Certainly it resulted in fewer students failing. 

One can see the advantages to using such an exit exam. It gives a 

department some shared standards. It holds individual instructors to some 
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departmentaliy agreed-on goals. However, throughout this study I also saw that 

individual instructors will often "work around" and actively resent departmental 

constraints that they do not agree with. For them, the exit exams may seem 

overly simplistic and reductive, not "really" writing at all, but following a formula. 

Their classroom goals may differ, may focus on self-actualization, or the 

student's finding her own voice, or encouraging students to critique the dominant 

culture. It may seem to them that the demands of a few have become the 

constraints upon many. Once in place, departmental exit exams seem to have a 

power and a life of their own. They may become reified, as if they represent in 

themselves what "good writing" consists of, rather than the artifice that they 

actually are. 

Another problem that many see with final exit exams is the time 

constraints they usually have, and the fact that what students generate are 

necessarily first drafts. With the process orientation of most instructors today, 

many see the use of such first drafts in testing as in clear contradiction to our 

emphasis on process. Partly out of this consideration a new kind of assessment 

using student generated portfolios was created. 

Many English instructors look critically on assessment in general as if it 

represents an attack on humanist values. This is unfortunate t)ecause 

assessment offers great promise to community college English departments. 

Besides helping faculty to establish and maintain departmentaliy sanctioned 

goals and standards, assessment can contribute mightily to the development of 

a cohesive department—colleagues working together as a team rather than as 
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isolated individuals. In the case of College of Western Idaho, teachers had given 

up on group assessment and gone back to private assessment of papers in their 

offices. This strikes me as a loss for the department, a loss of an important 

opportunity to meet and work together toward a shared goal. Besides 

encouraging group consensus and cohesiveness, assessment can be a key part 

of the professional development of individual faculty memt^ers. 

Edward White, in his Teaching and Assessing Writing, discusses the 

advantages to departments of holistic assessment. He writes that 

. . .  a  h o l i s t i c  r e a d i n g  i s  t h e  m o s t  e f f e c t i v e  i n - s e r v i c e  t r a i n i n g  d e v i c e  y e t  

discovered for the teaching of writing. It accomplishes more for the 

education and morale of the faculty involved than a series of lectures, 

seminars, and retreats; indeed, in a most creative way, it combines the 

virtues of various schemes for faculty development. (217) 

Group discussion in a holistic scoring session provides each participant the 

opportunity to present what she believes are the most important elements of 

good writing, and to hear feedback from others. This is the critical discussion that 

all departments must come back to again and again. The process, while always 

renewing, is not one that continues indefinitely in any one session; the scorers 

must come to some consensus. This "ancillary" value of holistic assessment may 

be as important as its direct value in teaching. In chapter eight we look at the 

portfolio assessment that is done at Yellow Mountain College in Arizona. Their 

example illustrates the wider, departmental value in this process. 
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Idaho: Baker College 

The second Idaho college I visited, Baker College, is a private two-year 

college in Eastern Idaho subsidized by a conservative Christian denomination. 

Its student body (about 8000) is primarily Anglo, although it accepts a large 

number of international students from Africa and Latin America. The students 

are mostly conservative Christians, as are the professors at the school. Baker is 

a relatively large college for the town of about 30,000 in which it sits only a few 

blocks from main street. It differs significantly from the other schools that I visited 

in that students and faculty share a set of well articulated t>eliefs, values, and 

norms. The school has a strict code of conduct for students, and some classes 

have prayers and Bible study alongside the regular course material. The college 

buildings are a mix of some old brick and ivy buildings, and some more recently 

built. There are colorful gardens and lawns, a few large and imposing statues, 

and benches scattered around for students to sit on. It's a very attractive college. 

Students work hard at the school; a casual walk through the library or cafeteria 

finds students hunched over books, including quite a few Bibles, and engaged in 

discussions of their studies. The college is not open access, turning away 

several thousand applicants every year. Although the school has a large 

vocational segment, the majority of students are planning to transfer either to a 

state university or to the sister Christian university, Raymond University. 

Despite the conservative orientation of the college, the English 

department is very active in the regional two-year college association 

conferences, and the department (particulariy its Chair) strongly encourages 



159 

teachers to stay current in their discipline. While the church itself is 

conservative, the English department at Baker appeared to me to be relatively 

liberal. The college pays for any department member (including part-time faculty) 

to attend local and national conferences of English teachers. It also provides a 

composition and literature library for teachers, in-service days for teacher 

discussions of policies and goals, department study groups focused on specific 

writers or issues, and copies of relevant articles from recent journals in rhetoric 

and composition. When I first called my contact in the department, Ken Rollins, I 

did not realize he was the department chair. In my week interviewing teachers at 

Baker College, it became clear to me how much the department had been 

influenced by professor Rollins. Because he has been so influential in shaping 

the department. I start by presenting parts of my interview with him, followed by 

selected parts of my interview with Grace Smith, a part-time instructor. 

Ken Rollins 

I visited Ken in his spacious, book-lined office, perhaps a perk of his position as 

department chair. He is medium height, slender, in his mid-forties, dressed in a 

blue sports jacket, white shirt and polka dot tie. His manner was extremely 

welcoming, unhurried, and relaxed. Usually I feel clumsy setting up my tape 

recorder and bringing out my questions. Ken treated it all as if he had plenty of 

time, told me "dont hurry, I've got lots of time." I started by asking about his 

background. / got my MA degree in a program that combined rhetoric & 
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literature, specializing in technical writing. I came to Baker in 1982, and have 

been department Chair for about a year and a half; before that I was the 

Composition Director for five years. I'm very involved with TYCA, with four C's, 

which I have attended every year since I came here, and with all the new 

directions in composition. I see this as part of my responsibilities as a program 

Chair All of us teach five three credit classes, two of which are literature, three 

of which are composition. We have two faculty retreats a year to reflect on what 

we are doing. 

I asked Ken about the value of his graduate training. I was fortunate in 

that I was one of the first to do some studies in rhetoric before I started teaching. 

Still, most of my knowledge has been self taught. I pick things up at the 

conferences, and I read the books that come out. We have formed a faculty 

study group which is reading and discussing articles on composition. We are 

very flexible. About five years ago to help us with transferability issues we came 

up with some general guidelines that define the courses, and the outcomes 

expectations. I like what that has done to the department; it has given us a 

stronger identification of who we are professionally. And the things we were 

doing in the past, we were not that far off base, even though we were doing 

them intuitively. 

Ken told me the department's recently-developed course guidelines were 

especially helpful for the adjunct faculty, who were the first to request them. The 

department has tried to help the adjuncts, particularly because in their small 
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community they are dependent on a small pool of adjuncts. \̂ e have to make 

an effort to keep them, and to make teaching here as pleasant as possible. We 

give them office space, we limit their teaching to three classes, see that they 

have full access to everything full-timers have, and try to include them in the 

faculty as full members. They are subsidized to go to the local conferences. 

Adjuncts get no tyenefits. Many of the adjuncts are fine with the arrangement 

because they don't need the benefits, and they only want to teach part-time. 

Also, the pay of adjunct faculty may increase based on years of service to the 

college. 

We are up for accreditation and we are rewriting our missions statement. I 

want to help students understand the relationship writing can have not only to 

their lives but also to their academic career We want to prepare students for 

college. Mine is mostly an aims approach. Are they writing to reflect, to 

speculate, to inform, to persuade, or to analyze. I use a textbook I myself wrote. 

Mainly we focus on academic discourse, but I also look at community discourse, 

writing for people outside of the college but within the community. I have hooked 

up students, for example, with people at the women's shelter. 

Ken said in his classes his students do a lot of workshopping in 

collaborative groups, and write at least one collaborative paper. I think it's 

important for students to see writing as a social act, that they need to be working 

with each other as readers and co-writers. It doesn't always work. I still get those 

groups that don't work well together, but for the most part they turn out good 
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papers. In my technical writing class the collaborative research paper is optional, 

but most of the students choose it I tell students that the worse thing you can 

say to a student is 'This is a good paper" What you have to do is say, "This is 

w h a t  I  d o n ' t  u n d e r s t a n d ,  t h i s  i s  w h y ,  t h i s  i s  s o m e t h i n g  I  t h i n k  y o u  c o u l d  t r y . I  

have had students model good writing groups and bad writing groups, things like 

that 

I asked Ken about something he would like to change about the 

department. One thing I wish I could change more than anything else is for all of 

the faculty to recognize the importance of professional development I provide 

them as many opportunities as I can, but it seems like it's the same ones who 

are always doing it while others are so tired with the paperwork, they are just 

tired. Also, our relationship with Raymond University is different on different 

levels. On the college level Baker has a very close relationship. However, on a 

department level. Baker is perceived as the little sister, and it seems like we are 

always trying to measure up to their expectations. Our biggest transfer problems 

are with Raymond, but then that goes with many colleges that try to work with 

them. We are always aware that we are the second tier, the junior college. The 

junior college for various reasons is treated as inferior to the four year school by 

people in those institutions. We haven't had problems with the state universities 

because they recognize the value of a two-year college. 

Ken thought that the prejudice against his department on the part of the 

Raymond English faculty was unfair. He offered his own experience at Raymond 
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as an example. When I taught as a TA at Raymond University, I was just one 

semester out of my BA degree. On the other hand, our faculty here are so 

seasoned, so experienced, and have a really strong rhetorical foundation and 

background. So I would compare any of our courses with Baker's. We put out a 

little department newsletter, and I'm going to write an article for it on this issue. 

We don't have fights here. It's just a pleasant place to work. 

Because of a misunderstanding about scheduled times, I missed 

observing Ken's class. I arrived the hour after the class was finished, and we 

went on to complete the second interview. The class you missed was the 

technical writing class, working on a definition/classification assignment that 

works into their research paper. These are engineers, pre-med, technology, 

agriculture, etc. Most students transfer We have terminal degrees in some 

programs, like computer science. 

I asked Ken about his own writing. He said he felt his writing was an 

essential part of his teaching. A writing teacher needs to be a writing teacher 

So when my students do a research paper, I write my own research project 

along with them. I don't submit anything for publication unless I have first 

submitted it to my students. They're a great audience. It gives them a little bit of 

power, and it puts us on a different ground. I write for TETYC. I've had 15 

papers accepted at four C's. I see myself pulling from many theories. 

I think a teacher needs to 6e flexible, to be well grounded in multiple 

theories so that you use whatever works for the situation you are in, and the 
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student you have. As a student I was fmstrated by teachers who said there was 

only one approach to writing a paper, and I am realizing that while theories are 

essential to a teacher, the teacher must adapt the theories, to join the theories to 

meet the needs of students. 

I think sticking to one theory is too limiting; it narrows rather than opens up 

options. We need as teachers to have options. Theoretical purity doesn't fit the 

diverse classroom. A theory can be a harness, but then hamesses are important 

because they pull you along. But if the hamess isn't fitting, then you need to put 

on a different hamess. One of my favorite things is from Francis Christiansen; he 

maintained that we need to be scholars in our discipline. In my own life I try to 

remain current, to keep on top of our discipline. We need to be scholars, to be 

professionals, to be aware of the multiple theories that are out there. 

When you are a GTA you are following a model set out by the program, 

usually a fairty strict model, but behind that model you are reading the theory, 

and also other theories. A rigorous model may be very useful at first. A number 

of the faculty use [my book], and what amazes me is how it is no longer my 

book; they make the book their own, they do things with it that I would never 

have dreamed of I think the same thing goes with theories, that theories are 

meant to be used, to be adapted. 

I asked Ken about changes he has seen in composition as a discipline. 

Now we are more cleariy defined as a discipline.... When I first went to 

conferences in '82 there was a strong emphasis on practical application, on 
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teaching, and now at these conferences, I see much stronger emphasis on 

theory and on research, and less focus on teaching. As the discipline matures, it 

becomes more confident. Actually, I liked it earlier when we were discovering 

who we are. There was more struggle and communication in the early years. 

There's also more of a division of full-time and adjuncts now, though I think the 

image of the two-year college has improved. 

We moved on to looking at the packet of pages from journal articles. I 

liked most of the articles in the packet. I notice the emphasis is more on 

scholarship, which might make it hard for some faculty because it assumes a lot 

of knowledge. I'm noticing in the journals now that they are becoming a little 

more reader friendly. They are trying to practice what they are preaching. The 

articles I felt would be most successful with our faculty are those that have a lot 

of research background, but explain that background. For example, the paper on 

Aristotle. It makes sense because the author explains the context. / also like the 

ones when they use a case study from their own classes. I liked "Toward a 

Theory of Error" for its use of student examples, using a class to explain a theory 

or generate a theory. CCC is getting easier to understand. College English is still 

hard for me to read through. 

Ken said that the main reason so many two-year college professors are 

not scholars is time. Four year college teachers have smaller loads, students 

with fewer writing problems, and therefore more time. At Baker the load was five 

classes, but most of the teachers taught an overload, both for the convenience of 
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the department and for the extra money. Ken did the scholarship because he 

recognized what it had done for him professionally. But I am not sure that faculty 

members see what it can do for them. They see it as an added reading or as a— 

well, someone's told me I have to do this. If you look at scholarship as an 

opportunity more than as a chore .... 

As a chair, I take responsibility for passing around articles that I think 

might interest teachers. Some of them get read. V\/hen we are hiring, we look for 

teachers first, scholars second. When I came in I started trying to create a writing 

faculty, as opposed to a literature faculty. So I changed the hiring practices, and 

started working on acquainting the faculty with the composition scholarship. 

Three-fifths of our teaching load is composition, and even our literature classes 

have a lot of writing. 

At Baker I had nine possible participants, and I interviewed five. I profile 

Ken's interview because his leadership has been highly influential on the 

department as a whole. The second person I introduce here, Grace Smith, I 

highlight because Baker, like public colleges, has moved steadily towards 

reliance on part-time instructors. Baker "allows" part-timers to teach three 

courses, which is three-fifths of a full-time load. But Baker, like most public 

institutions, provides no t)enefits to its "part-time" instructors. As Ken points out, 

because it is located in a small community with a limited pool of teachers. 

Baker's departments have to provide more of the perks usually associated with 

full-time employment such as office space, and funds to attend conferences. 
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Graca Smith 

I interviewed Grace Smith in a large, sunny office she shared with two 

other part-time English faculty. An attractive woman in her late 30s, Grace has a 

quiet voice and a gentle manner, but I sensed in her a strong steadiness of 

purpose, a quiet persistence, and tenacity. She laughed easily. She told me that 

besides teaching three classes each semester she and her husband have a 

household with four teenaged children. Having three teens at home myself, I 

could definitely "relate." 

I have a BA in English, and a Masters in Education, specializing in 

reading and writing, both from our 'sister' university, Raymond. I taught 

Freshman Composition at Raymond while I worked on my MA. I think that's the 

main reason that I got hired here teaching part-time; they were trying to bring 

some similar classes here. We have a large transfer population that goes to 

Raymond. The majority of our students at least try to get in there. Baker has a 

ceiling of B, 000 students, and has about 12,000 apply for those places. So they 

have to put restrictions. Our student body is getting less and less an open door 

student body. I started at Baker in 1983, first in the study skills lab. After a year I 

began teaching sophomore English. Now my children are teenagers, so now I 

teach three classes. I don't earn as much by any means as full-time people. I 

think Baker pays toward the top. But considering the time I put in I'm not making 

very good money. In the past few years they have started giving raises based 
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on experience and professional development, so that helps a bit. 

We have quite a few adjunct faculty, more in English than any other 

department They [administration] do try to work with us. They are very 

conscientious; they really try to include us in the faculty. For example, there were 

four of us they sent to the Las Vegas conference. We're treated well that way. 

Forme one of the big issues is tjenefits, and this is true of others here in the 

department For instance one of my big concerns is if you teach full-time at the 

college you get free tuition for th& children. Well, I've got four children who are 

just about to start college, and I don't have benefits that way. It's been a big 

concem. Grace hesitated here for a moment. She appeared visibly moved 

having said this. I've thought a lot about applying for full-time position just so I 

could get those benefits. I've been struggling with this issue for the past three 

years. 

I asked Grace about how nnuch she had been influenced by her graduate 

studies and work as a teaching assistant. I can think of some specific 

assignments from my graduate classes that I still use. My work as a TA has been 

directly applicable, t>ecause when I started I did the same things in my first 

classes as I was doing at our sister university... just the practical experience, 

such as grading papers, and learning how to teach, how to stand up in front of a 

class, develop a syllabus, all these came from my experience as a TA. The 

graduate coursework itself, well, there were several courses I can think back to 

that gave me some hands-on practical ideas and information, and theories, but I 
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think most of it just laid philosophical groundwork. Grace's belief that the most 

directly "useful" part of her training was in her work as a TA was shared by many 

other participants. 

Grace said that a big problem in working in a denominational school was 

that students assumed an audience with similar beliefe and values. She tried to 

broaden the audience for them. She t)egan teaching at Baker 12 years ago, and 

has been teaching three courses a semester for the past six years. When she 

started teaching she was 23, younger than some of her students, and felt a little 

insecure. I couldn't come in and say, "this is the way it is and you'd better 

believe what I say." I always came into the classroom with the idea "we are 

learners together." But now I feel more justified and legitimate in that approach, 

now it's the way to be, the way to teach. Actually now I am a bit more directive, 

giving students more specific scaffolding of a model and a context. My entire 

class used to be group work, but now it's structured tighter, with more guidance 

at the beginning and end of the experience. We have joumal writing in some 

class periods. We have collaborative reading groups. I try not to interpret the 

readings, but structure the groupwork around some questions and activities. 

Grace showed me a binder containing materials she has worked up for 

the course. The binder contained what looked like several hundred pages of 

handouts, worksheets, and other materials. As a part-time person I'm probably 

the last one to leave my text and go to another one. That's a drawback, but my 

class packets take an incredible amount of time to prepare. I avoid bumout by 
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trying new things out. I usually get my new ideas fix>m other teachers, from my 

colleagues, and I adapt them. My thing this year is the intemet, and computer 

stuff. I have a website that I have developed. Students are used to the idea that 

discourse is sort of linear, and websites are more associative, with links. It's the 

first time I have tried leaving students to it like this, and in some ways it works 

and some it doesn't. I'm emphasizing looking at the credibility of sources on the 

intemet. 

i asked Grace which journals she read. I read TETYC especially, and 

some education journals. I read articles and then I try to put ideas into practice. 

Like I read in an education journal about setting up your syllabus like a 

newsletter, so I spent two years revising it in that format. I wrote an article for the 

TYCA conference, but have not had the time to prepare it for publication. If I 

were making more money and it were worth my time I would publish. I already 

spend 40 plus hours a week teaching 75 students who have to write 32 pages 

during the semester, and that all takes a lot of time. 

When I arrived in Grace's class, students were coming in with me. 

Eventually there were about 18 students in the class, sitting in rows. The 

classroom seemed small and had no windows, but Grace was laughing and 

chatting with students in front. I was thinking of the houseful of teenage children 

she told me she had yesterday. She seemed very comfortable with these young 

people, and they with her. On the board she had written reminders for the next 

two class sessions. After greeting the students, Grace discussed at some length 
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the issue of credibility of sources on the internet, an important issue now that so 

many students are relying on the internet for their sources. At the end of that 

discussion, she passed around a sign-up sheet for her conferences. Then she 

discussed finding a topic and a thesis for the research paper: taking a topic, 

brainstorming aspects of the topic, narrowing or limiting the topic, defining one's 

stance, making a plan. She pointed out that often we find what we want to write 

about in the process of the research. She handed out an article on recent 

student protests and asked the class to form into groups. I joined a group of 

three rather quiet young women. Grace suggested that students read the article 

and exam it in terms of definition of some of the key words used in the article. 

My group focused on the term to "make a difference" and gave different ideas 

about what that meant to them. In the class discussion, students brought up a 

variety of themes from the article, and discussed together the pros and cons of 

student protest. In the final moments of the class, Grace reviewed the concepts 

of connotation and denotation, a leftover agenda from the previous class 

session. 

I interviewed Grace for a second time several hours after the class, again 

in her office. She looked more tired at this interview, maybe because it was the 

end of a long week. The small group you were with was the least outgoing, the 

most reserved. I try to get students to look beyond themselves, to question, to 

review the essays and to synthesize them. The first activity was aimed at putting 

together a synthesis paper, in which they could bring in different ideas from 
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different essays. We build up to the research paper in steps. The emphasis in 

this course is expository, and cross disciplinary, but mostly social science. Here 

the focus is on teaming to evaluate the credibility of sources. This paper has to 

be about 10-15 pages long. This is part of our articulation agreement with 

Raymond University. But I think its worthwhile. I used to get papers that were 

really bad, that made huge claims that they couldn't prove, that assumed an 

audience that would believe their claims, like "the death penalty is morally right," 

so I tried to spread the research paper over the whole course and get students to 

connect the readings to a broader world view. 

I made the instructions and model fordoing the research paper on my 

web page, worked three days setting it up. For one class it worked well, but for 

the other they lost track of what they were supposed to lye doing. They needed a 

task. I have discovered that with group work, that people are too, well, human 

[laughs], they need a direction and a task. There were some who could work 

without a task, but most couldn't keep going. We talk throughout the semester 

about academic discourse, and the idea that within academia people often see 

things differently, and that's good. Because I found with my groups people would 

be uncomfortable if anyone disagreed about things, or criticized things, so / 

brought in the idea that in the academic worid people don't always see eye to 

eye, and people discuss their differences, and even debate them. The text we 

have was compiled by a person in our department, and we all contributed 

essays, but the theme was around individual thinking, not conforming, things like 
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that But we plug in with it essays by members of our church that also argue for 

individual thinking. I love for students to see that our church does not suggest 

that everyone needs to be a clone. 

I asked Grace her opinions on the pages in the packet I gave her. There 

were some that I liked. The essays I liked were more first person, with some 

concrete illustrations from their own teaching, and yet keeping some academic 

credibility in their voice, in their use of scholarship. The ones I didn't like were 

formal, rigid, and not trying to engage the reader Most of the articles I found 

reasonably accessible. 

In the department we get some of these journals, and sign up on a 

reading list. \Ne get a lot of these at the college. Mostly they are theoretical 

(laughs) but I can think of a lot of ideas that I use in my classroom that came 

from articles that I read in joumals. I liked "Good Girls/Bad Girls" and "Towards a 

Theory of Error " I scan joumals till I find articles that either grab me personally 

or professionally, and then I will read those articles. 

Though Grace had certainly not given up on reading articles in the 

journals, she admitted some frustration with many of them. We preach concrete, 

yet we write abstract. We preach active voice, yet we write passive voice. We 

preach against jargon, yet we throw out a lot of jargon to establish our 

membership in the club. I find this irritating and contradictory. Yet we are aware 

of our audience, so we can make reference to terms and assume our readers will 

understand them. I went to a conference with some other part-timers, one who 



174 

was just returning to teaching. And her biggest complaint was feeling on the 

fringe, feeling like she couldn't be considered a legitimate part of the group 

because she couldn't understand the vocabulary that was so laden with jargon. 

And I remember that same feeling when I first started going to conferences, and I 

think that is part of what isolates adjunct faculty from full- time faculty. 

One of the basic critical issues in two-year college English departments is 

the use of part-time instructors, and the lack of effort to include them fully into 

departments. Even at Baker, certainly t>etter than most departments in this 

regard, Grace saw the effort as too little, though she appreciated the efforts that 

her department made. There are so many professional development 

opportunities for full-time faculty that part-time faculty don't have, or don't take 

advantage of even if they can, because they don't have time, and aren't being 

paid enough for Then they feel on the outside. Maybe the isolation that part-

timers feel is sometimes of their own doing or just the nature of the social 

situation involved, more than anything the administration does or doesn't do. 

Maybe it's a self imposed or socially imposed thing. Ken has been very influential 

in shaping the attitudes towards part-time people, and bringing them into the 

whole process. 

Grace said that when she started teaching she was given an office far 

away and never saw other teachers. I used to think, well gee, I could go into 

those classes and teach any darned thing I wanted and nobody would know the 

difference. But the situation has improved a lot The professional organizations 
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are taking the part-timers more seriously now. And here, the expansion in the 

number of part-time people from maybe two to thirty also made a difference. 

The emphasis in the four-year coflege on research, and the emphasis in 

the two-year college on teaching are what seem to separate them. And 

sometimes I feel a little bit defensive when researchers are saying what I should 

be doing. I may not be doing research wrth large numbers, but my classroom 

experience is itself a kind of ongoing research, with observations and some data, 

and some experimentation. A lot of my development comes from trying things 

out. Also, a lot comes from colleagues and journals. 

Like Ken, Grace saw herself as theoretically eclectic, readily adapting 

from what she reads in the journals to her own experience. / cant just take teach 

anything pure the way it comes from researchers. I've got to adapt it to make it 

work. A theoretician is working from his or her own situation, which may be very 

different from mine or yours. You can't just take for granted that what works for 

them will work for you. 

At Baker College, the entering freshmen are required to have at least a 

3.4 high school QPA. Because it is a church-affiliated school, most of the 

students share common values and belief, and feel they are working together in 

a shared goal. While the school is competitive in its admission of students and 

in its rigorous grading, its ethos is more nnutual and community oriented. As Sam 

Slifer, a long-time faculty member, and a past department chair, put it. I believe 

that I can teach English t>etter if the atmosphere is one of unity, of brothers & 
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sisters. We are building something for the eternities. 

A major focus of the department is on critical thinking, on widening 

students' perspective, and encouraging students to understand world views 

outside of the church community. This is, I believe, a response to the ideological 

sameness and the "group think" quality of the students. I was strongly 

impressed by the students' apparent seriousness, their hard work, and their 

politeness. At the same time, I wondered about the lack of diversity of values 

and beliefs among them. One new faculty member I interviewed, George 

Samuels, discussed the differences he found in the previous community college 

he had worked at, a public college in Ohio: It was more racially diverse, about 

eight percent African American, and some other minorities as well. Baker has 

some minority students, mostly international students, but not so many. Baker is 

much more competitive to get into; you have a thousand students get turned 

down every semester. My previous college was open enrollment, and its 

atmosphere was more consumer oriented as in "we're here to give you a 

product." I think this business model hurts education. But I'm still adjusting to 

teaching here at Baker. At my previous college I had a lot more non-traditional 

students, a lot of older people coming back, and some very highly motivated 

students. I miss them. 

Most of the teachers at Baker whom I interviewed require students to 

submit end-of-semester portfolios. Some use this as a way of avoiding grading 

each paper, some use it in addition to grades for individual papers. The English 
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department chair. Ken Rollins, has encouraged faculty scholarship, attendance 

at conferences, and ongoing discussion of teaching theory and practice. 

Grace Smith's statement that, / am ^eoretically eclectic. I pick and 

choose fmm what others write and adapt their ideas to my classroom was 

agreed with by a large majority of questionnaire respondents (84 percent), as 

did 70 percent of respondents to another statement by her; / think people in 

education are tuned into the issues surrounding part-timers much more now than 

in the past. Her statement relating to joumals in the field was agreed to by two-

thirds of respondents: We preach concrete, yet [in our joumals] we write 

abstract. We preach active voice, yet we write passive voice. We preach against 

jargon, yet we throw in a lot of jargon to establish our membership in the club. I 

find this irritating and contradictory (agreed with by 64 percent of respondents, 

with 21 percent disagreeing). The fourth statement she made that was included 

in the questionnaire, I can think of a lot of ideas that I use in my classroom that 

come from articles that I read in joumals, had respondents splitting evenly 

between agreeing and disagreeing. 

Sam Slifer's statement that. Perhaps because I am not involved in the 

scholarty wortd of the university, reading these articles [in rhet/comp] is exciting 

to me because they are idea rich, was agreed with by 47 percent of respondents, 

and disagreed with by 36 percent. His statement that, I think there is an attitude 

among many in universities of looking down at the community college, seemed 

true to most (89 percent) respondents, and the majority of respondents (62 
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percent) also agreed with his statement that I love going to conferences for all 

the new ideas I get. Even though Sam had written his doctoral dissertation on 

religion and T.S. Eliot, he saw himself as a generalist and a teacher of 

composition rather than literature. He discussed his efforts to get hired at the 

sister university, Raymond, after he had worked at Baker for ten years and had 

finally completed his PhD: Well, then I thought, why don't I go to a real place to 

teach, wouldn't it be fun to teach upper division and graduate students. So I 

applied to Raymond and I wasn't hired. Now. I look at my friends who teach 

there. I teach seven classes, two of them art classes [Sam teaches woodworking 

and sculpture as well as English]. \/\/hat I have done professionally to stay alive is 

that I have decided that to teach non-English majors is a higher calling for me 

than teaching English majors to enter the graduate loop. That the life skills that 

students get in learning to write for whatever field they are going into, and the 

opportunity to take students who aren't particularty sympathetic to poetry and to 

show them how it can help their lives—these are forme more important than 

publishing scholarly articles. 

Baker is the only private two-year college I include in this study, partly 

because the majority of two-year colleges are public and open access. A major 

factor in the English department at Baker is the energetic leadership of its 

department chair, who is extremely active in TYCA activities, and who strongly 

advocates professional development and continued study in the discipline. The 

department's encouragement of attendance of conferences, its use of faculty 
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Study and reading groups, faculty retreats, a department newsletter-all these 

indicate a department strongly committed to engagement with the discipline and 

continued change and professional development. 

One strong impression I got from spending four days at Baker, a kind of 

eye-opener for me. was the difference in level of student activity on campus in a 

residential, non-open access college with primarily transfer students. Whereas 

in the public two-year colleges I visited I sometimes found student resources 

such as the cafeteria, tutoring and computer labs, and library relatively 

underutilized, all of these spaces at Baker were packed with students engaged in 

study, even at a very early hour. Most of the students at Baker live on campus. 

They first have to compete to get into it, then have to compete even more 

strenuously to go on to its sister university, Raymond. On the other hand, at 

other community colleges I visited students do not live on campus. The majority 

of them are on average older, and are not planning to transfer. They come and 

go, and most of them work many hours part-time or full-time. They did not need 

to compete to get into the community college, nor usually do they need to have 

high grades to go on to their state college or university. They do need to pass a 

sequence of courses satisfactorily, but often a "C" evidences only a minimal 

degree of effort and attendance. While other factors, such as its religious focus, 

enter in, all of these factors contribute to a very different campus environment at 

Baker from other two-year colleges I visited. I turn now to look to another college 

also in a relatively conservative mountain state, Utah. 
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Chapter Six: A Postmodern Department "in Crisis" 

For all our contention, none of that contention is articulated 
as debate in the healthy way that academic cultures engage 
in debate, so it becomes more like the petty-minded things 
that people think and say about each other t>ehind their 
backs, but they don't put them forth for intellectual debate 
and discussion. 

—Ralph Stevens 

By the time I arrived in Ogden, I was beginning to think I had covered a lot 

of territory insofar as exploring possible differences in English departments in 

community colleges. I was getting this "I have seen it all. and it is us" feeling. 

Little did I know that I had barely made a scratch in a very large surface; that 

community college English departments come in an astonishing variety, in terms 

of their emphases, their goals, and group dynamics. But I was starting to get the 

idea. The classrooms in southern California I had visited seemed traditional, tied 

to their handbooks and their exit exams. I had enjoyed meeting the teachers 

there, and had been very positively impressed by their dedication and energy but 

found the teaching stuck in a service course mode, especially in the remedial 

courses. In Oregon, at Salem City College, English is entirely nonremedial, the 

developmental classes having been grouped together in a separate department 

and space. While I didnl sense the influence of a very strong Chair at Salem, I 

did have the impression that the department worked together well by having 



181 

regular formal and informal meetings where they shared methods and concerns. 

By dint of their course designations, however, the department narrowly focused 

on expository writing and argument. At the College of Westem Idaho, I found 

another conservative department, this time an English department in battle with 

the larger college administration over a variety of college issues, but especially 

conflict between the vocational and academic focus of the school. Ironically, the 

English Department at Baker College, the church-affiliated school, struck me as 

more liberal and more tied to the discipline of English studies than many of the 

colleges I had seen prior to them. Their Chair emphasized keeping up with the 

discipline, experimentation, and scholarship—missing elements in the previous 

colleges. 

Now at Ogden City College, I found myself in an entirely different 

situation, a department with a highly politicized, left-wing agenda in an otherwise 

very conservative state. I interviewed three instructors at the college and briefly 

interviewed the department chair. The interviews I have included here are with 

Fern Allison, a full-time instructor, Sharon Billings, a part-timer, and a short 

telephone interview with Ralph Stevens, the Department Chair. 

One important movement that I had seen at the College of Westem 

Idaho in my interview with Bob Kowit, the politicizing of writing under the 

heading of "critical pedagogy" was also evident at Ogden City College, whose 

department had embraced cultural studies and semiotics in their writing courses. 

A similariy politicized content was also adopted by many of the instructors at 

Yellow Mountain College in Arizona. I have included in this chapter, therefore, a 
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Fem Allison 

I interviewed Fem in her small office in a row of offices. Fem is in her mid-

thirties, friendly and a fast talker, it quickly became apparent she was up with all 

the latest theories and trends, and was a voracious reader and stimulating 

thinker. I could tell immediately she had a lot to say, and she didn't disappoint. I 

didn't study composition [In my graduate years]. There was no such thing at the 

[Western University] when I started. [A prominent rhetorician] arrived at the 

university in 1983. Rhet/Comp didnt happen for 2-3 years. After completing my 

Masters I did one year towards my PhD. I was a TA, and for one year I had a 

temporary appointment teaching composition at the university. There was not 

much in the way of training. One year after [the prominent rhetorician] arrived we 

had a colloquium around a book. In all I taught there for four years. After that I 

worked as a technical writer Then I was hired here full-time in 89. 

I bring very little of my graduate work and my graduate teaching into my 

teaching now. What I bring in [from my graduate years] is a contrast to what I do 

now. I often find myself comparing the past and present teaching. One thing that 

has remained consistent is the emphasis on process. I don't think this was a 

matter of the training or the teaching, but was a function of the books that were 

chosen. At the university [as a TA] the two main things wer& writing as a 

process plus the modes. Not teaching process, but enacting it through the 
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assignments. Invention, freewriting, journal writing, etc. 

In the last four or five years we have moved from using the St. Martins 

Guide to creating a cultural studies approach to writing using Ede's Work in 

Progress with Trimbur's Reading CuKure. Cultural Studies has been defined 

differently by different faculty. Some began by defining it as a multiculturalism 

emphasis, but we mean by Cultural Studies trying to create in students a critical 

literacy, teaching them how to read about, write atyout, interpret a culture, and 

having their writings t>e on everyday popular culture, the things around them, 

instead of "high" culture. 

Fern noted that the choice of textbook can drive much that happens far 

from the source of those people "running things" in the department. We wanted 

to give students some of the critical vocabularies that are privileged in cultural 

studies: feminist approaches, marxist approaches, a lot of poststructuralism in 

general, getting students to reflect on the making of meaning and the 

communities of that making of meaning. This continued until we ended up with 

the book we have now. Signs of Life in the USA, that has its whole semiotics 

approach, and I think right now that's kind of where we are: trying to present to 

students a methodology of reading culture that in my mind is enclosed by all 

those isms, including all those poststructuralisms. Yet in this book the method of 

semiotics is emphasized while the readings bring some of those other things into 

the vocabulary. 

Fern said they were trying to teach students a method for interpreting "the 
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ordinary." As Ira Shorsays, making the ordinary extraordinary, and having 

students do that by looking around and asking what's really going on here. That's 

basically where we are, and the other issues like process are enacted through 

the syllabus, and the structure of events, whereas the chief goal is to get 

students to look critically at rhetorical issues and cultural issues. 

I suggested to Fern that this seems to have been a fairly radical shift. I 

asked her how it canne about. It wasn't easy to get here. I think at this point we 

are struggling through that. Ralph has been our writing program coordinator, a 

position without really any power or ability to do anything but take the flak from 

other people. But he took that position over in 89 and has worked very hard to 

get us all on the same page. In 89 we had about seven full timers, now we have 

16. At that time there were some people who were very resistant, who wanted to 

keep on doing what they were doing, but after a few years we made changes by 

creating subcommittees to look at textbooks, and writing syllabi for them that the 

adjuncts used. Little by little we formed a core group of people who were most 

committed to composition. We had a number of faculty who were mostly trained 

in literature. What we have ended up with now is the core group who make the 

decisions, but we pretty much have demanded that everybody adopt the book. 

i asked Fern to describe the writing courses that students usually take at 

Ogden. Students take two English classes. Most students either take vocational 

courses or transfer courses for the university. In the past, freshman composition, 

1010, was process plus modes, 2010 was thought of as argument. Introduction 
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to literature was and is a choice for one of their general education classes. This 

year all the schools in the state switched to the semester system, and all 

schools were mandated to have the same core curriculum. That has meant we 

have two semesters of writing. They are now called Introduction to Writing and 

Intermediate Writing. Students are placed with a mandatory placement test, and 

[some] have developmental courses which they take and move on. The Cultural 

Studies approach is infused in both semesters, but we use different texts. Signs 

of Life for 1010 and 2010 uses Ways of Reading, which is new this year too. 

There's a lot of unrest about that book because people think the readings are 

just too difficult for the course. Lots of people teaching the course say 'it's hard 

for me to read." 

Fern noted that last year they created a cumculum committee charged 

with choosing books for the next year, writing syllabi, and coming up with goals 

for the classes. I think within that group there was a real division about what the 

purpose of 2010 should be. Two people had piloted Ways of Reading and they 

had an agenda of making that course an intensive reading course with a rather 

dense and theoretical text. Other teachers on the committee wanted students to 

be engaged in more varieties of writing, different discursive strategies, and 

writing in the public sphere, so I think we are going to have another look at that. 

This book [Signs of Life] makes a case for semiotics, but it is not a rhetoric by 

any means. It's totally about interpretation. 

Fern told me that as a TA she was very Interested in literature and literary 
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theory, feminism, and post structuralism. She was theoretically interested but 

hadn't applied theories to composition. Then she arrived at Ogden and was 

influenced by Ralph, whose office was only next door, and whom she described 

as "totally interested in composition theory." He's one of the major reasons our 

department has moved in the direction it has, because that's what he brought to 

the department, to the discussions. Once I realized there was a whole field in 

composition that was picking up on what I was interested in and applying it to 

what I was doing, it wasn't hard to make the move. My reading in journals and 

books helped. My own obsession, drive, whatever to try to teach these classes in 

a more satisfactory way. 

I asked Fem to describe their cultural studies approach. Ours is a unified 

and political approach to writing instruction, not an eclectic approach. People 

tend to interpret "Cultural Studies" from different perspectives, and use the book 

somewhat differently. Students do three portfolios for each class. The first 

portfolio is a semiotic analysis of some feature of popular culture. The second 

portfolio asks students to identify a group that is defined by particular signs and 

to analyze those signs in a semiotic way and look at ways the larger culture or 

another group looks at the group from the outside, and analyze the way it 

assigns meanings to that group, and the consequences of the ways of its 

assignings. The third portfolio we changed a bit tiecause we read a piece by 

Richard Miller in College English, making the case that students are just giving 

us the discourse we want and there really isn't any kind of liberatk)n, and there's 
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a part where he talks about the public and the hidden transcript, what the 

dominant group won't see except for little eruptions here and there. So we ask 

students to identify a group that they belong to that has "a hidden transcript.' 

Semiotics involves the study of sign systems. In Cultural Studies the 

culture is interpreted in terms of sign systems in the language and in the popular 

culture. Cultural Studies resists the distinction of the canonical and poetic from 

the mundane and popular. Examples from popular culture are seen as 

appropriate texts of study for understanding cultural, political, and economic 

issues, as well as issues of ideology and power. Thus the primary text that the 

Ogden department uses. Signs of Life, is subtitled Readings on Popular Culture 

for Writers. The text looks at such areas as the signs of advertising, images of 

music, video and TV, gender codes, multicultural semiotics, signs of "outlaw" 

groups, semiotics of AIDS, etc. 

Fern described to me the portfolios that students put together. The 

portfolios include prewriting. drafts, freewriting, research. They are all analytical 

papers. Many of the students use a personal voice in the first paper. All the 

papers are research papers. The final paper is 4-6 pages for both classes. The 

process work is 25 percent; each of the three papers is worth 25 percent. 

Everyone knows the portfolio assignments, but some instructors do things a bit 

differently. And some people want everytiody to be on the same page and with 

the exact same assignment, but that hasnt happened. 

After the first interview, I went with Fern to her classroom. The 23 
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students were seated in a horseshoe shape. Fern has a cheerful and friendly 

demeanor in class, and the students welcomed her with questions and 

comments. They have been working on their fieldwork in cultural studies for their 

first paper, looking at various groups such as skinheads, vegans, "cowboys," and 

so on for their cultural features. Fem wrote two questions on the board; 

1. What problems are you having? 

2. What questions do you have? 

She asked the students to write answers to these questions and hand them in. 

While the students wrote at their desks she took roll and spoke privately to 

several students. After a few minutes, she collected the students' written 

responses, and then again wrote on the board: 

1. Summarize your findings so far. 

2. Interpret these findings. What's going on here? 

Fern gave the students ten minutes to write. Then she told the students to get 

into groups to discuss their work on paper number one with group members. The 

students moved into small groups of four around the classroom, and began 

going through their backpacks for their papers. 

While the students discussed their progress on their papers in groups. 

Fern moved around from group to group, reading over the students' answers to 

her first questions while discussing with them as well their findings so far for 

paper number one. From my position outside of any groups it seemed to me that 

after twenty minutes most of the groups other than the one Fem was "visiting" 

had gone off task, and were chatting about many things other than their papers. 



189 

Towards the end of the class session, Fern had decided to change the date 

when the first paper was due, because so many of the students had not finished 

their research. She wrote a new date on the board, and told the students she 

would cover their remaining questions in the next class session. She said, 

"remember you are trying to present the data and interpret it as a sign; what 

does it mean as a world view, an ideology, as a system of values and 

assumptions?" 

At the beginning of my second interview, instead of asking questions 

about the class, I asked Fem about the use of a common syllabus and a single 

text for the classes, have had all the teachers on the same track partly 

because we have such a large ratio of adjuncts teaching compared to full time. 

We have no control over that situation. I/Ve don't see the adjuncts. One thing we 

have tried to do to maintain quality given how little control we have is to create a 

common syllabus. That's one reason for our being on the same track. A second 

reason is the common view of English courses as service courses. We don't 

accept that designation. We have tried to create a curriculum that goes beyond 

that. We want now to create some kind of a writing degree. We created the 

cultural studies model to make the course more useful and intellectually 

challenging. We think this model is relevant to students, but the way we have it 

set up now it seems to be most relevant to transfer students who will t>e 

spending more time with academic discourse in the future. 

Third, since what we have typically been doing is getting students ready 
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to transfer or satisfying requirements of other groups within the college, we 

thought that we needed some uniformity within the college so that we would 

meet articulation agreements with other schools, and so that others looking at 

the outcomes of those classes would tend to see the same kinds of things. Also 

we wanted to provide some continuity between the 1010 courses and the 2010 

courses. 

Referring to a remark she had made in the first interview, I ask Fern if 

there is a "hidden transcript" of the English Department that she can descrit>e. 

There has been a group that has felt disempowered in the English Department 

for a long time. We do not have teachers here, generally speaking, who have 

rhet/comp education, so those of us who have been interested in theory and 

pushing a more theoretically grounded approach to what we're doing, trying to 

have a shared philosophy and so forth, I think we have often been seen as a 

little too intense, and a little off the mark, leaving behind all kinds of things that 

involve doing well in the classroom in favor of more esoteric pursuits. The group 

that have that view certainly has a hidden transcript that erupts now and then in 

the way of, "we don't want so and so to chair that committee," or that sort of 

thing. Some of the faculty are more theoretically inclined, others are more 

practitioners. 

I think we are attempting to incorporate both of those poles; for example, 

we are talking now of getting our entire group to simply agree on goals, and then 

having people go about achieving those goals as they see fit, being able to 
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demonstrate how what they're doing does achieve those goals. I feel we are in a 

crisis right now with 2010 [the second writing course] because we hear back that 

people have abandoned the book, that they think the book is useless, that they 

can't understand it, that they can't imagine why we would have them use it. 

Some are saying they are enjoying it. But here's again the problem that is 

inherent in the way the institution is set up. We have very little contact with the 

adjunct faculty. We can't even pay them for training sessions or anything of that 

kind. We have tried to do that via workshops. Also, in 1010 this book [Signs of 

Life] makes the notion of semiotics very accessible, and we haven't heard any 

discontent on that, but we have heard a lot of discontent on the poststructura! 

focus in Ways of Reading. I think we are recognizing now that what we need 

most of all is a strong set of goals and suggestions about how we should meet 

them, and then we leave people to enact those goals in ways they see fit. 

Fern said that the department has instructors who disagree on textbooks 

and who are getting burned out trying to adapt to texts that don't feel right to 

them. She thought that the department was moving toward a "shared goals" 

approach rather than requiring a specific textbook. ^eVe got a lot of bum out. 

We have little funds for faculty development. Not much money to go to 

conferences. We don't have funds, time, and with the semester conversion we 

have more students in each semester We teach four classes and do three hours 

in the writing center So people feel bumed out with 100 students at a time. And 

people aren't inclined to seek out those opportunities, though we have had 



192 

people attending conferences and giving presentations. 

I asked Fem how much writing takes place among the faculty members. 

No one writes for journals, since there is no encouragement, and no time. I 

wrote for a couple of alternative newspapers, film reviews. Since I have been 

here, I haven't done any scholariy writing. I attribute that to the time factor and 

the overall deadening effect of t)eing t}ombarded with the minutia and 

bureaucracy of this place, and the absolute lack of encouragement or reward for 

any of that kind of stuff, and of course my own life. 

Half of our department is interested in the ideas of our discipline and half 

are not. The level of the conversation of those eight people [in the department] is 

really wonderful; they're on the curriculum committee, that's where most of the 

conversations have taken place. Once these conversations were part of entire 

department meetings, but tiecause of the absence and/or resistance of others, 

the most active eight now meet together as the curriculum committee. The others 

stay away, but more people are coming in. Everyone's welcome, but some may 

feel they are not, or have little interest, or feel that what they have to say will not 

be valued because they are not as conversant in the discourse. 

When Fem described to me the department as "In crisis," I doubt that she 

was exaggerating. As a member of the cum'culum committee, she had helped in 

the instituting of the cultural studies approach and the adoption of textbooks for 

the two main writing courses. The second textbook had caused enough 

constemation among faculty—some of whom had abandoned it altogether— that 
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the department head and the curriculum committee were considering moving to 

a "shared goals" approach rather than dictating a specific textbook or approach. 

kVe have done a number of things to solve that rift, but it's still there; and I think 

the people who are conversant have at times, maytie frequently, taken up that 

discourse space all too willingly, and shut others out. I think it has happened. It's 

something that still needs to worked on. 

I was not surprised when Fern said she had liked the packet of journal 

pages. As someone well briefed in poststructuralist theory, she would not find 

any of the articles particulariy difficult or abstruse. This one on "embodied 

knowledge" I became very interested in when it got to the social constructedness 

of large scale accidents. This is right up my alley. The style needs to be a little 

more reader based, a little less densely packed. This one, "Good Giris Bad Girts" 

I really loved.. This was also up my alley, covered the feminist issues. This article 

on Aristotle became a bit too "academic" because I like to see theory pay off in 

some insights into what we're doing in practice. The article on "Theory of Error" I 

also loved. We read Ira Brier's book as part of a "Critical Thinking" group here 

on campus. Then we read Freire, etc. We are trying to get more into the sense of 

actual public writing, so I liked "Writing for Diverse Publics" This one on "Taboo 

Topics" on the teaching of Lives on the Boundary—tve read that book in our 

critical thinking group. This was a fun exercise. 
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Sharon Billings 

I met Sharon at a small annex of the college located in a shopping mall. I 

was thinking at the time, now the community college really has become a 

shopping mall, and joked with her about it. Sharon was rather elegantly dressed 

and coiffed. She struck me as a fast talking, somewhat nervous person, but 

warm and friendly. Her elegance seemed to me in contrast to the extreme 

friendliness and openness she quickly adopted. For all of mayt)e two minutes 

she seemed reserved. Then, as if to say, well now that we've joked a bit we 

know each other, all her formality dropped and she could have t>een a close 

friend talking to me. She teaches one course for the college, an evening course 

in first year English. I interviewed her in a small lunchroom near the entrance, 

sitting in a booth with naugahyde covered bench seats. I began teaching 27 

years ago. Now I chair a language arts department of about 13 teachers in a 

middle school. I began teaching at the community college about eight years ago. 

at first just to make a little money, but after the first quarter I was just enchanted. 

I found that college students don't make animal noises and were motivated to 

respond to whatever I could offer them. I have tried to become the kind of 

teacher I wanted as a student myself. I am 51.1 still love going into the 

classroom. 

I asked Sharon to tell me about her background. I got my MA in 

education, also got involved in the Utah Writing Project, which turned my life 

around as a composition teacher It taught me that we English teachers can tie 
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brutal with our red pens. One fellow said if we understood the damage we were 

doing to students, we would change our ways. I saw that I had never wanted to 

be like my English teacher I wanted to be like my history teacher My English 

teacher taught grammar in isolation. He tore apart a lot of books I had already 

read. He disallowed our ideas, but spoon fed us his ideas. I wanted to be like my 

history teacher who was always asking us for our opinions, involving us in 

discussions, making us believe in ourselves as students. 

When I got to the Utah Writing Project it was as if I had forgotten all those 

things I had thought atmut as a student in high school and had become a 

traditionalist English teacher grammar in isolation, compositions heavily edited 

without encouragement; I too had t)ecome brutal. So I reassessed myself as an 

English teacher. I'd always loved my students and always had good rapport with 

them, but that didn't mean I wasn't doing damage to them. I realized that it is 

important for us to write with our students, to constantly assess who we are as 

educators and teachers, to remember the audience with whom we associate, 

that as a teacher I need to be a nurturer, to remember that these are people 

who probably will never love the subject as much as I do, but they do have 

voices, they do have stories, they do have things inside of them that need to be 

allowed an opportunity to surface. 

I really didn't need to ask Sharon many questions once she started 

talking. Her voice conveyed her enthusiasm and excitement. I'm trying to build 

the confidence level in each of my students so their voices can be heard and so 
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they realize that writing is an opportunity for them to go through a lot of 

experiences, some of which include the purging of the past, or looking to the 

future, or teaming how to do research. So it (the Writing Project] turned my life 

around. When I went back to school first I had a scholarship to get a Masters in 

English. I found the professors had changed so dramatically. Many were from 

Ivy league schools. I started out right in a PhD level class. I was taking a course 

in Dickens. I loved Dickens. A 26 year old student raised her hand to make a 

comment. The instructor was from Princeton; he just reamed her. I was shocked. 

He was so rude to her. At the break I told him how I felt, and then he ripped into 

me. It wasn't my business, she was a PhD student and she needed to hone her 

skills and be tough. I went through the class, pulled a B-*- and had a hard time 

accepting that. After that I decided I didn't think I had that kind of tough skin, and 

I did some investigation. Sure enough there were other folks who had gone 

back to the Masters Program in English on the hill and had found the same 

attitude, so I gave up my scholarship and went into the Education program and 

found it much more to my liking. I didn't gain much that helped me as a 

composition teacher, but I found a lot that validated my position and philosophy 

as an educator. Some of the teachers helped me hone my skills as a writer. 

/ do believe that we human beings need to be nurtured. So when you walk 

into my classroom tonight you'll see that my students are animated, they have 

bonded, they're fun, and as a result of allowing them an atmosphere that is 

totally safe they take risks, and their writing is better as a result of that. In the 
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Utah Writing Project we were forced to write. 1 found that I had some talent at it I 

wrote a couple of humorous articles for The Tribune and was published, and I 

thought, wow, this is exciting. What I felt then was what I wanted my students to 

feel. I wanted to recreate the feelings I had of being challenged and yet 

encouraged and validated, to pull out of myself good things that I could write 

about. I wanted my students to feel Uiat way. 

My students range widely in abilities. So what we have to do in a 

community college is to give them an opportunity to better themselves as writers, 

but also to protect that very fragile psyche that all of us have. I bring some of my 

middle school nurturing to this school, and it works well, it really does. Now I let 

students rewrite papers. I have a lot of group editing; that helps. In the past I 

have been stressing the narrative and then had a research paper. First we did a 

paper on cultural heritage where the student writes about himself and then a 

paper on cultural diversity where the student observes and interviews and writes 

about someone else. But in the meeting I attended with Ralph and Louise and 

others I realized it was important for me to have the students do the reading and 

synthesize it into a belief system they can process as writers. So this is different 

for me, and I like it. I have liked all the books they have given me. Because I am 

a thirty year veteran, I like these new ideas. That's why I loved the Writing 

Project. I was intrigued by the new textbook we started using. I don't mind 

change. And my students have had such a variety of experiences. When you talk 

to them they'll tell you that a lot of the essays /n.Signs of Life they do not like; 



198 

they get bogged down in the language. But I let them go outside the book for the 

second paper if they can't find five articles they can use for their paper in the 

book. I've loved the college's attitude that we need to be in the forefront of 

critical thinking, in bringing our whole society into a greater recognition of our 

strengths as people, and greater tolerance. My students are confident, generous 

in nature, respectful, and they love learning. I've never had a bad student in eight 

years. Until our last faculty meeting I felt more like an independent contractor 

and this was sort of a revolving door situation. The department makes it very 

clear there is no guarantee we will be hired back. But Ralph Stevens is really 

trying to pull us together as a faculty. 

Sharon told me that there are about 40 part-timers in the department, but 

at the last faculty meeting only five of them showed up. So the philosophy that 

Ralph, the department Chair, is trying to implement will take him a long time. He 

doesn't have any money to pay faculty to attend meetings or inservice. She 

suggested that he needs to get the money to pay the adjuncts. Sharon also 

remarked that most of the long-time adjuncts must like the work or they wouldn't 

come back, because "it's certainly not the pay that brings us here." 

I needed the [faculty] meeting. It was fun. There seemed to be different 

levels of understanding and different levels of confusion. I like the direction 

Ralph is taking, but I don't know what kind of support he's going to get, because 

if you want people to come on a Saturday you're going to have to pay them. I 

know lots of adjuncts are moonlighting. One I know has four jobs: he teaches in 
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two colleges, does landscaping, and works on weekends at Kmart. I'm here one 

evening, 5:30 to 8:30, and really that's all the time I am here. We part-timers 

don't get money to go to conferences, or get any of the joumals. 

This is a wonderfully friendly place to work. I think everyone likes to share 

ideas with others. But we don't have the time, the remuneration. Those who 

attend conferences are enhancing their own teaching, but they're not passing it 

along to others. As long as I am employed full time in the public schools now. I 

am not going to take my free time and money to go to conferences and to read 

the joumals. / don't feel motivated because the bottom line is, why should I give 

even more than I do. 

The administration doesn't pay a lot of attention to our student 

evaluations. I think they should. I think we should listen to our students. But I 

always get the criticism first, not the validation, and part of that is nobody wants 

to validate an adjunct because they don't want to have to guarantee anyone that 

they will be rehired. They make that very clear It's like. "We don't want you to 

feel that you have a distinct and respected place on our faculty because you 

don't. You could tie out of here in a heartbeat. So don't get cocky." 

Sharon and I walked over to her classroom immediately following the 

interview. The class met once a week for three hours in a computer lab that 

looked more like a language lab. Sharon had already told me that she didnt like 

the room and didn't use the computers much in her teaching. She had 

complained to others about the room, but had no luck getting the class moved. 
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and said that she gave up complaining because she thought she might lose the 

class if she got a reputation as a troublemaker. "I've teamed to live with it," she 

told me. The students were in stationary rows with large, blocky computer 

stations in front of them. This was the worst setup for a classroom I had seen 

yet. When we entered, she introduced me and asked me to tell the class a little 

about my project. I spoke with them for at)Out five minutes, briefly describing my 

research and answering a few questions. The class had about 22 students, of 

varying ages, but mostly in their late teens. 

Sharon stood in the front, on a raised platform from which she could see 

the heads of students sticking over the computers. On the board Sharon went 

over some rules for citations and discussed the sample research paper she had 

handed out. She asked the students to get into groups to discuss the chapter in 

the textbook they read for the class discussion. Each group had t>een assigned a 

chapter in the textbook to read and present for a whole-class discussion. The 

students managed somehow to crowd into groups in the aisles, and took about 

twenty-five minutes talking, with Sharon moving from group to group. Then the 

first group to report on a chapter began the class discussion. Sharon jumped 

into the discussion at key points with the rest of the class. 

In our first interview, Sharon had promised an animated class, but I wasn't 

really expecting the students to t>e any different from other classes 1 had seen. 

But they were, or at least they seemed different to me. This class of ordinary 

looking students were extraordinary in their discussion. Everyone jumped into the 

conversation eageriy. The students reached deeply into their own lives in 
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discussing the ideas in the chapters. One student told a memorable story of his 

brother becoming drug addicted, and eventually committing suicide. The 

discussion moved from hilarity at points to some very solemn, even sad 

moments. The level of attention and openness in the conversations was 

remarkable, especially considering the young age of the group and their obvious 

variety-'grunge" types, student leaders, young mothers, young dads, one 

student who seemed possibly to t>e homeless, student athletes, students of 

various ethnicities, the whole range of students here. The students seemed 

engaged with and genuinely concerned for everyone in the room. Sharon's role, 

and the role of the groups giving the presentations, was to bring the class back 

to discussion of the ideas in the text; she also summed up each person's point of 

view in a Rogerian style, and asked for confirmation from the individual. At the 

end of each chapter discussion, the group summarized the chapter's main points 

and their commentary. It was an impressive performance, but cleariy the 

students were "performing" only for themselves. 

In the final activity before the break, three students handed out the lyrics 

to their favorite songs and we listened to the songs played on a tape player and 

read the lyrics. Reading over Sharon's handout for the class, I observed that her 

writing assignments follow generally the department's guideline, but she had 

substituted a "multi-cultural" perspective for the focus on semiotics of the text. 

Sharon had also given students topics for their learning log, and asked students 

to write four poems for inclusion in a class magazine at the end of the semester. 

Sharon seemed to me to have a gift for connecting with students' lives. 
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That evening I left at the break. Sharon had told me that the groups would 

be doing peer editing of their second paper after the break. The following day I 

met Sharon again in the small lunchroom for the second interview. I usually start 

the class with an icebreaker, the first thing is a "writing bag' with five things that 

they could write about that have to do with their own personal culture, and when 

they stand in front of their classmates and present they share things very 

honestly. I divide the response groups into four roles: editor, creative thinker, 

deep thinker, and a clown to lighten things up. After the grouping is done, they 

really bond. They don't always agree, but they like each other. We put together a 

magazine, and all go out together to a restaurant on the last night. I get a lot of 

letters from my students. That's my validation. I'm trying to make them lifelong 

writers. 

At this second interview, after having seen her class "in action," I was 

intrigued by Sharon. The first interview, with Sharon's references to her students' 

"fragile psyches" and her own "nurturing" role, had left me—typical male-

somewhat skeptical. On the other hand, here was a very ordinary seeming 

instructor who managed somehow to get her students to respond in rather 

extraordinary ways. She reminded me of Mary Woodson, another adjunct 

instructor, the older African-American instructor in Southern California, in her 

ability to bring forth strong responses from students. Both Sharon and Mary 

struck me as extremely practical and "down to earth." Neither exhibited much 

interest in or attention to composition theory. Yet both impressed me strongly as 
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teachers who had a decided impact on their students. I asked her how she did 

this. Beyond being a nurturer I am a motivator. Because I am committed to those 

kids, they commit to me. They reach into themselves and pull out all sorts of 

abilities they didn't know they had. That just increases the formula for me, that 

the more I believe in them, and the higher my expectations are of them, the more 

they believe in themselves, the more they pull out to reach those expectatmns. I 

ask them to "hone their editor's eye." I give them a six trait scoring guide. Why 

would you want to achieve greatness for somebody who's just going to kk:k you 

in your teeth? 

I asked Sharon what were some things she would change in the 

department. It would be a good idea for us who teach 1010 to teach the 2010 

course because then we'd know where our students are going. We don't have a 

lot in place to link the two courses, or to link adjunct and full-time, or even full-

time among themselves. I don't know whether we are covering the same kinds of 

things. I have talked to a few full-timers, and the one thing I got from them is that 

there is a lot of politics, it is a very political arena in which we work. I choose my 

battles very carefully. 

I have enjoyed purging. I know this has allowed me to voice some of my 

frustrations, but I love teaching, and I still believe in people, and I like 

professionals who share with me their ideas. I am optimistic. 
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Cultural Studies, Critical Literacy, Critical Pedagogy 

The terms Cultural Studies, Critical Literacy, and Critical Pedagogy were 

used by Bob Kowit when I interviewed him at College of Westem Idaho. In my 

interviews in this chapter with instructors at Ogden City College in Utah, I again 

heard these terms used, this time applied to the agenda of the entire English 

Department, although at the time the department was backing away from the 

agenda at least on a departmental level. In the chapter eight, at Northem Arizona 

College, Patrick Johnson was another instructor who had embraced this explicitly 

political and "liberatory" agenda. Later, arriving at Yellow Mountain Community 

College in Arizona, I found another department at least half of whom followed a 

"cultural studies" agenda. I doubt that my study participants were a 

representative sample of community college writing teachers. If so, this would 

indicate a large proportion of community college writing departments, maybe 

one-fourth to one-third, having an explicitly political agenda. I doubt that this is 

the case, and believe that my study attracted participants who were more 

engaged with and aware of the postmodern theories of the discipline than one 

might find by polling all community college instructors. 

Nonetheless, it is clear that the ideas of critical pedagogy are widespread 

among community college writing instructors. Critical pedagogy has a persuasive 

and complex theoretical basis in the writings of such major figures as Antonio 

Gramsci, Paulo Freire, Henry Giroux, Terry Eagleton, and Ira Shor. It is closely 

related to a number of "isms" dear to the discipline: poststructuralism, marxism, 
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multiculturalism, feminism. It comes out of a critique of education as a means of 

replication of the prevailing social order. It calls for teachers to take on roles as 

agents of change and of empowerment for their students. It emphasizes content 

over form, and thus allows teachers to move away from a skills focus. For 

English instructors in community colleges, the majority of whom tend to be liberal 

in their politics, and who sympathise with the struggles of their middle- and lower-

middle class, ethnically diverse students, it is not a huge step to embrace such 

an explicitly politicized pedagogy. 

Knoblauch and Brannon, in their book tKled Critical Teaching and the Idea 

of Literacy, state that "critical literacy" 

entails an understanding of the relationships between language and 

power together with a practical knowledge of how to use language for self-

realization, social critique, and cultural transformation.... It emerges from 

an interrogation of the interestedness of existing social arrangements, the 

extent to which thay have been constituted by and work to serve dominant 

groups. (152) 

In the first chapter of their book, Knoblauch and Brannon call critical literacy a 

"radical perspective," and state that 

Strongly influenced by Marxist philosophical premises, and more recently 

reconceptualized in feminist and postmodern theory, critical literacy is not 

a particularly welcome perspective in this country and finds voice currently 

in only a few university enclaves, where it too often exists more as theory 

than practice. . .. (22) 
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In later chapters they reiterate this marginalized conception of critical literacy, 

stating that,.. most academic sponsors of critical literacy languish in their 

university enclaves, supporting themselves through articles and books 

trumpeting theoretical revolutions. .. "(154). Nowhere in this context do they 

even mention the community college. While I do not t>elieve that my study 

represents a cross-section of community college writing departments, I think it 

fair to say that critical pedagogy and cultural studies are more prevalent and 

influential in two-year college English departments than Knoblauch and Brannon 

suppose. At Ogden Community College, memt>ers of the curriculum committee 

together read Paulo Freire's Pedagogy of the Oppressed and Ira Shor's Critical 

Thinking and Everyday Life and went on to adopt a cultural studies approach. 

Bob Kowit and Patrick Downing reported some of the same influences. 

A 1992 article criticizing this trend in writing pedagogy is Maxine Hairston's 

"Diversity, Ideology, and Teaching Writing." Hairston's tone in the article is one of 

alarm; "Now. however, I see a new model emerging for freshman writing 

programs, a model that disturbs me greatly. It's a model that puts dogma before 

diversity, politics before craft, ideology before critical thinking, and the social 

goals of the teacher t>efore the educational needs of the student" (180). Hairston 

posits that the push to politicize writing courses is "primarily because the course 

is housed in English departments." She writes, 

I theorize that the critical literacy theories of deconstruction, post 

structuralism (both declining by now), and Marxist critical theory have 

trickled down to the lower floors of English departments where Freshman 
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English dwells. Just as they have been losing their impact with faculty 

above stairs, they have taken fresh root with those dwelling below. (183) 

Two "outside" influences that have encouraged this trend, Hairston states, are 

the changing multicultural population of college student bodies, and the lit>eral 

reaction both to reactionary forces within society and the social problems that 

exist in society. Her article, originally printed in the May, 1992, issue of College 

Composition and Communication, caused a firestorm of criticism, some of it 

published the following year, in the May, 1993 issue. 

In my study questionnaire, the majority of respondents, 57 percent, 

agreed that "I don't think it's my place as a teacher to impose any political 

viewpoint." This statement elicited even larger agreement from males (67 

percent) and part-timers (69 percent). Females and full-timers split evenly in their 

opinions on the statement. A critical element here is how each respondent might 

have defined the word impose. On the other hand, the more neutral sounding 

statement, "I see my teaching as political... 1 want through my teaching to help 

students more actively participate in the structures that shape their lives," had 

general approval; 75 percent agreement versus 17 percent disagreement, with 

88 percent agreement among females and 86 percent agreement among full-

timers. 

Many, perhaps most, community college writing teachers see 

contemporary social and political issues as part of the reading, writing, and 

conversation that they and their students do. Most want to encourage civic 

engagement and activism among their students. And most probably would not 
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agree with Hairston's opinion that since they are not political scientists or 

sociologists they should steer clear of social or political issues. On the other 

hand, to cite the other extreme, few would agree with Sharon Crowley's scathing 

criticism of the "habitual liberalism" of composition instructors, or agree with her 

that because students are 

to some sense our captives, we must give up our traditional subscription 

to liberal tolerance if we are to bring about social change through them. 

We must also admit that we enact our own hegemonic desire when we 

use the required composition course to teach our preferred politics. (196-

97) 

To the contrary, from their questionnaire responses it appears that majority of 

instructors would posit that because our students are our "captives" in some 

senses, it behooves us not to impose our authority on behalf of any particular 

ideology. The issue of teacher authority is important here. Most instructors 

understand that their classrooms cannot t>e free of politics or ideology, which are 

implicit in their relationships to students, in their institutional roles, as well as in 

their many discussions of contemporary issues. Nonetheless, the majority don't 

want to place themselves in the role of prosyletizers of any particular ideology or 

cause. 

There is, finally, the question of students' needs and goals. Students 

usually approach college as a means to an end. For most of them, their goals 

are career oriented. Despite some instructors' protestations, most want to join 

the elite, not to protest against it. It may l}e that we would be happier with our 
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students if we thought the majority of them were there to "get an education" or to 

"become critical thinkers" rather than to "fulfill requirements," which we 

sometimes in our hearts fear is their central concem. Nonetheless, our students 

are adults, and it behooves us to acknowledge their practical needs and goals as 

well as our own broader social, educational, and political vision. 

Ralph Stevens 

I had not made an arrangement in advance to interview Ralph Stevens 

but decided to interview him later from my home by telephone after having 

interviewed three instructors at Ogden City College, and having spoken to him 

briefly on campus. My interviews with the instructors had left me with questions 

about the effort to institute the cultural studies focus, and the kind of resistance it 

had met. I sensed a lot of political tension in Ogden's program. Fem had said the 

program was "in crisis" and was again in the process of change. According to her 

the full-time instructors had broken into factions, and there was resentment and 

resistance on the part of some faculty. I thought a telephone interview with the 

department chair might clarify some questions I had. 

I first asked Ralph about the resistance to the change to a cultural studies 

emphasis. The resistance to the change to cultural studies stems from a couple 

of things. To people who teach composition and who are heavily trained in 

process theory, the workshop and so forth, for them the cultural studies model 

feels like a departure from what is our basic responsibility, that is to teach 
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students how to write. I think their concern has been it distracts students from 

that focus on how to make texts, how to produce writing. In the minds of some 

people it might take us away from that focus and into another area that has its 

own political and cultural agendas, but might not help students with their writing. 

The concerns might also stem from the fact that cultural studies as a field is 

rather new and some older faculty may not be very familiar with it Also, cultural 

studies tends to have a left to radical left orientation, and most people's politics 

may be more centrist, so some resistance may come from that. I see the 

resistance as coming from those two concems: the politics, and the changed 

focus away from writing. 

I asked Ralph if the department was planning to move more in a shared-

goal direction. Yes, I think that's a fair assessment. Among the full-time faculty, 

once we agree on our goals and objectives, there can be numerous ways in 

which our goals and objectives can be met. People should be invited to develop 

their own curriculum, use their own texts, but at the same time account for how a 

given approach meets the goals we have negotiated. That leaves me with the 

primary responsibility for the part-time faculty, and as the writing program 

director, it is my job to make sure that part-timers understand the goals and 

objectives, but also we're saying we are not willing to leave it open in the same 

way for part-time faculty because there is too much tumover, there are too many 

of them, and we feel it would send the program into some degree of disanray, so 

we are going to make textbook decisions for our part-time faculty, so they will be 
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using the same text and the same cuniculum. I sense in Ralph's decision to hold 

onto control of texts and syllabi of part-timers a certain distrust of them. Although 

he had tried to call meetings with part-timers, as Sharon pointed out, without 

offering any remuneration it was hard to mandate attendance. But without their 

inclusion in the decision-making process, the part-timers had in effect much of 

the content and method of their teaching foisted on them from above without 

their participation. This cannot help but affect the attitudes of the forty part-timers 

who teach more than half of the classes offered by the department. 

I inquired about frustrations he has felt in trying to make changes in the 

department. I have nin into roadblocks. While I am by title responsible for the 

writing program, I am in a very difficult political position. I can't really mandate 

anything. / have tried to influence people's thinking. / don't think I have been in 

any way autocratic, but I do have strong feelings about composition because it is 

my field, and it's possible that people have perceived me as being somewhat 

autocratic and perhaps some have resented my hold on the program. But it's a 

touchy situation because I am responsible for it in many ways and I take that 

responsibility seriously. Composition is in any case a highly contested field and 

people tend to approach it in their own ways based on their experience and 

familiarity with the theories in the field. Those things affect their attitudes and 

their preconceptions towards the teaching of composition. It's my responsibility to 

stay abreast of the current developments in the field, to do research, to 

participate in field activity, and therefore my sense of things and the knowledge 
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that I have may come in conflict with other people's ideas about how we should 

be teaching composition. It's like a no win situation. It probably has brought 

some resentment, and I have to take some responsibility for it. 

I brought up the idea of factions. We have in the department some 

factions. I am not by any means alone in my viewpoints. There is a small core 

group of people who share my perceptkins and attitude at)out composition as an 

intellectual discipline, an area of research and knowledge, who do their own 

scholarship in the field. There are others who may not toe as interested in 

composition as a discipline but who are more interested in it as a practice. 

Ralph had mentioned to me before his sense of the community college 

instructor as part of a "practitioner" culture. I asked him to expand on this. In the 

past I have expressed some concems with what you might call the byproducts of 

a practitioner culture. In general, I think it may be true that one of the 

occupational hazards of teaching in the two-year college is that by definition 

once you step foot into an educational context in which the sole focus is on 

teaching and time spent in the classroom one tyecomes removed from his or her 

disciplinary training and is left then removed from theoretical sites, and the 

longer one teaches at a two-year college the further away one gets from his or 

her theoretical sites or locations. Because community college culture does not 

necessarily reward theoretical work in any way, this feeds into a kind of 

dichotomy between theory and practice, and theory tyecomes almost a dirty 

word, associated with elitist notions of education. There is then the suspicion of 
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people who theorize, and an unwillingness to look at praxis, which is the 

interrelation between theory and practice, and the way in which praxis describes 

a process by which theory is built, which is not only by researching at some 

faraway site but also in the classroom; theory comes out of the classroom. But 

the community college tends to promote that dichotomy between theory and 

practice and this makes the pracUtioners suspKious of theory. 

At the university there is greater competitiveness around gaining 

knowledge. If you can as a professor move through ranks by virtue of what you 

know then this makes you competitive in seeking new knowledge. Community 

colleges tend to be one step careers. We have rank but our ranking does not 

mean much in terms either of status or of salary. Also, the two-year schools may 

not take very seriously the idea of scholarship, the academic credentialing, 

knowledge for its own sake. To an extent there is an academic crisis in the two-

year schools. You have a practitioner culture in which everyone is about the 

same, and there is little incentive to get ahead. This risks breeding a certain 

mediocrity and complacency. 

For all of our contention, none of that contention is articulated as debate 

in the healthy way that academic cultures engage in debate, so it becomes more 

like petty-minded things that people think and say about each other behind their 

backs, but they don't put them forth for intellectual debate and discussion. To 

disagree with somebody here is to engage in offensive behavior. That's another 

hazard of practitioner culture: it tends to be suspicious of debate, it tends to 
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avoid debate. Therefore the only thing to talk about in practitioner culture is what 

North calls "practitioner lore," conversations about teaching, here's what I do in 

my classroom, yes, well and here's what I do. The problem with lore, if I am 

reading North correctly, is that it doesn't necessarily amount to anything, it never 

develops into any theory that you can reflect on, it just piles up, there's nothing to 

be done with it. Plus two-year college English departments tend to emphasize 

things like technology and distance education, because the perception is that 

two-year colleges are not engaged in knowledge making, the knowledge they 

impart is made by other people; we just package it and deliver it to people. For a 

long time we just delivered it in the classroom, but now we are delivering it 

through distance methods as well. We are susceptible to that kind of "curriculum 

in a box" approach because we are not theorists and don't have the status of 

people who actually make knowledge and do research and so forth— and that's 

an occupational hazard as well. The interviews at Ogden City College revealed a 

department in the midst of change, factionalized and politicized, even to a certain 

extent a department in crisis. A faction amongst the full-time faculty, including 

the department chair, had instituted in 1993 a strongly politicized Cultural Studies 

agenda in the department and had required all instructors to follow the same 

syllabus and to use the same textbooks. This new agenda had met with a kind of 

passive resistance, dismay, grumbling and, to use Ralph Stevens' words, "the 

petty-minded things that people think and say about each other behind their 

backs." Nonetheless, because the department had up to that time accepted the 
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idea of a single text for all instructors, the move to a Cultural Studies emphasis 

could be, as Fern put it, "demanded" of all the instructors. This foisting of a 

specific agenda on others who did not agree with it created backstabbing and 

bad feelings in the faculty. The situation, however uncomfortable for everyone, 

was allowed to continue for years until the new text for the 2010 course was 

adopted. The adoption and mandating of that text, because of its purported 

difficulty both for students and teachers, created a new crisis. Now the 

department chair and the faction that had instituted the cultural studies agenda 

found themselves again on the defensive, with many teachers and students 

complaining about the text, and some even abandoning it altogether. The 

department chair and the faction have therefore in effect backed away partially 

from their Cultural Studies agenda by allowing full-time teachers to choose their 

own textbooks and follow their own syllabus within some broadly conceived, 

mutually negotiated goals. What I gathered from this was a general backing 

away from the unified and politicized agenda of the previous years and a 

willingness to allow a diversity of approaches. The chair and the more 

"theoretically informed" faction were choosing peace over departmental feuding. 

The exception to this is the part-timers, who would continue to have a single text 

offered to them for each course. Ralph pointed to their turnover as his rationale 

for this; a more skeptical perspective would hold that since the part-timers are 

powerless, they complain less, and "adapt," often like Sharon with a kind of 

passive resistance, to whatever text, syllabus, and intellectual or political agenda 

is pushed on them. This decision seems to illustrate well the relatively powerful 
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and autonomous status position of full-timers in departments, and the virtually 

powerless and dependent position of part-timers, who even after years of 

teaching in the same department occupy a "temporary" status that may permit 

them little or no say in their curriculum and teaching practice. 

One of the impressions I took away from the interviews was the sense of 

this as a highly politicized department with a large and deep "hidden transcript," 

of which I was getting only fragments and intimations. Sharon Billings, the part-

time instructor I interviewed, simultaneously voiced her strong support for the 

department and its chair and her equally felt complaint that she was unheard, 

unappreciated, and poweriess to effect any changes. Because of this, she had 

decided simply to do what she wanted to do-following the breakthroughs she 

had made from her work with the Utah Writing Project, and her own lengthy 

experience as a junior high school teacher-within the guidelines set by the 

department's syllabus and using the textbook they had "demanded." She asked 

her students to find personal connections to the readings. For her the textbook's 

emphasis on semiotics and the critical examination of popular culture seemed 

less important than that personal connection and their empowerment as writers. 

Sharon, despite any complaints of the department chair, was an expressivist, 

and would operate from that model within the constraints given. Despite 

outstanding student evaluations, Sharon felt unsure about her future as far as 

the evening class she taught, she could "be out of here in a heartbeat. So don't 

get cocky." 

Fern's statement that, I bring very little of my graduate work and my 
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graduate teaching into my teaching now, found support among 34 percent of 

questionnaire respondents wtio agreed, but 57 percent of respondents 

disagreed. She remarked that other than continuing a process approach, her 

present teaching is so different that she often finds herself comparing past and 

present. One factor here is that Fem did not study composition In the university, 

but did leam from her work as a teaching assistant. Fem's remark that Half of 

our department is interested in the ideas of our discipline and half are not. had 

much greater support (53 percent) among questionnaire respondents, with only 

20 percent disagreeing and the rest equivocal. This split of departments on the 

basis of ties to the discipline appears to be a common phenomenon in two-year 

college English departments. 

At this point in my research, having traveled in a loop from southern 

California to Oregon, across to Idaho and down through Utah, I was ready to 

return to my home state, Arizona, and the final two colleges I would t>e visiting. 

However, before presenting the findings from that state, I take a brief detour in 

chapter seven to examine an issue that pertained to all chapters and all 

participants: the language of rhetoric and composition as it appears in our 

journals. 
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Chapter Seven: The Language of Composition 

But most of these, I wouldn't read 
even if I had time, which I don't They aren't 
very interesting, and they aren't very helpful. 

—Mary Woodson 

When asked about the journal articles, Sylvia Betts, my second Idaho 

participant, replied, I don't have enough time to keep up on the composition 

journals  or  to  read the new books. . .  I  don' t  have t ime to  study the theory. . .  

Sometimes I study an article, and then I realize it wasn't worth my time, because 

it is talking about something so esoteric, so far removed from the practical 

knowledge that I need. Too often it's just a small group of academics in a high 

ivory tower disagreeing among themselves. Sylvia's words seem to reflect 

attitudes fairly common among community college writing instructors, who find 

journal articles overly abstruse and disconnected from their teaching lives. Often 

they also feel marginalized by the discourse. Part of the reason for this may t>e 

the general sense of disconnection with the larger discipline of English Studies, a 

sense of being "outside the conversation." 

In 1991, as a first year graduate student, I wrote an article titled "Joining 

the Conversation" on the language of composition studies, and was surprised 

and gratified to have it accepted by Rhetoric Review in their "Burkean Parlor" 

section. The article appeared in their fall, 1991 issue, alongside an article by KF 
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(the articles in this section then were presented anonymously, but with authors' 

initials) titled "Putting on the Dog: Heuristics, Hermeneutics, and Paradigms." 

Both articles were highly critical of the pompous, jargon-laden language of the 

relatively new and still developing field of rhetoric and composition, as 

represented in its major scholariy journals. My article, "Joining the 

Conversation," set forth my dismay with the "new language" I felt required to 

adopt. 

Looking back to that article i see that it reflects well many of the 

viewpoints that my participants shared with me. In the research I presented 

participants with the first two pages from randomly chosen articles in eleven 

journals of rhetoric and composition (see Appendix D). While participants in this 

study were, I believe, unrepresentatively "connected" to the discipline, a large 

majority of them criticized the rhetorical style of the articles, which they termed 

"offputting" or non-welcoming. My present findings from the research interviews 

and the questionnaire support most of the 1991 article's claims; however, they 

also point to a diversity of attitudes based on individual respondents' needs and 

past experience. Also, to an extent my own views have changed, or at least have 

broadened, over the following eight years. 

I want to briefly review the 1991 article, as it seems to me to provide a 

good backdrop to my present findings. I began the 1991 article by saying that 

my graduate studies had introduced me to a number of wonderful writers, but 

that amidst all the "insightful and useful" work that had been done in rhetoric and 

composition, I had found a great number of articles that were to me almost 
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incomprehensible, primarily because of the language their authors used. 

With a bit of graduate-student hubris I called the language rttetorese, 

which I said consists of highly abstract and ambiguous stock phrases and jargon 

words, phrases and words that in many cases could be easily replaced by 

simpler, more concrete, and ordinary terms. As my first example, I took a 

selection from the February, 1991, issue of College English, the nearest at hand: 

Also promising is McLaren's account of how the body is interpel

lated into ideology. He looks at schooling as participating in what he 

calls "the liturgy of the everyday" (190). The individual's affective 

investment in systems of signification and discursive practices appears 

as "ritual knowledge." The "schooled body" participates in an "erotics 

of knowing" which has an incarnate quality (192-196). In other words, 

schooling teaches ideology through the ritualization of discursive 

practices just as religion is taught through ritual. This attention to the 

way individual experience is shaped by institutions offers a way to talk 

about making resistance itself both more powerful and more critical. 

(Clari<216) 

This selection, from a review in the February, 1991, College English by Suzanne 

Clark, was, I said, fairiy representative of a large body of writing in composition 

studies. Examining the various jargon terms- interpellated [sic] into ideology, 

affective investment, systems of signification, discursive practices, ritual 

knowledge, erotics of knowing, incamate quality—\ posed the question, why do 
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we hide behind all these words? I asked, is it because what we have to say 

would otherwise seem obvious? 

I then presented another paragraph by Brent Gowen from The Writing 

Instructor (Fall, 1990): 

Befitting a praxical pedagogy is the metaphor "Writing is mapping"-not 

as a heuristic, but as a paratactic mode of inquiry. Once the writer's mode 

of inquiry shifts from paratactic to hypotactic, "mapping" becomes "map." 

Consider "mapping" to be a meta-essaying, during which writers essay 

and watch themselves essay, attentive to their predilections and 

maneuvers. (33, my emphasis) 

In my article I noted that while the paragraph seemed whimsical—" 'Theory' raps 

and wails while 'praxis' maps and sails"- I "got" the whimsy, but my 

comprehension stopped there. 

I presented several other examples. In 1991, finding examples of such 

"rhetorese" took little time—as I recall, less than half an hour—they seemed in 

such abundance. I asked readers the question, does the writing in our field have 

to be so abstruse that no one can follow it other than the few "insiders"? In the 

article I emphasized that I generally enjoyed reading the various theories in 

rhetoric and composition. I noted that theory is implicit in everything we do as 

composition teachers, in our activities, our goals, our relationships with students. 

I suggested that when I read theoretical articles, they sometimes seem to make 

explicit what I already knew and understood from my experience. Other times 
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they led me in new directions, to question my assumptions and my goals, my 

values, the very definition of concepts I had long held. But I maintained that 

when writers seemed to be deliberately and unnecessarily vague and abstruse, I 

interpreted this as a political act, one that left me outside the conversation, 

feeling irritated and alienated. 

In the article, I quoted from Peter Elbow's "Reflections on Academic 

Discourse," in which he posited that some of the features of academic discourse 

are a result of anxiety and insecurity on the part of the writers, and a sense that 

We may be three thousand miles away, tenured, and middleaged, but we 

are often still writing about the same field we wrote our dissertations on 

and writing to the very same teachers we had to impress in order to get 

tenure. Think about the strategems of bright, intellectually excited, 

upperclass majors who grow up to be professors: how do they deal with 

that school situation of having to write "up" to readers with more 

knowledge and more authority and needing to distinguish themselves 

from their peers? I believe that the conventions of academic discourse-

voice, register, tone, diction, syntax, and mannerisms—often still carry 

vestigial traces of this authority transaction of trying to show off or impress 

those who have authority over us and distinguish ourselves from our 

peers. (148) 

I noted as well that If we write "rhetorese," and our writings are published, we 

may assume that we are writing to an audience that appreciates or expects 

inflated, pretentious language. 
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Looking ahead now almost ten years to the present study, however, I 

have to say this appears from my research to be clearly not the case, at least in 

terms of the generalist writing instructors whom I interviewed. No one in the 

research had anything but scathing remarks about that sort of language. In 

Southern Califomia, Cecilia James said. So much of this stuff harks back to the 

theory babble of graduate school; Mary Woodson called the articles "stuffy" and 

"pretentious"; Deborah Johnson noted that, though much of the poststructuralist 

language of the past seemed gone, what she had read in the packet still 

seemed to her "boring.. . dry language." In Oregon, Harriet Monroe noted that 

Unreadable prose is not nice, is not pleasant, is not civil, and it does not 

contribute to commutas. Oebby Reed called the rhetorical style of the articles 

"incredibly irritating," and theorized that The journals set up expectations about 

the strvcture and language of these articles. The writers might not do some of 

the things in the piece but they look in the joumals and see what the editors 

expect. In Idaho, Bob Kowit, who called himself a "theory junkie," nonetheless 

said that he lost interest fast if an article was not well grounded in practice. I like 

it when authors identify themselves. I like personal examples. I like applicability. 

Grace Smith also preferred articles that were written in first person, and that 

contained concrete examples from the writer's own teaching. The ones I didn't 

like were formal, rigid, and not trying to engage the reader 

In my eariier article I cited another quote from Peter Elbow who wrote that 

academic discourse affirms "a set of social and authority relations" which has the 
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effect of excluding ordinary people. As Elbow stated, many professions do this, 

unintentionally or intentionally, but he questioned whether academics 

. . . really want to teach this discourse stance once we notice the 

messages it sends: "We don't want to talk to you or hear from you unless 

you use our language." (Ostensibly the goal is to exclude the hot polloi, 

but the bigger threat may t>e from intellectual non-academics who may be 

more learned and thoughtful.) (147) 

I noted that the implied "message" of much of academic discourse is 

exclusionary. And it seemed to me entirely possible that the inflated, abstract 

language that characterized it was intentional, that it had a purpose: to separate 

the insiders to the conversation from the outsiders. If this was so, I asked in the 

article, how did this purpose square with our notions of empowerment? Were not 

readers disempowered by writing that is intentionally obfuscatory? How could 

we write in favor of empowerment and create unnecessary barriers for our 

readers in the process? And I asked, if our intended audience is a small group of 

likeminded readers, then how can we possibly t>e even minutely resentful that 

others don't read us, or don't adopt our theories and pedagogies? 

in closing the article I proposed that there were many ways I and others 

could be included into the ongoing conversation in composition theory. Writers in 

professional journals could envision a larger professional audience, including 

graduate students and college teachers from universities, colleges, and two-year 

colleges. They could quit assuming that their readers know in advance what they 

are referring to. They could avoid the vague jargon and the piling of one 
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abstraction on top of the next. They could simplify the construction of their 

sentences so that the reader could follow them more easily, and more cheerfully. 

They could write definitions of their esoteric terms in the text, in footnotes or 

endnotes, especially when those terms have several possible meanings. They 

could do what they teach. I ended the article with more than a trace of sarcasm; 

"If they were to do this, they might even start writing like writers." 

Certainly a case can be made that the field has changed since 1991, that 

the articles that appear today in journals of rhetoric and composition are more 

accessible to general readers, that the esoteric nature of the articles in the early 

90s was a feature of the "growing pains" of a new field. Deborah Johnson and 

Ken Rollins seemed to hold that opinion. Nonetheless, I think the attitude I 

articulated in the 1991 article is still representative of the majority of the 

participants I interviewed, i.e., things have not changed all that much. In 1991 I 

was writing as an outsider, as a novice to the newly established field, but no 

novice to the practice of English teaching. Many of the research participants I 

interviewed are in a similar position: while insiders to the practice of teaching 

composition, they are, by choice or by experience, outsiders to much of the 

research and theory going on today about composition. 

The year after my article was published in the Burkean Parlor of Rhetoric 

Review, an article by James Berlin appeared in the same journal. At least in the 

first few pages of the article he was replying to me and to other critics of the 

language of composition studies. He wrote that. 
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The uses of postmodern theory in rhetoric and composition studies have 

been the object of considerable abuse of late.... The charges have 

included willful obscurity, self-indulgence, elitism, pomposity, intellectual 

impoverishment, and a host of related offenses. Although my name 

usually appears among the accused, I am sympathetic with those 

undergoing the difficulties of the first encounter with this discussion. 

(Professing the New Rhetorics: A Sourcebook 461) 

In those early years, I certainly counted as one of those initiates 

"undergoing difficulties." Berlin went on to assert that he had similar difficulties in 

joining the discourse community of rhetoric and composition "fifteen years ago" 

but, with some effort and persistence had succeeded. He stated "I was then, as 

now, convinced that both rhetorical studies and postmodern speculation offered 

strikingly convergent and remarkably compelling visions for conducting my life as 

a teacher and a citizen." Speaking then to the novices in rhetoric and 

composition, he wrote that 

I will readily admit that discussants in postmodern theories of rhetoric 

have been more concerned with advancing this immensely rich vein of 

speculation than they have with communicating with the novice. But I think 

it is a mistake to condemn them for this... .Those who wish to come to 

grips with this complexity cannot be expected to write exclusively for the 

uninitiated, a move that would hopelessly retard the development of any 

discussion. A new rhetoric requires a new language if we are to develop 

devices for producing and interpreting discourse that are adequate to our 
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historical moment. (462) 

As the only "graduate student" Berlin cited in his article, I suspect I may have 

been the "novice" he had in mind. I remain unconvinced by Berlin's argument 

about the necessity of a "new language" for a "new rhetoric," having read in 

rhetoric and composition many sophisticated, highly theoretical articles rendered 

in an English understandable to any reasonably literate person. I suspect other 

factors than "complexity of ideas" enter in here, including the valorization of 

difficulty for difficulty's sake, the push for "scholarship" and disciplinary 

respectability by journal editors and other leaders in the field, and the desire on 

the part of individual authors for publication and recognition. As Lynn Worsham 

has written, "The governing interest of any field or discipline ... is the interest in 

gaining recognition. Recognition is, in fact, the instrument and object of 

competitive struggles within a field.... The history of modem composition 

studies might be read as just such a struggle to establish the legitimate terms of 

recognition and representation, and our engagement with theory, it seems to me, 

represents the latest chapter" (394). What she suggests is true for composition 

as a discipline also applies to individuals within the discipline, particularly those 

individuals in universities whose continued employment in their departments 

hinges on publication and disciplinary recognition. 

An argument for the theoretical and even the recondite in composition 

scholarship that I find more convincing appeared in an article in Freshman 

English News, 'The Role of Theory in Composition Scholarship," by Gary Olson. 

The thrust of his article is that if rhetoric and composition wants to be recognized 
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as a genuine intellectual discipline alongside literary studies, it needs to carve 

out a broader area of interest than composition pedagogy. Not all articles in the 

field need be or should be immediately "useful" to the writing teacher on Monday 

morning: 

Those who continually call for balance and who argue that theory must 

directly apply to practice have mistakenly constituted the discipline of 

rhetoric and composition as one in which the raison d'etre is the teaching 

of writing: all research, all theory, all scholarship in the field exists for the 

sole purpose of furthering and refining the teaching of composition. (4) 

Olson writes that rhetoric and composition as a discipline is concerned broadly 

with the "study of written discourse," which he breaks into numerous possible 

areas of Interest: the nature of discourse and persuasion, language and class, 

language and gender, the history of rhetoric, discourse and epistemology-Olson 

writes that he could "continue indefinitely" with his list of "appropriate subjects" in 

rhetoric and composition (5). 

Olson finishes his argument by stating that, rather than expecting all the 

works in the discipline to have some practical usefulness, we should be directing 

our energies to "how to construct rhetoric and composition as a legitimate 

discipline." He writes. 

If we mistrust theory simply t)ecause it is difficult, or because it has no 

immediate pragmatic application... then we play into the hands of those 

who deny our disciplinary status in the first place, those who argue that 

there isn't anything intellectual here after all, that what we're really about 
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is as Richard Rorty says in JAC "just getting the commas in the right 

place." The field will never be seen as anything more than this until we 

ourselves can see it in its largest dimensions. (5) 

Arguing for pluralism in joumals, Olson writes that while teaching may be the 

"lifeblood" of rhetoric and composition as a discipline, "theory is its heart and 

mind; it's what animates the field, makes it alive and vital" (5). 

In looking back at my field work, I remember that my initial response to the 

packet of pages from journal articles I put together was that there were few 

pages that struck me as extremely abstruse or esoteric. Of course eight years 

had passed since I began my graduate studies. One might assert that I had 

simply become accustomed to the abstract and esoteric language. I didn't think 

this was the case. For one thing, the references to French Poststructuralists, 

abundant in the eariy 1990s, were no longer to be seen. The influence of literary 

theory in general was less apparent. The articles represented in the packet 

varied widely. Such topics as student errors, giris' reading, literature and ethics, 

Aristotle's Rhetoric, assessment of writing, argument heuristics, service learning, 

and collaborative leaming appeared in the packet. In the case of most of the 

eleven joumals, the editors' "advice to authors" had remained essentially the 

same between 1990 and 1998, with the exception of College Composition and 

Communication which added to their standard advice the lines, 'The work of 

academic writers often needs to be highly complex, allusive, and nuanced, but 

that is not at all the same as prose that is needlessly dense or plodding. An 

article on the teaching of writing should itself be well written." 
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In any case, while opinion was mixed, with some participants praising 

some of the articles, a large majority of participants had numerous complaints 

about them. They didnt like their pretentious titles; they saw no usefulness in 

their long lists of citations, one following the other; they pointed out several 

articles' odd and confusing organization; they disliked the articles' use of 

specialized jargon; some didn't like the abstracts that preceded many of the 

articles; they couldn't relate to many of the topics; and finally, many said they 

had little time "to waste" on articles that were so removed from their teaching 

lives. Many participants suggested that while they might have some interest in 

the articles, most of their colleagues would have little patience with them. My 

final participant at Ogden, Sharon, gave me an answer that typified many of the 

responses of other part-time instructors: HolisticaHy I thought, how in the world 

are we supposed to communicate with students when those who are the gurus 

of our studies do not communicate very well with us. Wow, I thought, what a 

mess of language we have created. We need to t)e better writers in 

communicating writing techniques to writing teachers so they in turn can 

communicate them to their students. Some of the language is so stifling I 

wouldn't give most of these articles the time of day. I want something that is 

clearly written and understandable, just as I want my student writing to be clear. 

Why in the worid would I pick something that is incomprehensible and give it 

more than five minutes of my very busy day. I wouldn't do it. Writers who are 

writing to writing instructors need to follow our own guidelines. I was amazed at 
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how bogged down some of these folks get in what they are trying to say. I love to 

read writers who are writers, who are clear and concise, who follow a logical 

order of argument. 

One article that was almost universally praised was William Robinson's 

"Toward a Theory of Error" which appeared in the September, 1998, issue of 

Teaching English in the Two-Year College. The packet only contained the 

article's first two pages, but on these pages Robinson set forth the gist of his 

argument, that writing teachers must strategize their response to student errors 

for maximum learning by the student, not for producing "error free" papers. 

Robinson points out on these pages the problems of over-attention to student 

error, and the problematics of cum'culum based on formulas such as the five-

paragraph model, or the production of paragraphs on simple topics. On the 

second page of the article, he provides evidence for the ineffectiveness of a 

grammar focus and an error-driven cum'culum. Teachers praised this article 

mainly because it related so directly to their teaching concems. All writing 

teachers have to deal with student mistakes. For many teachers student errors 

take up much of their time and cause much frustration. Yet, the article is in no 

sense a "what to do on Monday morning" paper. As the title indicates it presents 

a comprehensive theory of error. Teachers also praised the article's apparent 

directness and ease of reading. 

An article that almost ail of the participants (other than Fern) panned was 

Beverly Bauer's "Embodied Knowledge; The Textual Representation of 
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Embodied Sensory information in a Dynamic and Uncertain Material 

Environment." The first sentence of the abstract that precedes the article sums it 

up; "This article examines the highly specific problems of roof support in coal 

mines to construct a theoretical framework that describes how texts represent 

information that is embodied, sensory, and uncertain." in the first two pages, the 

reader leams that the article focuses on the "social constructedness of large-

scale accidents (and the problems of communicating expert knowledge to lay 

audiences)" (132). One objection participants had was to the accretion of 

citations on each page. For example. Sauer presents 12 citations in her second 

paragraph, one citation following the other. The focus of the article, how texts 

can represent knowledge that is "embodied, sensory, and uncertain," held little 

interest for most participants, and Sauer makes no effort to indicate how the 

topic might be of concern or interest to the generalist writing instructor. After 

reading the article in its entirety, I am still unsure whom its audience might 

consist of. The study was funded by the National Science Foundation and 

NATO. The most immediate audience would seem to be those who are in the 

business of writing coal mining safety manuals. Possibly teachers of technical 

writing would want to read it. Theorists of social construction like Fern might find 

the article of interest, although she too found it "densely packed" and not 

particularly reader friendly. 

Comparing these two articles it is easy to see what would draw community 

college English teachers to read the former and to avoid the latter. Robinson is 

writing to teachers and writing on their concems. He eschews multiple citations 
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and writes an easily followed, logical and well-supported argument. He provides 

examples from his own teaching, and presents himself to readers as a fellow-

instructor. Sauer's article, while not especially hard to read, is more detached 

and scientific. She is describing the results of a five-year research project that 

included over one hundred interviews and the examination of many mine safety 

handbooks and regulations. She brings her rhetorical and feminist theory to the 

study, and specifically focuses on the social constructedness of mine accidents. 

The article appears in Written Communication, a scholariy joumal which is 

distributed more to libraries than to individuals. Individual copies are $18. This 

compares to individual copies of TETYC that are $4. Written Communication 

specifically mentions among its topics of interest "social construction of 

knowledge" and "the impact of technology on writing (and of writing on 

technology)." The article clearly is a legitimate contribution to scholarship in 

rhetoric and composition, and just as cleariy it would have little interest for 

anyone other than a few specialists. 

Other articles such as one on Aristotle's Rhetoric in Rhetoric Review and 

an article on writing assessment "in multiple genres" in Assessing Writing were to 

some extent similariy specialized, targeting a fairiy small audience comprised of 

specialists. On the other hand, the participants' complaints were by no means 

targeting the three articles from specialized joumals. Articles from almost every 

other joumal, most of them having larger, general readerships of generalist 

college English teachers, received the same kinds of critical comments from 
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participants. 

The questionnaire I sent out contained some statements that pertain to 

attitudes toward joumals in the field. The statement I can think of a lot of ideas 

that I use in my ciassmom that come from articles that I read in joumals had an 

equally divided opinion, with 45 percent who agreed, and 45 percent who 

disagreed. Part-timers were less likely (35 percent) than full-timers to report they 

use journal articles in their teaching. This finding is supported by KroH's 1994 

article in which he reports that 48 percent of part-timers said they subscribe to at 

least one professional journal, versus 72 percent of full-timers who said they 

subscribe ("Part-time" 282-283). It is also echoed in the majority-held opinion 

that About half of our department are interested in the ideas of our discipline, 

and half are not. A large majority of community college English teachers agree 

that the joumals contain many articles that are "out of touch" with their daily 

practice and concerns. Thus, twice as many agreed as disagreed with the 

statement. I think there's a lot of touchy feely ivory tower theory coming out 

about teaching writing from universities, but I have yet to see it put in a useful 

format, and nearly three times more teachers agreed as disagreed with the 

statement We preach concrete, yet [in our journals] we write abstract. We preach 

active voice, yet we write passive voice. We preach against jargon, yet we throw 

in a lot of jargon to establish our membership in the club. I find this irritating and 

contradictory. Teachers split on their responses to the overly theoretical articles. 

Half agree with the statement I hate it when I am reading articles that I feel are 
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too theoretical. I feel like I walked into someone else's conversation ... I just 

close my ears and walk away. Women and part-timers were more likely to agree 

with that statement than men or full-timers. A similar statement, When I am 

reading joumal articles, if I cant see any way to apply the ideas to my own 

teaching, I lose interest fast, had somewhat fewer respondents agreeing (42 

percent). In any case, teachers indicate that they continue to see themselves as 

tied to the discipline of English studies. Thus, two-thirds disagreed with the 

statement that There really is no connection between composition and the larger 

area of English Studies. Most of the stuff that is being produced in research 

universities is distant from what composition teachers do. Similarly, nearly two-

thirds disagreed with the statement I don't follow the trends and research in 

teaching writing. I'm just too busy. Teachers in the community college may 

complain that the disciplinary scholarship is "out of touch" with their concerns, 

but they don't see it as something outside of their sphere. 

Upon examination the differences of purpose and perspective of joumal 

editors and university scholars from those of practitioners seems inevitable. 

While rhetoric and composition as a discipline is closely tied to the practice of 

writing and the teaching of writing, it has carved itself a much broader base of 

interest than simply pedagogy. It also lives alongside and in the shadow of 

departments of literature. It's not surprising, then, that much of what is written 

and published in the field is not targeted to the vast majority of English 

instructors, the thousands of generalists who teach the introductory level 
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courses in writing and literature. Nor is it surprising that much of it is highly 

theoretical and hard for the generalist to follow. Many articles are published that 

have little to do directly with the teaching of writing or literature, but much to do 

with the establishment of a credible scholarship and discipline. The critical 

attitudes of many generalist English teachers is also unsurprising. Such 

teachers prefer articles that are directly aimed at them and identify with their 

concerns. Many generalist English teachers hold to the traditional values of 

"clear" and "correct" writing, and desire articles that announce a thesis and 

proceed directly to the supporting arguments and evidence. This is not the case 

of many, mayt>e most, articles, which largely seem to be directed at fellow 

specialists and scholars (i.e., usually university researchers) in the field, and 

often seem tentative, convoluted and complex in their organization and their 

argument. For community college English instructors, there is also the widely-

held belief (89 percent agreement) that they are "looked down on" by university 

researchers. This belief must certainly contribute to the ambivalence and 

resentment they feel toward the larger discipline. 

One might leave this here, a balancing of different perspectives and 

interests, but that would be to ignore the real costs in this. When authors write 

unnecessarily obfuscatory prose for a narrow audience, they get just that, a 

small audience of specialists who are willing to read their efforts. A skeptic might 

reasonably doubt the "trickle down" theory of knowledge as much as the "trickle 

down" theory of economics. A broader readership means more influence. 

Writers such as Ira Shor, Peter Elbow, Mike Rose, and Donald Murray have a 
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broad influence partly because they write clearly and directly to a broad 

spectrum of teachers and their interests. In the past decades, rhetoric and 

composition has achieved considerable success in its efforts to achieve 

disciplinary respectability, but its influence on the majority of English instructors-

that horde of part-timers and teachers of introductory courses that constitute the 

majority—remains tentative and ambiguous. 
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You feel like you're not part of the larger conversation, 
you're not in the parlor You lose power, you lose voice. 
You probably wouldn't get an article accepted into one 
of the major publications if you are from a community 
college... . It's assumed... you don't have the theoretical 
background. You're not speaking the same language. 
You're talking a blue collar language. It's like a class 
difference. 

"Patrick Johnson 

Chapter eight looks at two colleges and two English departments that I 

visited in my home state, Arizona. These two colleges seem to me to provide a 

particularly significant contrast. At Northem Arizona College I interviewed Patrick 

Johnson and Miles Gerard; I highlight here my interview with Patrick Johnson. 

At Yellow Mountain College I interviewed five instructors, but I profile here two of 

them, Carol Seifert and Henry Davidson. I have also included in this chapter a 

section on the National Writing Project, an important influence on several of my 

participants, and an example of a national organization that involves and 

sustains thousands of teachers. 

Northem Arizona College is located in a desert but set against dramatic 

red hills and low cliffe. The college is an oasis of green in what otherwise is dry 

cactus and sagebrush territory. Arriving at the college I was struck by the 

intensely deep green of the college lawns, which I thought must be watered 

almost daily to maintain that shade. The lawns and trees provided a sense of 
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refuge from the sun, as did the many tables and benches scattered around. At 

least for me, the first-time visitor, the college had a strange feeling because it 

seemed plopped in the center of nowhere; I saw no neighboring businesses, 

homes, or any other developments. I felt as if I could have arrived in an old 

episode of 'The Prisoner," with its artificial city and lush artificially generated 

landscapes. On the other hand, the backdrop of the red hills and cliffe gave the 

location a certain dramatic rightness. I interviewed two full-time instructors at 

NAC, one of whose interview I include here in its entirety. 

Patrick Johnson 

I interviewed Patrick Johnson on two consecutive days in his cubicle in a 

building which probably once was considered temporary, but which over time 

had become a permanent fixture of the campus. The building, which also houses 

the classrooms for English, is large, but it has the minimalist feeling of a pre-fab, 

and seemed generally a bit run down. Johnson is in his late forties, just finished 

his doctorate, and lives in a city more than an hour's drive away. I was thinking 

he must listen to a lot of novels on tape. I began the interview by asking Patrick 

to tell me a little about the college. 

The students here are from rural areas around here, a very large area. 

The college has about 9000 students on this campus, and seems to be growing. 

It also has a big sports program, and a lot of students who live in the dorms. We 

are projecting a lot of growth. There are nine full-timers and about fifteen part-



240 

timers in the department on this campus. 

I've been teaching part-time and full-time in the community college system 

for about 15 years now. My MA was in teaching English in the community 

college, my PhDwas in rhetoric and composition. I teach the major classes, also 

an introduction to education course, a children's lit for educators, and an online 

course for technical writing. There's a large education program here that feeds 

right into Northern Arizona University's. 

Our composition classes have about 24 students. Most of the students 

stay. I teach quite a few classes in the computer classroom. The computer has 

had a huge impact on how I teach. I have shifted from having lectures in class 

towards using the computer as a means of having more class discussion. Our 

daedulus system is an integrated writing environment. Students can send papers 

to each other, it has freewriting and an invention component. It's a pretty 

complete system, and pretty low cost. 

My courses are 90 percent set by me and 10 percent set by the 

department. There is a standard syllabus that we are working from, but we have 

a lot of latitude. The course outline leaves us a lot of room for differences of 

focus. 

I asked Patrick about differences of approach in the department. Nobody 

cares, [laughs]. I don't want to get into that. It's just the way it is. People leave 

each other alone. I have heard it referred to as the "bunker mentality." 

Everybody's got their own little enclave. It's pretty much do your own thing and 
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that's it The department chair is OK with that. There are some standard texts 

that are listed on the course outline, but they havent t)een updated for a long 

time. So people just get whatever text they want. If someone asked us to define 

our courses, or to pedagogically justify them, we'd be in trouble. You look at 

things that the U of A and ASU, I mean they are doing some fantastic things, 

rhetorically and pedagogically sound, and then you look at this program that's 

just kind of a shotgun approach. Hopefully we do something right. They can put 

together strong, cohesive programs because they have strong directors who are 

theoretically and pedagogically savvy, who know what they are doing and why 

they are doing it. It's the unanaiyzed assumptkjns... we are victims of our 

unanalyzed assumptions. The universities have the wherewithal to question 

some of the assumptions about what they are doing. They ask why do you do 

what you are doing. Why do you use the portfolio? Why do you teach in this 

way? Because theoretically it makes sense. Surveys have been done that show 

when you do the portfolio it gives people a chance to revise and develop their 

work. You can theoretically justify it. When people cannot say why they are 

doing what they are doing, to me it is always problematic. 

I have found very few of my colleagues can actually explain theoretically 

or pedagogically why they do what they do. "It seems right" is as far as they go. 

Anecdotal evidence. Most of the teachers I work with are atheoretical. We in 

junior colleges miss the dialogue about what we do. It is frustrating. There is so 

much potential here. So many good people who could do even better. A common 
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purpose. Common goal, common efforts. I guess this is one of the problems of 

coming out of a graduate program where you get that synergy with people. You 

work around graduate students and cutting edge sort of stuff... then here 

there's such a letdown... I miss that ongoing discussion so much here; it's a 

different reality here. 

i mentioned to Patrick my plan to go northeast to Yellow Mountain 

College. When you go up to Yellow Mountain you'll see a different breed of cat. 

They have a great portfolio system and and they're way ahead of us in their use 

of technology. Their Chair is dynamite. We're just sort of bottomed out. What do 

you call it, straightUning? [laughs]. 

Critical literacy is central to my teaching. I look at it from the point of view 

of what I want students to do with their writing. Getting students to look at things 

critically. I'm doing team teaching with Tom Ashforth. Right now my students are 

working on critical ethnographies where they are looking at institutions. I'm 

getting some fascinating stuff. Students are looking at the language of the 

military, of the police, of politics, of family discipline. It's kind of cultural studies, 

but formalized into critical ethnography of institutions. People like Ira Shor have 

informed my pedagogy. I did some work with him on my dissertation. 

The following moming I arrived at Patrick's class, which is in a computer 

lab near his office. The computers are nicely arranged and are the t)elow-the-

desk type with small reflecting monitors built into the desk. The arrangement 

allows students to converse freely with each other and the instructor, to see each 



243 

other's faces while they converse, and to see the instructor. It's a nice setup, and 

Patrick had already told me that besides typing and revising their papers their 

Oaedelus software allows students to share their drafts and send their drafts 

online to the instructor. The class was as much a reading as a composition 

class, but Patrick had chosen readings from an inter-disciplinary perspective 

rather than literature. That day the students were already busy at their desks 

when I arrived. They were nearly half Hispanic, one-third Anglo, and the rest 

African American or Native American, a multi-ethnic and multiracial group. After 

briefly Introducing me, Patrick t)egan to talk about the students' latest papers, an 

eariy draft of their research paper. Most of the papers, he said, lacked any 

strong central thesis. Patrick asked the students to read their papers in their 

groups and focus on what they wanted to make as their main argument. He said, 

"As soon as you have a good strong thesis, everything else will fall into place." 

He also told them he had not commented on their grammar or spelling problems, 

which would come later in the process. For now he wanted them to focus on 

deciding what they wanted to make as the central argument of the paper. 

Patrick handed out two copies of a review sheet for everyone to fill out in their 

groups. The review sheets asked students specific questions on the drafts they 

are looking at. He told students to get into groups of three, and have someone 

other than the author read the papers aloud to the group. Students were asked 

to bring in a new draft at the next class meeting, a draft with a strong central 

thesis. On that Monday, the groups would review the papers again, but this time 

they would look at the surface features of the draft, the grammar, punctuation. 



244 

and spelling errors. 

I sat with a group of three students who carried out the reading and 

discussion of each paper conscientiously. However, the students spent more 

time filling out the handout sheets than actually discussing the papers; in fact, 

the handout sheets seemed to be of greater focus than the papers. The 

students who read each other's paper also appeared to stumble greatly over 

words. In the group I observed, one student had a very hard time reading 

another student's paper, partly because it was hand-written rather than typed, 

partly because his reading skills were low. The workshopping took the entire 

remaining class time, about 45 minutes. 

At the second interview, I asked Patrick about his 102 class. What did he 

see was the focus of the class? The students take topics from their own majors. / 

want them to think about some of the problem areas within their own disciplines. 

For example, the impact of technology on aviation. What are some of the 

discussions going on in their fields. I'm trying now to get them to focus on a 

thesis. Most everything they do in the semester is working toward this paper 

Next week they will have focused somewhat more, and we will be doing this 

again. 

I teach from my rhet/comp background, seeing how composition and 

rhetoric permeates all the disciplines. I want students to be successful. If I am 

teaching them something I want it to be useful to them, not just to sit there and 

belabor them, hit them over the head with Shakespeare, something that is not 
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going to help them go out and be successful in school. My goal is to prepare 

them for academic discourse, with the caveat that I try to get students to look at 

things somewhat more critically and skeptically. To get students to ask 

questions. 

I see a big distinction here of the academic discourse movement, with that 

of genuine intellectual inquiry. Students have to learn for the pragmatics of their 

situation, but there are also some problems in their disciplines, the fracture lines 

of their disciplines. What I am doing is planting the seeds of discontent. 

Problematizing the existing assumptions of their disciplines, assumptions that 

students never look at. 

I was thinking of my hour spent in his class. The majority of his students 

are Hispanics, African Americans, and Native Americans. This was one of the 

few classes in which "minorities" were in the majority, perhaps two-thirds. I asked 

Patrick how he saw his students. This is a good group compared to some that I 

have had. The academic level of the students is frustrating. They represent a 

different context, financially, socially, linguistically. When you are working with 

university students it's a whole different thing, they bring a different ideology, that 

intellectualizing is a good thing to be doing. 

I asked Patrick to discuss his focus on critical literacy and critical 

pedagogy. How did he find this a particulariy useful approach to take with 

community college students? I ask myself, why are we teaching students? This 

is a valid question. I don't want to teach students so they will be better 
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consumers, or better at putting gadgets together; they need to be more 

participatory in a troubled world. I see them as potential victims unless they leam 

to critique the world around them. They can tie manipulated, abused and used, 

by the media, by the schooling system, by the economics. Technical programs 

make students become good workers, make a little more money, then be good 

consumers. How many ethics programs do you have in the technical programs? 

You are giving students t)etter access to a culture of consumption. The 

community college is the dupe, the hit man. Community colleges are holding 

areas, warehouses, cooling off areas. 

Are we a better society because we make a tyetter garage door opener? I 

want to give them the ability to ask these questions. That's the key. The 

capability to ask questions has been squelched by the system. It's critical inquiry, 

critical literacy. Asking questions and using your communication skills to ask 

those questions. Finding answers and sharing answers I see myself as an 

organic intellectual, working from the inside to try to subvert the system. That's 

the whole goal, to plant the seeds of evolutionary change, as opposed to the 

revolutionary who is working from the outside. 

i asked Patrick about the packet of journal pages. The more practical 

articles I liked better. And I don't like the puffery, the jargon, it's something you 

have to sort through ... [he reads various titles] The titles are offputting. I like a 

lot of the stuff because of my background, but still it's the same old problem, who 

cares [he laughs], it's not really got to do with anything [looking at the article on 
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Aristotle]. It's the same old back and forth, ivory tower sort of stuff, the sort of 

stuff that doesn't make any difference in the real world. 

A few articles I kind of keyed into. A person's training would make a 

difference here. If you know rhet/comp this should be easy. A lot of teachers at 

community colleges are more tuned into the functional bulletins, what works in 

the classroom, that sort of thing. I like theory that you can put into practice. In the 

joumals you tend to get these conversations between people on issues that don't 

really matter to anybody. A lot of this leaves you thinking, who cares? 

But that's what I miss too. I miss those dialogues, that synthesis of 

information. I often wish I had started off in this profession a lot earlier, I probably 

could have gone a long way... you reach a certain age where your ideas are no 

longer really valid, where you are not included in the discussion. It really is a 

young people's profession. I remember working with graduate students. Man 

they are such a rich group of folks. I miss that. I'd give anything to be back there. 

There are small windows of opportunity, then they are gone. I taught one 

classical rhetoric and a teaching composition class back to back at [a western 

university], and I tell you that was the t)est time for me. They were all teachers in 

the class. Some of them published some things they did in the class. I miss that. 

In this interview Patrick seemed to me to reveal how personally affected 

he was by the split between research universities—where he had recently 

finished his studies, and briefly taught-and the "backwater" community college 

where he was teaching. Envy, resentment, ambivalence, a sense of loss—all 
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these feelings seemed embodied in his words. 

I have always found that the community college has been the kiss of 

death in the university context, it's been the mark of Cain you carry with you. It's 

not the mutual respect or the mutual exchange of ideas. Somehow you are in an 

inferior position. [Leaning forward, asking me the question directly] Do you walk 

Into your university feeling like you're meeting colleagues? [Not waiting for an 

answer] No, you don't. That's what I mean. We're the blue collar professorship. 

It's a problem. There's always this differentiation. It goes back to that knowledge 

of why we do what we do. Do we do it because we heard about it from a 

colleague? Or are we basing our work on a theoretically and pedagogically 

sound framework. That is what they have, I think. Those folks are much more 

believable, credible in what they do. They use their theoretical base as a 

springboard for new and better ideas; they can adopt and change. They're not 

reactionary, they are proactive. They have the time. A lot of this is the context. It 

goes back to that notion of the superior/inferior relationship. 

Patrick, in locating the "superior" status of the university in its access to 

and control over theory, seemed to me to be accepting a little too readily the 

assumption of its superiority. As someone who believes the kindergarten teacher 

is probably the most important and influential teacher a student will ever see, I 

tend to argue with these socially constructed assumptions of "superiority." I 

asked Patrick to develop these ideas. You feel like you're not part of the larger 

conversation, you're not in the parlor. You lose power, you lose voice. You 
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probably wouldn't get an article accepted into one of the major publications if you 

are from a community college. You'd have a t)etter chance at one of the two-year 

college conferences or the two-year college publication. It's assumed if you're 

from the community college that you don't have the theoretical background. 

You're not speaking the same language. You're talking a blue collar language. 

It's like a class difference. Who's got the power in our profession? That's the big 

thing. Who runs the forums? Not the blue collar people, with a few exceptions. 

In his teaching, Patrick had adopted an approach that encouraged 

students to look into the "problematics" of their chosen disciplines. His was a 

political agenda that focused on political and social critique as means of his 

students' empowerment. To a large extent he included in his critique his own 

discipline, wherein he saw himself and others in the community college as "lower 

class" workers. This seemed hard to believe, if taken on a literal level, since 

Patrick was a well-paid, full-time instructor with a doctorate. While he might 

complain about his workload at times, his teaching offered considerable variety 

and challenge, autonomy and freedom, an office and a budget for attending 

conferences. But as a metaphor for the position he felt himself in, I understood 

his sense of himself as a "blue collar" professional. 

When I go back to visit my university, even though now I have my Ph.D., I 

don't feel like I am on the same plane as those folks there. Here I'm in a 

backwater It's hard to have left the university and no longer be part of that 

discussion. I don't think though I could carry on a conversation on the internet 
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with people like [he names some prominent people from his university]... there 

would always be this patronising sort of feeling. There's this distinction that 

marks you, about where you're from. I could get published more easily as a 

graduate student in three C's than as a two-year college teacher. When I 

submitted conference proposals to four C's I had much more success as a 

graduate student than later as a two-year college teacher. Now I get, you know, 

check the box if you want to be an assistant chair. I see that again as tyeing one 

of the consequences of where you are coming from. 

Reading over Patrick's interview I get the sense of his frustration, both 

with his department, whose members seem to operate in isolation with no 

cohesive program, and with his own career, which has him stuck in a backwater 

without the intellectual stimulation that he enjoyed while doing his graduate work. 

His yeaming to be elsewhere was palpable, but he was nonetheless trying to 

make the best of his situation at his college. In my interview with his colleague. 

Miles Gerard, I found similar sentiments, though not the same level of personal 

frustration: There are a lot of approaches here. Some teachers emphasize 

grammar, some reading, they're all different. It's problematic. We don't hash out 

our differences. It's very much a bunker mentality. That's one of my big 

frustrations, not with the department but with the college as a whole. As faculty 

senate president I know this first hand. Many people just retire to our bunkers. 

We may talk to each other socially, but we really don't get caught up in what 

should be the intellectual ferment of our division. We should be talking about 
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what is the best way, let's argue about it, let's dialogue, and that doesn't happen. 

We have a bad case of this. It stems from the problems we have from the top 

down. If you look at a cross section of our department most of us are in our 50s, 

and we have been down long roads, and we think we know what we are doing. 

And we have found when we come together to make changes collectively our 

efforts are ignored by the people at the top. Changes are circumvented. After a 

while you say, well look, I have only five years left till retirement, why do I need to 

waste my time fighting these battles. 

Miles indicated to me that he never reads the scholarly journals, nor does 

he believe his graduate work informs his teaching, which has t)een, he says, 

more a matter of trial and error. The latter I found particularty surprising, 

inasmuch as he had described to me at some length two graduate programs he 

studied in, both completed almost to dissertation, one in literature, the other in 

rhetoric and composition. Miles was concerned about the lack of cohesiveness 

and group participation in the department: / think we could do a much better job 

together But it's painful. As a department chair, I tried that. It's painful. To get 

people to say, let's sit down on a Friday aftemoon when we don't have any 

classes, or maybe even on a Saturday, and let's really get engaged. And 

sometimes we did that. But sometimes key people couldn't make it. So now, I 

don't actually talk to other faculty about my teaching. A little with Patrick. Not 

much. I think we need to do more of what you are doing right now, you know, 

asking questions like where are you coming from in the classroom, how do you 
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put it all together. 

What struck me from this discussion with these two participants was their 

sense of isolation, contained in the references they both made to the "bunker 

mentality" that permeates their department and college. I do not believe that 

theirs is an unusual situation; rather it represents an institutional norm for many 

community college English departments. Miles' frustration as department chair in 

getting people to sit down and discuss their teaching and their teaching 

philosophies is probably shared by department chairs nationwide. Such 

discussions, it seems to me, usually need to be structured as ancillary to some 

ongoing activity, decision-making, or as a kind of professional development 

activity such as a reading group. In any case, I was not ready to say that 

departments in which instructors work closely together are the rare exceptions. 

My visit to Yellow Mountain College was to show that such departments do exist. 

Yellow Mountain College 

Yellow Mountain College is located in a charming old mining town of about 

60,000 people in northern Arizona. With about 8,000 students, this two-year 

college Is an important institution in the town. Befitting its importance it occupies 

old and stately buildings in the town center. The English Department is housed in 

a modern unit to the side and on a hill above the old brick buildings. When I 

arrived at the college, the department's halls were teeming with students moving 

from class to class. I had a few minutes before my first interview to visit the 



Learning Center, a large writing tutorial and resources room lhat resembled an 

enclosed courtyard bordered inside by faculty offices. The arrangement of the 

faculty offices bordering the tutorial impressed me right off. Students visiting 

their instructors would go through it first. 

My initial interview was with Carol Seifert, a full-time instructor, and the 

director of the department's portfolio program. Carol is a middle-aged woman 

with a large deep voice and a motheriy presence. I wasn't surprised when she 

told me she had some grown children, as well as a few teens still at home. 

Carol Seifert 

I have a Masters in Comparative Literature from the Universfty of Califomia. I 

went straight through, never thought I could be a teacher, studied French, 

American, and Spanish modem literature. Later I taught at a Catholic high school 

in Califomia with no teaching experience and no training. While there I joined 

the San Diego Writing Project which probably had the most profound influence 

on me as a teacher. I moved here with my family and started teaching as a part-

timer, then eleven years ago got a full-time position. 

The Writing Project was in the eariy 80s and I was teaching at a large 

catholic high school in San Diego, teaching basic writing, grammar, sentence 

patterns, that sort of thing. My students weren't writing any better, and I paid to 

attend the Project myself. We spent an hour and half a day writing for six weeks. 

That was the most intensive personal writing I had ever dona. It changed my 
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philosophy about how I approached writing. I stopped the fill in the blank 

approach. I integrated grammar, I used a more individualized approach; I tried to 

use grammar only when they were relevant to everyone, otherwise individually. It 

changed my idea about myself. Up to that time I had thought of myself as a 

literature teacher who had to teach writing. After that I began to embrace the 

notion of what it was to be a writer and to be a writing teacher. I think the Writing 

Project's idea of the writing teacher as a writer is absolutely critical to how you 

function in the classroom. It was forme. Discovering myself as a writer was a 

tuming point for me, and for my attitude towards the teaching of writing. This was 

the second time the National Writing Project had come up in my interviews. I 

discuss the Writing Project further later in this chapter. I had heard from Patrick 

Johnson that Yellow Mountain's program had made many innovations that he 

admired. I asked Carol about these. The program here has changed in a lot of 

ways over the past fifteen years. When I first came here we had departmentally 

endorsed final exams. You could choose to give a final exam, which was a 

written essay. I guess typically of departments everywhere we did assessment 

in isolation. You sat in your office and graded papers and graded exams. For 

years I didn't see any work that other people had graded or that other people 

had written comments on, and that was really hard forme, because I had never 

been trained how to give comments to people on their papers. It was always just 

my gut reaction to how to do things. I had. coming here, never taught college 

before. It was years tjefore I felt like I deserved to be here, and so I always 
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wondered whether my standards met with the college's. 

So over time we have developed the portfolio project which I co-facilitate. 

We have 42 sections this semester of composition classes from 060 all the way 

up to honors where the students are submitting portfolios by committee. / haven't 

put a letter grade on a paper in four years. This has t>een the biggest change for 

me here. One effect of it has been that I have moved away from the front of the 

room and I am much more the facilitator in the classroom. I can sit down and 

enjoy reading student papers, whereas before there was always the idea that I 

was going to have to put bad grades on some of them. The portfolios have made 

the really hard work of writing instruction, which is assessment, much easier. I 

can just sit down with students' papers and type my comments—I do most of my 

responses through E-mail—knowing that students have opportunities to do 

multiple versions. I can encourage students to improve their versions. 

I spoke with another participant, Virginia Monroe, who brought up the 

same point, that using portfolios allowed her to be a "coach" and very much 

lessened her role as evaluator of student writing. Virginia also told me that the 

portfolio project has brought the department together: The Portfolio Project has 

brought up some issues that contain a lot of feeling, but it's made us more 

cohesive. You can stay in your office and grade a lot of papers, but this has 

brought up a lot of things. Virginia named specifically the changing of guidelines 

for the Writing 101 course and the revamping of the 102 course as both 

stemming directly from the portfolio project. 
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I asked Carol about other changes she had seen in the past few years. 

Another big change has been the introduction of technology. We came late if 

you compare us to Maricopa or some of the other districts. Five years ago I 

used a typewriter in my office. Now I teach everything with computers. I teach my 

composition classes in a computer room, and I teach my literature classes in a 

computer room, although I am the only one that does that. I did it with a 

Women's Literature class as an experiment, to get the students to write more. 

They loved it. I got a lot more work out of them. We do it all via E-mail. 

More than half the faculty teach in the computer room. It's in use full-time. 

Another change in the last 15 years has t)een with the part-timers. When I first 

came here as a part-timer, I was completely isolated for two years. / didn't get 

any orientation, I never saw anyone else's class, no one observed my class, I 

never met anyone in the department. It was ail very disconcerting. Now they 

have a much more elaborate system of orienting all the part-time faculty. The 

English department has developed a real close relationship with all the part-time 

instructors, who are integrally involved with the portfolio project, probably much 

more involved than the full-timers. When I came no one would see how we part-

timers were grading or such. I was department head for four years, and knew 

the problem there. I'd have student complaints that they would go from getting an 

"A" from one instructor to a "D" from the next instructor. What was going on? 

Those kinds of standards issues. Now we have a really good idea of how each 

other grades and we know what our common assignments are, and we learn 
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from each other We are having a workshop tomonrow; I think you would have a 

hard time picking out who was part-time and who was full-time. 

Carol suggested that I should come to a meeting on the next day to 

observe a special norming session among the portfolio graders. She told me 

that the use of portfolios had changed a lot of the dynamics of her department, 

and I asked her to discuss that idea. We have had times when we had that 

bunker mentality you are talking about It's been like that here. John Harris 

started the portfolio project, on a really small scale. One of the ways he would 

bring people into the project is that he would have these meetings every couple 

of weeks. It took us an entire year just to get a common scoring guide. We had 

done a training session with NAU and we felt very confident about it. We did 

such a good job of scoring with their standards, we thought we could do this on 

our own. A lot of the people had had that bunker mentality—I think a lot of that 

comes out of fears that you are going to be judged by others, or people will think 

you don't do a good job. But once we got through those scoring sessions and 

really hashed out the standards, it was amazing how quickly we achieved a high 

level of trust. Because I am handing over students I have spent 15 weeks with, 

and saying here, I trust you to evaluate my students fairty. And that's just such a 

huge change. When I first came here we had personality conflicts within the 

department that would have absolutely precluded some of the things we are 

doing now. They had long-term grudges against each other, they had 

department meetings where people wouldn't even talk to each other. It was bad. 
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We get along pretty well right now, I think partly because of the common 

work we do together To have department meetings where you talk atiout things 

like standards and what makes good writing rather than memo type stuff. We see 

each other's assignments and get excited about them because they create good 

writing. I'm using another instructor's assignment this semester just because I 

saw so many wonderful papers come out of it. 

We invite teacher feedback in this project. When we started out we found 

that it was just physically hard on teachers to sit in classrooms for hours doing 

the work, so we started meeting at homes. Now we have pot luck lunch. We 

have created a much more informal setting but we still feel we can do the job we 

set out to do. But the social aspect of this is so important, particulariy for the part-

time instructors, and that's one of the comments we have found. The part-timers 

say that for the first time they really feel like colleagues, whereas they never did 

before. They have been pulled into the program. 

I use journals in 101, not in 100. We do a lot of in-class writing, so I don't 

do journals there. The class you are going to see all just graduated from high 

school. They are kind of rowdy. It's an atypical class because they are so young. 

For me the portfolios count 70 percent of the grade. Many teachers make it 50 

percent, John Harris made it 100 percent. We recommend when people start that 

they make it lower rather than higher because they have to learn to trust the 

project. 

I observed Carol's Writing 100, Basic Writing, class the following morning. 
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She had told me that she enjoyed teaching this class, and felt that her "nurturing" 

presence was especially effective for it. Carol had the students focus on their 

lives and their career and educational plans in their writing for the class. She had 

found that this focus resulted in far fewer of her basic writers dropping out either 

from the class or from the college. She said that she had "burned out" on Writing 

102 a few years before and since then had mostly taught Basic Writing, First-

year English, or Comparative Literature. The class I observed this first week in 

December were in their final week for completing their end-of-semester 

portfolios. 

The students, as Carol had suggested, were a mostly young group. They 

sat in a large square of tables in the center of the computer room. The 

computers were in clusters against the wall. Carol had a very confident and 

friendly demeanor. She t)egan the class by listing on the board the expected 

parts of the cover letter. She told the students that, inasmuch as the cover letter 

was the first thing the readers would read, it was essential that they make a good 

impression. They should think of the cover letter as they might an application 

letter for a job. They are "selling" themselves to a specific audience, highlighting 

their strengths and even talking about areas they might need to improve on, and 

how they would do that. Carol then handed out some sample cover letters. The 

class discussed the pros and cons of the different letters. 

After this, Carol handed out a sample portfolio, and discussed with the 

class the holistic grading guide which the students had brought with them to the 

session. Following the guide, the class conducted a mock "rating" session of the 
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portfolio, with class members scoring the portfolio silently and then "voting" with 

hands the score they had marked. In this session a large majority of the class 

gave the portfolio a score of 4, which indicated good; a few gave it a 5, and a few 

gave it a 3. The students at the high and low ends discussed their scores. 

Looking back at this, I recognize that the discussion was very similar to the 

discussion I observed the next day amongst faculty members at their "norming" 

session. Carol told me later that this was not the first such mock "rating" session 

with the students, who had done this at mid-semester as well. This activity had 

the built-in value of forcing students to closely examine and discuss the 

department's criteria for the grading of their writing. At the end of the class 

session, Carol went over with students a course outline of the Writing 101 

course, emphasizing to students areas that it would differ from what they had 

had In Writing 100. 

The next day 1 attended a special meeting for faculty involved in the 

portfolio project. According to Carol, most of the part-timers were involved In this 

departmentally sponsored assessment, but only about a third of full-timers were 

using it. She attributed this partly to the fact that the department had money to 

pay part-timers for the weekend portfolio assessment, but so far had not found a 

way to compensate the full-timers. Carol said she thought this was going to 

change because the college administration had decided to offer full-timers an 

hour release time for their participation. The project had gone from its very small 

beginnings to becoming one of the "stars" of the college, mentioned often in their 

publications and considered one of the college's most successful innovations. 
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There were perhaps 15 teachers at the meeting. Carol was correct in 

telling me that I would be unable to identify which of the teachers were full-time, 

and which were part-time. They all seemed to me to t)e fully engaged in the 

discussion, which was on two student portfolios that had received very different 

scores in the previous holistic grading session because of their idiosyncracies. 

Besides having the holistic grading guide, teachers had "anchor" portfolios to use 

as their guides to scoring. Each portfolio was presented and read separately and 

scored silently. Teachers "voted" with their hands their separate scores. The 

main issue on the first portfolio was the student's use of quotations from the 

Bible as partial "proof of the thesis of his research paper. In the cover letter the 

student had adopted a kind of "Old English" that I thought was a bit risky, but 

clever. The quality of writing in the cover letter and the research paper struck me 

as quite good. However, as promised, the scores were widely varied, with two 

teachers giving the paper a score of excellent (5), and two giving a score of poor 

(2). One rule of the discussion was that each person could speak only once 

about the paper. Following this rule, most of the teachers briefly articulated the 

reasons for their scores. There was no back and forth arguing about the scores. 

After the group discussion of the portfolio, a second vote was taken. All but one 

of the participants gave the portfolio a score of good (4). One of my participants, 

Virginia Monroe, later discussed her vote with me. She admitted that she had 

been "put ofP' by the student's assumption of biblical quotations as a kind of 

evidence. She hadnt liked his tongue-in-cheek use of Old English for the cover 

letter either. On the other hand, she noted that some of the creative writing 
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faculty had found this particuiariy clever and creative. She said, I couldn't tell 

whether I was letting my own personal biases get away from me. I like to hear 

other other peoples'sides. A similar process happened with the second portfolio, 

but this time the group agreed on a score of poor (2) after their first, widely 

disparate, vote. The process seemed particularly good in that it allowed 

everyone a chance to voice their opinion, yet avoided a drawn-out, back and 

forth argument. In the case of both papers, the instructors, after voicing their 

opinions, were able to come to a consensus. Of the 15 teachers at the meeting, 

one was the department chair (he headed the meeting, and I could tell he was 

the Chair), four were full-timers, and the rest were part-time instructors. When 

one considers the usual bifurcation of departments into powerful full-timers and 

powerless and usually invisible part-timers, the democratic and egalitarian nature 

of the discussion was especially impressive. 

Carol and I began the second interview by discussing the mock holistic 

"scoring" process of the class session. I am pleased that they are developmental 

writers who are beginning to use the language of writing, to describe the work in 

ways we do. I want them to feel that there is no great mystery in the assessment 

of a piece of writing, that they can do it too with some practice. I hope this will 

lead into better peer review in 101, a more thoughtful and grounded peer review 

by having this experience. 

I asked Carol to tell me about the actual portfolio grading sessions that 

she conducts as the co-facilitator of the portfolio project. Could she describe a 
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session. Each student's portfolio contains three pieces of writing. We have a 

description from the student's teacher of the options and expectations for the 

portfolio. The most problematic is 102 where we get portfolios that are really not 

very alike, 102 is textual critique and the research paper. We work in groups of 

three or four, but each portfolio will have two readers, and then we have the third 

read it if there is a split. We put a mark in the comer and fold it over so the other 

person doesn't see it. We've gotten t>etter over time more and more methodical 

about it. We start out each day and read three or four and then the group will 

talk about differences if there are a lot of splits. As much as you can norm, you 

are still dealing with writing that can have really distinct features about them. You 

can be using the same rubriks to score different genres in a sense. 

We modified the midterm portfolio session. We cut down from five to 

three papers in the portfolio. We also realized that for some students the midterm 

Is too early to require the portfolio; so I for example make it optional. But about 

two-thirds of the students in my Writing 100 class tumed one in. It's more to give 

feedback rather than for points. It's also a way for someone else to validate what 

I am saying. I don't get that many students any more who think I am crazy when I 

tell them that their paper's not an A. We have a lot of sample portfolios to bring in 

to show students what an A or B portfolio is. 

Carol told me she gets one class release time for co-facilitating the 

portfolio project. The administration has always supported the project. Carol 

noted that it started with the advice of professors from Northern Arizona 
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University, but project instructors had gone on to have joint workshops with a 

nearby Navajo two-year college. After the Navajo college adopted the portfolio 

system, it was considered a point of prestige for the administration. The 

administration also liked the portfolio project t>ecause it provided a clear form of 

program review. Carol called it a "relatively painless" form of review because it 

identified problems of the program without pointing at specific people. An 

example Carol gave was that the Project identified the haphazard way that 

teachers were approaching the teaching of documentation. Well after we 

realized this we started having faculty workshops on how to incorporate 

documentation into the program more sequentially. We pulled the 102 program 

out of the project for a whole year to re-do the course outline and to look at what 

102 is because we were having such trouble scoring 102 portfolios. Our 

department chair loves the fact that it exposes all these things that we need to 

work on. 

Carol also pointed out the advantages of the portfolio assessment to 

individual teachers. This also allows different instructors to look at what they are 

doing and say, wow maybe I'm not doing this right, or maybe I should be more 

stringent here...it allows them to do this without having anyone else tell them. 

I asked Carol about the joumal packet. I ranked these by whether I would 

want to read them... I liked a lot of them. I enjoyed thinking about why I was 

reacting the way I was, I was thinking that students do the same thing, and I was 

thinking about, like the articles on the giris I liked that for its content, and the 
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article on error, I thought jeez this is validating what I am doing. On the other 

hand, I put in a 14 hour day yesterday. I dont have time to read articles that I 

don't see have a practical use for my teaching. Also I am going to retire in nine 

years, and when I retire I want to have t>ecome a better teacher. I want to keep 

having new things challenge me. To read the Aristotle article, I mean it's not 

worth my time to wade through something like that. Now the theory of error 

article, I bet it came firom TETYC.[She won that bet] That's the one journal I read 

religiously. It's the only joumal where I have had article in there that I could use 

for my students. When I was teaching 102 and looking for secondary materials 

that my students could understand I wasn't finding them in College English. But I 

have a good comparison contrast on Chopin and Poe that came out in TETYC 

that I used all the time in 102, because the structure is clear, it was accessible, 

and I could use it with students. 

I am so busy I have to choose what I have time for to read. I fmd the 

abstracts realty offputting, really inaccessible. This sort of abstract here [looking 

at the piece on Mike Rose] is kind of a gatekeeper to keep the students like Mike 

Rose out. It's kind of ironic really. I was trying to read while I was sitting in the 

snackbar, so it became obvious to me the things I could read without being 

distracted, and the things that would require more attention. 

Carol mentioned that she reads assessment joumals. She is trying, she 

said, to become an "expert" on assessment. I prefer the NOTE conferences. The 

portfolio movement has come up from the lower grades partly to offset the 
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tyranny of the standardized test. I found the theories of assessment really 

interesting, and that's when I came back and really got involved in the portfolio 

project. 

I asked Carol about her use of the computer in the classroom. T/re 

portfolio project and the growing use of the computer really complement each 

other. The whole revision process is so much easier in the computerized 

classroom. We do a lot of the writing and the revising in the classroom. We have 

hour and a quarter block classes, so this gives students a good block of time in 

which to write. Now with all the work handed in by E-mail, I have a constant 

supply of papers coming in, and I just give responses back to students in the 

next day or two rather than getting huge stacks of papers intermittently and then 

taking a week or ten days to give them back. 

At Yellow Mountain College, instructors were encouraged to use portfolio 

assessment because they were compensated both financially and by the highly 

"collegial" quality of the weekend assessment activity. Instructors could use the 

portfolio assessment for as many or few classes as they wanted, and their level 

of involvement in the assessment hinged on how many class portfolios they 

brought to the session. Much of the success of the Yellow Mountain portfolio 

project is based on its limited and voluntary character. The enthusiam for 

portfolio scoring could wear thin quickly if it were mandated. The work of scoring 

is intensive, repetitive, and exhausting. However, given its voluntary quality, and 

its openness to "partial" participation, portfolio assessment at Yellow Mountain 
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College has maintained a high, and in fact growing, level of departmental 

involvement. The same seems to be the case of the "cultural studies" focus of 

the department. This focus has been taken up in the past few years by about 

half of the department faculty with few conflicts or problems with others who 

have not adopted it. This seems in clear contrast to Ogden City College, where 

the "cultural studies" focus was foisted on the entire department t)ecause of the 

desire of a group of individuals in the department, and then of late abandoned. It 

seems fair to say that a democratic, limited, and voluntary approach to 

departmental reform offers better chances of success. 

The National Writing Project 

Carol was the second participant I had talked to who spoke of the National 

Writing Project (NWP) almost in terms of "conversion." Like Sharon Billings, she 

spoke of the focus of the project on writing teachers as writers themselves. Both 

Sharon and Carol attended NWP sessions while working as elementary and 

secondary teachers. Over the past several decades, the National Writing Project 

has had enormous influence with writing instruction at the elementary and 

secondary levels. The NWP comes out of the Bay Area Writing Project, which 

was founded in 1973 in Berkely with the avowed goal of retraining elementary 

and high school writing teachers. According to James Gray in the Encyclopedia 

of Rhetoric and Composition, as of the late 90's the NWP has a network of 165 

sites and serves over 100,000 classroom teachers every year (459). The NWP 
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works with teacher consultants who have thennselves participated in the 

workshops. The workshops are designed to change teacher attitudes and 

practices by involving teachers in a collaborative writing workshop. The founders 

of the project assumed that if they could get teachers in a setting with other 

teachers in which they could write, share their writing with other teachers, 

discuss their teaching philosophies, leam about new theories of composition, 

and discuss their own teaching practice, teachers would evidence change of 

attitudes and teaching practice. The project has been one of the most successful 

education programs in the country. Other than emphasizing some general 

assumptions about the writing process, the NWP tries not to "take sides" on 

some of the critical debates in composition theory. Harvey Daniels and Stephen 

Zemelman, in their book titled A Writing Project: Training Teachers of 

Composition from Kindergarten to College, describe a process of facilitating 

change in attitude and practice by a "Rogerian" approach of listening, empathy, 

facilitation, and leading. The basic assumption is that attitudes and practices are 

deeply held and often resistant to change. Changing them must happen from 

within rather than from without. The facilitator's role initially is to provide a series 

of activities and to lead discussions. At least in the first phase of the course, 

during the writing and small group collaboration, the facilitator does no overt 

"teaching," but instead is herself involved with the group as a co-writer. Later in 

the session the facilitator is more directive; however, through the entire session 

the facilitator has an overriding role of modeling the kind of teaching practice that 

the NWP encourages: supportive, "nurturing," emphasizing process over 
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product. According to Daniels and Zemeiman, the desired model of the writing 

instructor is one who facilitates writing, including sharing her own writing, and 

facilitates inductive learning and a focus on the writing process. This instructor is 

supportive, uses praise and humor generously, and smoothly facilitates the use 

of Individual, small group, and whole class participation (26-27). The 

assumptions of NWP are outlined by Daniels and Zemeiman: 

-You learn to write by writing. Practice is essential. Fluency is a worthy 

goal, mistakes are inevitable, and evidence learning in progress. 

-Writers must begin with what they know and care about, using language 

close and comfortable to the self. More formal and public modes of 

prose may be developed out of this expressive base. 

-Writers need real audiences and genuine purposes. Writing is 

communication, not drill. 

-Writing is a process, a variable series of steps or stages which moves, 

with conscious and unconscious recursions, from conception to planning 

to drafting to revision. 

-Writing involves the personal risk of self-disclosure and self-discovery. 

Teaching writing carries these risks as well. 

-Constructive evaluation of writing responds to the author and the 

message, as well as to form. 

-Writing is important. It is a highly practical and useful skill; more 

important, it enriches and empowers individual human beings. 

—Writing is magic. It partakes of the primitive, deeply felt human need to 
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make and share stories. Writing always holds the opportunity for joy. 

(13) 

The two participants who most enthusiastically spoke of an educational 

experience that carried into their present teaching were Carol and Barbara, who 

looked back to their involvement in the NWP. While some of the basic 

assumptions of the Writing Project have worked themselves into many if not 

most graduate composition programs, the participants in my study had not come 

across NWP as part of their graduate training. My experience observing 

participants' classes told me that the first assumption of the NWP-you learn 

writing by writing—did not manifest itself frequently inside my participants' 

classrooms. In some cases, such as Carol's class, it may be that I was observing 

at an unusual time of the semester. However, in my observations I saw very little 

actual writing taking place in writing classes. I never saw an instructor herself 

writing along with students. I observed a lot of "talking about" writing as opposed 

to actively doing it. I observed considerable focus on the end product, and 

particulariy the editing out of errors in writing, and the completion of handbook 

exercises. 1 observed very little expressive writing coming out of the "self," and a 

general emphasis on expository prose and the argument. Most instructors told 

me they had little or no time to write themselves. Few instructors asked their 

students to write joumals. These were observations I made of participants whom 

I believe were un-representatively up-to-date with the latest theories of 

composition. The NWP may yet have a fertile ground for outreach in the 

community college. 
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Henry Davidson 

I interviewed my second participant from Yellow Mountain, Henry 

Davidson, in an empty classroom next to the English Department Office. Henry 

was wearing a brown sports jacket with leather elbow pads, a red tie, and a blue 

shirt. Though absent a pipe, he looked quite professorial. He later told me he 

was 71 years old, but I would have guessed he was in his early 60s. With his 

handsome face, white hair, and deep and sonorous voice, I imagined him right 

off as some sort of stage performer. I later learned that he had acted in 15 plays 

locally and outside the community. Henry taught part-time for Yellow Mountain, 

mostly literature-based courses or courses which he developed on his own such 

as a course in the detective story. In 19871 first got into teaching here; prior to 

that I was in international marketing and advertising, and later a city manager in 

Gila Bend. I got a double masters in English and Theatre, in 1979.1 wrote a play 

for my MA degree. I started teaching English in the high schools in Gila Bend, 

even though I didn't have any education credits. I have been teaching here since 

we moved here in 1987.1 have taught a lot of courses around here. 

I teach mostly the introduction to literature courses here, maybe tyecause I 

like literature so much. They give us a choice of three tyooks, one of essays, one 

on border studies, and one a literature text. I take the literature text, because I 

find that so many of the students who come in here have such a shallow 

background, or even no background whatsoever in literature, and I think this is a 

problem. I think it's a necessary part of our lives. I guess I feel more comfortable 
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teaching the literature text. Other instructors are more interested in the Cultural 

Studies approach, which is much more political, and has some advantages; for 

example, it ties into the sociology and the psychology courses well. 

I usually do one novel in my class. I've done Frankenstein, but next year 

I'm going to do A Midnight Clear by William Whorf. I was in the infantry in WWII 

in the same sort of background as the sokJiers in that novel, so I find it pretty 

interesting. I'd like to do a course on war novels. I taught a course on the 

detective story, which is another favorite of mine. 

I asked Henry whether he took part in the portfolio project. Yes, I do. In 

1021 have students write four papers, including one research paper on issues 

coming out of the novel. The shorter papers include a reader response essay, a 

critical analysis, and a comparison and contrast essay. I let students choose two 

of their three papers and the one long research paper for their portfolio. I think I 

am more New Critical than Reader Response in my approach, though not too 

much so. I begin by asking students what they see in the stories and poems, 

then we wori< into a critical analysis of the story or the poem. I don't structure the 

class around formal elements. Here we are really starting from scratch. Students 

don't know what symbolism is or irony. So you are teaching basic terms and 

concepts. I am interested in connections between literature and students' lives, 

and connections of literature with universal themes. I want students to make 

these connections in their reading. 

Some classes seem to work well in groups, they share well, they teach 
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each other well. Other classes dont. Sometimes the group work and the peer 

editing doesn't work well, especially I think with younger, less experienced 

students. Luckily I usually have a good mix of ages in my classes, which makes 

for a good exchange. I sit in a chair in the center, or sometimes I pace around. 

I'm a big pacer, [laughs] 

I don't want to work full-time. I like teaching part-time. I'll be 72 pretty 

soon, so maybe some day they'll send me off to WalMart to be a greeter 

[laughs]. The relationship between the full-timers and the part-time faculty here 

is pretty cordial. At the same time there is a certain barrier there, in that adjuncts 

are thought of as necessary evils. The full-timers would prefer the department 

was all full-time. That would make everyone's life easier, more people to share 

in the committee work, that kind of thing. But really it's just a matter of 

economics and priorities. The college saves money by hiring part-timers. 

Henry said he knew all his colleagues because of the portfolio 

assessment sessions, where he works with them several times a year. Our 

department head has been wonderful at bringing the adjuncts in for the meetings 

and these portfolio sessions that happen twice a year. I'm always amazed at how 

close we are in our evaluation of portfolios. We only disagree maybe about one 

out of ten times, after we have done the norming. I think the greatest struggle in 

this is leaving aside our own personal prejudices, as in "I don't like that subject 

the student is writing about." We have to leave that aside and just look at the 

writing. The portfolio assessment is really a lot of fun, because we are a diverse 
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group. 

Henry said he didn't think one could equate a comnfiunity college English 

department to university English departments. Our mission and our structure are 

different. At universities they have English majors. We don't have any. When I 

teach English, in most cases I am introducing students to ideas about literature. 

We do have some students who are going into teaching, and they may take 

some further classes in literature. Basically, because we are not dealing with 

English majors, our focus is necessarily different. And this makes the academic 

climate of the school different as well. Everything we do is directed towards the 

type of students we have, so we are generalists. 

I asked Henry his view of the leadership of the department. It is becoming 

increasingly clear to me that leadership—or the lack of leadership—is a big factor 

in the new directions and innovations that departments take. This department 

has a very strong department Chair. He has a feel for what the students need 

and for what the instructors can give. He has a lot of ideas, and he's very willing 

to share. He's accessible, friendly, and extremely helpful with problems that 

come up. I don't think any of our faculty would hesitate to go to him. Because 

he's a very supportive head, but not passive, and not a pushover. 

Henry told me that the most important influence on his teaching is the 

individual classroom:... each class is different. Though you have a diverse 

group in there, I have this feeling like, you know, this class would enjoy doing 

this and this and this; or I think the tjest way to approach this problem is to take 
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this tack. I'm not influenced much by what other faculty are doing, nor by the 

scholarly joumals. Most of them seem to be aimed at four-year schools and full-

timers. They are esoteric. Look at the language of them. I read a lot of joumals, 

but only when I want to get specific information on a text I am using, things like 

that, or to give to students for background. But joumals don't influence my 

teaching. 

The following afternoon I sat in and obsen^ed Henry teach an introduction 

to literature class. This class was similar to Carol's, at least at the t)eginning, 

because Henry was going over student questions about their portfolios. Students 

had quite a few questions on details of the portfolios, including one question on 

documentation of intemet sources which 1 would have definitely been flummoxed 

by. Henry knew the details of intemet documentation very well, and launched 

into a thorough review of intemet sources. Following this, Henry asked the class 

to get Into groups, and gave each group a question on the text "A Clean, Well-

Lighted Place." He gave the groups about ten minutes to reach some sort of 

consensus, and then went from group to group calling forth answers and leading 

the whole class in a discussion of the text. In the final fifteen minutes of the class 

he called on individual class memt>ers to read the story's dialogue as if they were 

reading a play. 

I asked Henry about the class in my second interview late that same 

afternoon. In the class I was trying to remind them about what is supposed to be 

in their portfolio, and we were going over one of the stories in the text. I had 
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given them background material on that Hemingway story, like some ideas about 

the point of view and the symbolism. If they read it cold, they simply don't have a 

clue. 

Usually I will spend the whole class session on one story. This session 

was a little shorter than usual because I had other things to cover. I sometimes 

use the groups to start out, sometimes don't. The grouping works to bring in 

more responses from more people. Like most classes, this one has a few stars. 

I asked Henry how the portfolio assessment works with papers that come 

out of his class. We give a summary of each assignment to the portfolio 

assessment readers, so the readers know what we are looking for, not an 

answer, but what we are looking for. The readers follow the writing criteria we set 

up in terms of focus, organization, etc. The grading is based on the writing rather 

than the content. 

About half of the teachers use the non-fiction Cultural Studies texts and 

the other half use the literature texts. I think this is just personal preference. 

Some teachers are more comfortable with one, others with the other. It's a 

composition course based on literature of some sort. Up to last year most of the 

102 instructors didn't want to get involved in the portfolio assessment. Now this 

year we are all involved. Up to this semester it's been intormal. This semester is 

the first formal portfolio assessment I've been to. 

When I asked Henry about the major changes in the department, his 

answer echoed previous answers I had gotten. It was clear to me that this was a 
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department that talked to each other regularly. There was a sense of a shared 

mission and history. The big changes in the department stem from two things, 

the portfolio project and the increasing use of computers. Most of our courses 

are taught in the computer lab. There's much more writing going on in the 

classroom now than in the past, and I think a tot more is being accomplished in 

the classroom as far as writing is concerned. Now I am not sure the quality is 

that much better, but certainly the quantity is a lot greater, and there's a lot more 

interchange between students because they can send their papers to each 

other 

When I asked Henry his view of the portfolio project, he hesitated to 

endorse the project wholeheartedly. He, like many others involved in such 

innovations, wanted to see some "hard evidence" that it improves student 

writing. However, one of the frustrations of teaching writing is the difficulty in 

knowing for sure if what you are doing has any long-term effect. Almost any 

form of writing program review involving standardized testing-for example, a pre

test and a post-test, will show no change. As Edward White notes, such norm-

referenced tests are designed "not to show effects of short-term instruction" 

(250). An empirically designed pre-test and post-test using the writing of short 

essays also will probably show little or no gain. Again, as White notes, "Writing is 

in itself too complex and multifaceted to be measured in such a way" (252). A 

more meaningful kind of program review takes in a variety of factors, including if 

narrowly defined, some evidence of student improvement. Measurement of 
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change in student and faculty attitudes as well as review by outside expert 

evaluators often are more likely to show positive results than empirical testing. 

For Henry, his "review" would come in his own intuitive evaluation of the portfolio 

project's effects on students: As far as usmg the portfolios, I am not sure whether 

they have improved the students' writing or not. I'm sure that many of our 

instructors would say they have, but as I said, I'm not convinced. I want to give it 

another year or so before I decide on that. Some students are frustrated by the 

lack of grades as they move along; others see the advantage of it. I certainly see 

an advantage in leaving the grading to later The portfolio assessment sessions 

give us a chance to share our assignments and our ideas. I sometimes get 

frustrated. / know I had a student last year who got a lower grade than I 

expected, and I think it was because the readers didn't agree with her ideas 

about how a woman should stay home and not work. I didn't agree with her 

either, but I did recognize her essay as a good piece of writing. So this sort of 

problem comes up. 

Since I came here the department has become a lot younger, which is 

good. There are more new ideas, and a move toward social issues, and we're 

moving away from using literature as a base for composition. Five years ago 

almost everyone use the literature texts, now it's less than half of us. I sensed a 

certain wistfulness here. 

I asked Henry about my joumal packet, but he had forgotten to read it. In 

any case, as he told me, I don't read the scholariy journals. I read a psychology 
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and a history journal, but the library here doesn't get many of the English 

journals. You have to go to interlibrary loans to get them. Our chair, and some of 

the instructors get some on their own. I don't go to conferences. I have acted in 

plays all over, about fifteen different shows here and elsewhere, and have done 

some directing with local theatre groups. I've been in summer stock in Maine, in 

New Orleans, in Ohio and even in San Francisco. Now I am taking singing 

lessons with a lady here, a little late in life, I guess [he laughs]. 

My weeks in Arizona ended my field research with two colleges and two 

English departments that seemed to me to extremely different. It may be that 

neither department could show greater student improvement than the other by 

means of empirical testing. As Edward White notes, a hugely funded empirical 

study of the Bay Area Writing Project, a study involving 31 separate reports, 

failed to show statistical, cause-effect data of program success in terms of 

student gains in writing ability (264). As White concludes in his discussion of 

program evaluation, 

In program evaluation, as in all other aspects of writing programs, we 

need to resist using or accepting simple and reductive definitions, 

procedures, tests, and inferences. It is surely a wise instinct that leads us 

to trust writing instruction more to poets than to scientists, or even to 

logicians. The resistant reality of learning to think, to write, to create, to 

revise and re-create, and to understand does not yield its secrets readily. 

(268) 
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Despite the resistance of writing instruction to evaluation, we are led to make 

evaluations and judgments based on the best evidence we have. My own 

understanding of the two programs at Northem Arizona College and Yellow 

Mountain Community College tells me unequivocally that Yellow Mountain has a 

much more successful program for various reasons. Even Patrick Johnson at 

Northern Arizona College was certain of that. So despite the lack of empirical, 

"hard evidence," we make some judgments about what qualifies as success in 

writing programs. But I leave further discussion of this for my final chapter. 
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Nobody cares, [laughs]. / don't want to get 
into that. It's just the way it is. People leave 
each other alone. I have heard it referred to 
as the "bunker mentality." Everybody's got 
their own little enclave. It's pretty much do 
your own thing and that's it. 

—Patrick Johnson 

This study has been in part a record of a journey of exploration and 

investigation. When I set out I had certain ideas in mind about what I wanted to 

look for in my research. I had noticed the huge gap between the attitudes and 

outlook of those I taught with in the two-year college and those I worked with as 

a graduate student. Few in the community college seemed to "speak the same 

language" as the graduate students and professors I knew at graduate school. 

The journals in composition, with some exceptions, seemed out of touch with the 

teaching lives of the generalist instructors I knew at my community college. 

These rather unexceptional perceptions were in a sense "prompts" to my 

research. Once I began the fieldwork, that focus gradually became less 

important and I began to appreciate the diversity of approaches and dynamics at 

every college and department I visited. Truly each department seemed to be its 

own little universe, just as each class was, and ultimately I suppose—to accept 

the basic truth in a cliche—each individual instructor and student was. 

Throughout the research I have tried to remain open and sympathetic to all of 
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the schools and participants, recognizing their enormous complexity and the 

limitations of my research. 

The study has several important limitations. First, it has my own built-in 

biases. However much I may try to be "objective" or "neutral," however much I 

have tried to avoid coloring my perceptions with my own history and preferences, 

they cannot help but enter into the picture. In doing this research, I made 

constant choices about what to emphasize, what to ignore. Of my original 30 

participants, for example, I chose twenty-four to interview, and fourteen to 

highlight in my writing. My choice of participants to highlight in this study was 

based partly in my desire to show a variety of participants, partly in my desire to 

feature participants who had strong and distinctive voices. Probably some 

results would be different had I chosen different areas of focus or different 

participants to highlight. Second, my time was limited. From the two hours' of 

interviewing and one classroom observation I usually could get a general sense 

of each participant, their work and their attitudes, but it was hard in that brief 

exposure to arrive at a complete or deep understanding. Third, the study is 

skewed by the self-selection of the participants. Among the 200 people whose 

participation I solicited, thirty agreed to be interviewed, and 74 sent in the 

questionnaires. This "self-selection" means that my results are not necessarily 

representative of the larger population. The interview participants were, I believe, 

more interested and engaged with their work and more connected to the 

discipline than average. There were no obviously "poor" or "burned out" 

instructors among them. The questionnaire participants, in that filling out a 
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questionnaire involves less time commitment, may have been a somewhat more 

representative sample of instructors. However, even in that regard it is difficult to 

say whether or not the 200 instructors in five western states I initially solicited are 

themselves representative of two-year college English instructors. 

Still, I believe that despite these major limitations, the study "paints a 

picture" that many, if not most, two-year English instructors could easily 

recognize. And certainly the issues that I discuss coming out of the ethnographic 

research should be recognizable and almost palpable to two-year college English 

instructors. The issues that I have focused on have been those that appeared 

again and again among my participants. To an extent a part of the research 

process is the sifting out those elements that seem to be entirely idiosyncratic, 

and looking for those things that seem to fit a pattern. I have tried to do this, 

while at the same time noting as well some of the more distinctive and unique 

features of each participant and department. 

A Brief Review of the Research 

Given the complexity and length of the research, I think it is important 

here to briefly review some eariier chapters.Chapter three, "Among the 'Freeway 

Fliers,"' features three participants, Cecilia James. Deborah Johnson, and Mary 

Woodson, and looks specifically at the issues of the two-year college's heavy 

reliance on part-time instructors, and the emphasis on grammar and formulas for 

teaching writing. The southem California instructors I highlight were all part-time 

instructors, teaching courses that were heavily influenced by the rigid exit exams 
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that students were required to pass. Teachers in these courses generally taught 

according to mandated syllabi and textbooks. Much of the teaching was textbook 

driven and "skills" oriented. All of these instructors were isolated from colleagues 

and from their department. One instructor had never spoken to the department 

heads under whom she taught. The hiring process they reported was extremely 

casual, sometimes taking place over the phone by secretaries. Their masters 

degrees and desire to teach were the only requirements. 

The classes I visited in southem California reflected the "skills" orientation 

of these instructors. The method was primarily lecture, and the focus was on 

grammar and basic ideas of framing the five-paragraph essay. None of the 

instructors asked students to write joumals, and I saw no evidence of freewriting 

in any class. In the interviews, instructors insisted upon the value of students' 

"knowing about the language" and defined that "knowing about" as knowing the 

rules of standard English. Inasmuch as the exit exam also focused on 

grammatical correctness and the use of a basic five-paragraph essay format, 

their emphasis on these basic elements of writing seemed to them entirely 

appropriate. While they were aware of criticism of this approach, they saw no 

realistic altemative given the constraints of their part-time teaching position, the 

mandated syllabi and textbooks, and the required exit exams. 

The conservative orientation of these instructors' departments are not 

surprising even in this "postmodern" era. In his 1986 study (updated in 1992), 

Richard Larson examined syllabi and other artifacts from 240 two-year and four-

year colleges, looking at the theoretical assumptions behind their first-year 
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writing courses, and found a large strain of formalism, emphasis on grammar 

and simplistic patterns of organization, textbook driven courses, relatively little 

attention to quality of student thought, inattention to composition theory~in effect, 

that traditional approaches to teaching writing were alive and well on many 

college campuses (114-15). While in Kroll's 1994 study of two-year college 

English faculty neariy all of them (96 percent) reported adherence to a "process" 

approach using multiple drafts, and most of them (75 percent) used peer-review 

workshops, these findings do not necessarily suggest that all or even most of the 

same teachers have abandoned current-traditional practice. Two-year college 

instructors are eclectic, taking elements from various theoretical sites and 

adapting them to their specific needs and situations. The southern California 

instructors believed they followed a "process" approach, and all of them at least 

sometimes used small groups. Nonetheless, I think it's fair to say that their 

teaching was product-oriented and focused on "clear" and "correct" writing of the 

short argumentative essay. 

Chapter four, "The Reluctant Rhetoricians," features two Oregon 

participants, Harriet Monroe and Debbie Reed. Unlike the instructors in southern 

California, who taught in a total of five different community colleges, Harriet and 

Debbie taught at one college. Salem City College. Both Harriet and Debby 

evidenced considerable anger and ambivalence towards their graduate studies, 

and therefore this chapter looks specifically at issues around graduate education 

and the two-year college English instructor. Harriet's background and affection 

for classical rhetoric informed her teaching. Debby used a workshop approach. 
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The department anchored all of its writing courses by narrowly focusing them on 

expository writing of the essay, the argument, and the research paper. 

In chapter five, "Traveling Across Idaho," I highlight the interview with Bob 

Kowit at College of Westem Idaho, and Ken Rollins and Grace Smith at Baker 

College, a private, church-affiliated two-year college. At College of Westem 

Idaho, Bob Kowit, a full-time temporary instructor, told me that he could teach 

from his "Freirian" perspective while also teaching the "linear" argument favored 

by the faculty "bullies" and required for the exit exam. This department had fairly 

narrowly based exit exams as well, but offered students a week to complete 

them, and had students put together a portfolio of their work which they could 

submit to appeal their exit exam scores. Related to this, I present as well a 

general discussion of writing assessment and the community college. 

The interviews with Ken Rollins and Grace Smith showed a surprisingly 

liberal department in a conservative Christian college, a department in which 

faculty development and faculty interaction were fostered in numerous ways and 

in which faculty were given a lot of freedom in choosing texts and forming their 

syllabi. In looking at this department I could see the large influence that strong, 

progressive leadership can have. The use of twice-a-year faculty retreats, the 

provision of offices to all faculty, part-time and full-time, the circulation of 

scholarly articles, the setting up of reading and discussion groups as well as an 

English faculty library, the provision of funds to attend conferences, the 

publication of an English faculty newsletter—all of these efforts, small and not-so-

small, added up to a more positive and collegial academic climate. 
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Chapter six, "A Postmodern Department in Crisis," presents interviews 

with Fern Allison, Sharon Billings and the Ogden City College English 

department Chair, Ralph Stevens. Rem Allison described the department's 

adoption of a cultural studies approach with its emphasis on semiotics, and the 

kinds of political in-fighting which ensued, eventuating in the department's 

abandonment of a uniform syllabus and text and adoption of a "shared goals" 

approach. Sharon Billings discussed the influence of the National Writing Project 

on her teaching, and her own nurturing, supportive role in the classroom. 

Chapter six includes a section discussing cultural studies, critical pedagogy, and 

critical literacy. The chapter ends with a telephone interview of Ralph Stevens, 

the Ogden City College department Chair, who discussed the "practitioner 

culture" of the community college and its effect on academic climate. 

In Chapter seven I introduce the issue of the language of composition 

studies as it appears in our scholariy journals, and present a critique of that 

language contained in an article which I wrote in 1991 as a graduate student-a 

critique which seems to me now to mirror the attitudes of many if not most of the 

two-year college instructors I interviewed. In that chapter I summarize the results 

of the research by pulling from my interviews of participants and the 

questionnaire. I also present the alternative perspective of composition as an 

emerging discipline still in the shadows of literary studies. 

Chapter eight, "Retuming Home," contains interviews with Patrick 

Johnson at Northern Arizona College and Carol Seifert and Henry Davidson at 

Yellow Mountain College. Patrick Johnson described the isolated "bunker 
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mentality" prevalent in his department, and showed considerable frustration in 

the "blue collar" status of the two-year college instructor. Chapter eight includes 

discussions of the National Writing Project and portfolio assessment. The 

interviews with Carol Seifert and Henry Davidson, two instructors from Yellow 

Mountain College, offer a dramatic contrast inasmuch as they describe a 

cohesive program that includes part-timers and full-timers, and brings teachers 

together in shared activities around teaching, in this case specifically around 

portfolio assessment. 

Out of the 24 participants whom I interviewed and observed, I selected 

fourteen to feature at length in these chapters. Seven of them were part-timers, 

six were full-timers, and one was on a temporary one-year contract. In terms of 

theoretical "camps" they adhered to, it Is hard to fix any definite label on some of 

the participants, and no doubt a few of my participants might argue with any label 

I attached to them. In general, the freeway fliers appeared to me to be holding to 

a traditional and conventional grammar-focused, five-paragraph model approach, 

though they spoke of the "writing process" and Deborah Johnson emphasized 

collaborative learning. In Oregon, Harriet Monroe was the only participant who 

followed a rhetorically-based approach to teaching writing. Debby Reed used a 

workshop approach, and was reader-response oriented in her literature class. 

Four participants—Bob Kowit, Fern Allison, Ralph Stevens, and Patrick Johnson-

had embraced critical pedagogy and cultural studies. Carol Seifert and Sharon 

Billings were strongly influenced by their work with the national writing project, 

and might be called "expressivist," though they were not expressivists 
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exclusively. The remaining participants, Ken Rollins, Grace Snnith, and Henry 

Davidson, were all process-oriented, knowledgable on theory, and eclectic in 

their approach. Theoretical eclecticism seems to t)e a shared attitude of two-year 

college Instructors, 84 percent of whom agreed with the statement, "I am 

theoretically eclectic. I pick and choose from what others write and adapt their 

ideas to my classroom." One might argue that eclecticism may result in an 

approach that embraces contradictory ideas about writing; however, few 

participants seemed to be worrying about such contradictions. 

"The Gap" 

When I began this research, I focused on the gap between two-year 

college instructors and the larger discipline of English studies. Reviewing my 

interviews and questionnaire results, I see that my initial perceptions were fairiy 

accurate, although the findings complicate any simple description of "the gap." 

As Ralph Stevens pointed out, an insight also developed by McGrath and Spear, 

two-year college faculty are part of a "practitioner culture" that tends to 

emphasize practice over theory, and to separate the two, derogating theory in 

the process. Because community colleges do not reward scholariy work, only a 

minority of community college English teachers engage in it. Faculty in two-year 

colleges do not specialize, but teach lower-level, general courses. In areas like 

English, they rarely follow the development of any particular student, but instead 

see an entirely new set of students each semester. As Stevens said, echoing the 
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title of McGrath and Spear's book, To an extent there is an academic crisis in 

the two-year schools. You have a practitioner culture in which everyone is about 

the same, and there is little incentive to get ahead. This risks breeding a certain 

mediocrity and complacency. Stevens also noted that there is little engagement 

in debate in two-year college departments, and a tendency to rely on what 

Stephen North has called practitioner "lore," that accumulated knowledge and 

belief about writing and teaching that is exchanged between and among 

instructors, pragmatic techniques, "what works" in the classroom-a 

predominantly oral exchange of ideas and classroom experiences in 

conversations about teaching (22-27). Stevens sees this reliance on lore as 

being at the expense of more serious and scholariy considerations— 

predominantly in written form-of the research and theory of the discipline. 

Instructors (not "professors") are expected to teach many more classes, and 

therefore to sacrifice whatever research interests they have for their "student 

centered" teaching. 

On the other hand, it is clear that the majority of two-year college English 

faculty, however much in effect they are distanced from the larger discipline, still 

align themselves strongly with it. Thus, in my questionnaire results, 59 percent 

disagreed with the statement, I dont follow the trends and research in teaching 

writing. I'm just too busy. Almost exactly the same percent (58 percent) also 

disagreed with the statement, There really is no connection between composition 

and the larger area of English Studies. Most of the stuff that is being produced 
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in research universities is distant from what composition teachers do. Faculty 

split about evenly on the statement. Faculty in community college English 

departments have little drive to maintain a current sense of scholarship in the 

field. While the majority of two-year college English faculty continue to identify 

with their discipline, they are ambivalent. Part of this is the strong belief of most 

faculty (89 percent) that they are "looked down" upon by universities. It's hard to 

maintain a positive attitude towards someone or some group that you sense 

does not reciprocate. 

This issue of perceived inferior position vis-a-vis "professors" in 

universities and four-year institutions is an important element in the ambivalent 

relationship of two-year college instructors to the larger discipline. This was 

particularly clear to me in the interview with Patrick Johnson, himself a new PhD, 

who lamented his "blue collar" status as a two-year college instructor. I have 

always found that the community college has been the kiss of death in the 

university context, it's been the mark of Cain you carry with you. It's not the 

mutual respect or the mutual exchange of ideas. Somehow you are in an inferior 

position.... You feel like you're not part of the larger conversation, you're not in 

the parior. You lose power, you lose voice. 

In the interviews the majority of participants said their present teaching 

was not informed much by their graduate work. Deborah Johnson, for example, 

pointed to her elementary school days at a convent as having far greater 

influence. Another participant, Sylvia Betts, pointed to her Canadian high school 
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years. Patrick Downing said he had learned how to teach composition by "trial 

and error." Many participants pointed to their work as TA's in departments as 

having had a great deal more influence on them. Cecilia James, for example, 

praised the informal groups that she met with for TA support and training. Ham'et 

Monroe said "... my teaching experience as a GTA made me see it was 

doable." Kenneth KroH's 1994 study indicates that a large majority of community 

college English teachers are trained in literature, though their major teaching 

subject is composition. As Melissa Sue Kort notes, even that training "in 

literature" often has little bearing on how one should teach literature, since 

graduate departments are resistant to bringing "pedagogy" into their coursework. 

There still exists this notion, it seems, that composition classes require 

teaching skills, and literature classes require scholariy knowledge—but 

no teaching skills. My experience in two-year colleges has been that 

teaching literature is just as challenging and requires at least as many 

skills and teaching insights as teaching composition, and perhaps more. 

(179) 

On the other hand, study participants who had trained in rhetoric and 

composition indicated stronger ties to their graduate education. This seems 

logical in that, as opposed to many of the graduates who studied literature, they 

are teaching classes in the primary area of their study, composition. In the case 

of some like Harriet Monroe and Debby Reed, there was considerable anger 

towards their graduate experience; nonetheless, those participants who had 

trained in rhetoric and composition evidenced much stronger ties to their 
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discipline and the scholarly work coming out of it. 

The responses of two-year college English teachers to my questionnaire 

were more positive towards graduate education than those of the participants I 

interviewed. Only 34 percent of the respondents agreed with the statement, I 

bring very little of my graduate work and my graduate teaching into my teaching 

now, while 57 percent disagreed. While 26 percent of respondents agreed that In 

grad school I learned more from being a TA than from my graduate classes, 40 

percent disagreed, with the other third taking no position. To the statement. My 

graduate training informs much of my teaching today, 48 percent agreed, and 

only 31 percent disagreed. These results seem to directly conflict with KroH's 

study and my own impression from discussions with participants, the majority of 

whom seem to have left their graduate training far behind. One might accept this 

difference at face value, and say that the wider community of English instructors 

are more inclined to feel tied to their graduate education and the discipline than 

did my participants. An alternative interpretation might be that respondents to 

the questionnaire wanted to emphasize their continued ties to the larger 

discipline out of their need to define themselves as "college" instructors. 

What most participants pointed to, and what seems to me to the most 

apparent difference that defines them, is the drive for scholarship-the actual 

requirement of scholarship—in tenured positions at research universities and 

four-year colleges and the widespread indifference to research and scholarship 

in the community college. This is as well the source of the perceptions of 
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superiority and inferiority that plague the relationship. University professors—at 

least that minority who are full-time—see themselves as participants in 

knowledge-making, not just the transmission of knowledge. They are paid for 

their knowledge-making capabilities. Of course many of them may not have 

published anything for years, or have done any research. And while a minority, 

there are many community college teachers who without any encouragement 

actively continue to do research and to be published. But perceptions count most 

here, and on the whole, community college teachers are perceived by 

themselves and by others as transmittors of other people's knowledge, not as 

knowledge-makers, and therein lies a major difference. 

The Institutional Constraints 

One of the features of teaching at the community college level that many 

point to with considerable satisfaction is their level of freedom and autonomy, the 

sense that they have control over their classes, their syllabi, their daily 

schedules-that they are to an extent independent op)erators. But much of this 

sense of freedom appears illusory. I think of Harriet Monroe's statement that, 

"We are all anarchists here." Enmeshed in a fairiy rigid system featuring three 

genres of expository writing (the essay, the argument, the research paper), not to 

speak of the unstated role expectations—the teaching schedule, the grading, the 

assignment of credits, the authority relationship-that come with her position, 

Ham'et nonetheless feels herself in a department free of rules and restraints, "an 
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anarchist." This is not even to speak of all the unspoken, often unnoticed 

institutional constraints that affect teachers' lives every day. 

And there are many such t)elow-surface constraints. The reliance on part-

timers is an important one, one that directly affects the academic climate of 

every department. The poor funding of community colleges, that pays them one-

half what four year colleges get per full-time student, one-third what research 

universities get per student, and one-sixth what private universities receive 

(Grubb 322-24), makes a difference. The basis of funding, on number of 

students present in the classroom rather than any other criteria, also operates as 

a kind of institutional constraint. The lack of administrative support for faculty 

research or continued ties to their discipline cannot help but affect the academic 

climate. The widespread indifference to quality of teaching and the resistance by 

administrations to any kind of pedagogical innovation operate as related 

constraints. 

The result of these constraints are widespread and deep. Partly because 

English departments are so dependent on part-timers, they feel a need to 

institute departmentally mandated controls such as exit exams, required texts 

and syllabi, and narrowly defined courses—mandates that tend to have a static 

quality, that once set in place tend to stay the same. Departments may feel a 

need for the stability and the "quality control" they provide. On a positive note, 

they represent a coming together of faculty to choose mutual goals. However, 

they do operate as strong and rather static constraints on every instructor. 

Among the core faculty of full-timers, there often is a split between those 
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who have stayed tied to the larger discipline and those who have not, who 

generally want to be left alone to teach in whatever manner they want. Among 

the full-time faculty the dominant ethos is one of "everyone gets along," a kind of 

group agreement to avoid conflict and to accept contradictions and mixed 

agendas In the program. Thus 53 percent of respondents agreed with the 

statement. About half of our department are interested in the ideas of the 

discipline, and half are not, with only 20 percent disagreeing. This sort of 

intellectual divide in departments appears to be very common. On the other 

hand, 82 percent of respondents agreed that My colleagues and I are fairiy civil. 

We tolerate each other We want to have good feelings in our group, and many 

of the nine percent who disagreed did so because they thought the statement 

was too lukewarm. Thus departments commonly operate with unexamined mixed 

agendas, with faculty generally friendly and willing to tolerate their (sometimes 

quite large) differences. 

Probably the most crucial result of the institutional constraints that exist in 

two-year college English departments is the widespread sense of isolation and 

alienation among faculty. This sense of isolation and alienation was particularly 

dramatic in the interviews at Northern Arizona College, but they were by no 

means confined to a few departments. While this was particulariy the case with 

part-time instructors, I found that the majority of my participants were relatively 

isolated at least in their teaching lives. Sixty-nine percent of full-time instructors 

agreed with the statement We have a lot of burnout in our department, with only 
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26 percent disagreeing. While most of nny participants who were full-time spoke 

of cordial relationships with colleagues, fewer spoke of relationships that were 

built around shared teaching activities. The main exception here were Carol 

Seifert and Henry Davidson, who spoke of the teachers' sharing of ideas and 

assignments as part of their departmental portfolio assessment. 

A recent (1999) major study by W.Norton Grubb and others. Honored but 

Invisible: An Inside Look at Teaching in Community Colleges, supports this 

finding. In their study the researchers observed 257 two-year college classes, 

each class for three separate observations, and conducted a follow-up interview 

with the instructor. Their study describes and evaluates the different kinds of 

teaching they observed. According to their study few instructors pointed to their 

disciplinary training as influential in how they teach. Most said they leamed to 

teach by trial and error, and conversations with colleagues; "But examples where 

instructors were able to draw on their disciplines for intellectual support were 

relatively few" (49). Grubb and his research team report that few community 

colleges have any systematic approach to helping instructors improve their 

teaching. Because of this, they found that the teaching methods, style, and 

effectiveness varied enormously from individual to individual. In addition, they 

report that, "The isolation of most community college instructors inhibits the 

interaction with their peers that might provide them with new ideas about 

teaching, suggestions about teaching problems, and support for their 

experiments.... A defining aspect of instructors' lives is their isolation" (49). 

Community college English instructors work in departments. Over half of 
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them are part-timers, usually with no offices, little respect, and no daily 

connection to colleagues. Without any efforts to bring full-time and part-time 

department members together around teaching as a shared activity, 

departments tend to become places where people pick up their mail, meet to 

discuss "department business," and occasionally swap stories with their 

colleagues. As Grubb states, "In the absence of any sense of teaching as a 

shared activity, the very notion of collegiality lacks any meaning" (51). Grubb 

found in his study that the instructors they identified as "effective" were much 

more likely to have links with other faculty members, while instructors whose 

classes they described as "distressed" (characterized by active hostile feelings 

between the teacher and students) or "collapsed" (characterized by a kind of 

passive indifference and inattention of students, sometimes even of teachers) 

tended to have no links whatsoever with colleagues and to be openly hostile 

toward administration (55). Grubb writes, 

The special isolation of the most ineffective instructors is particulariy 

disheartening. Because (aside from trial and error) instructors learn most 

often about teaching from their colleagues, these individuals have cut 

themselves off from their only sources of support and improvement. (56) 

As Grubb and his researchers point out, the independence of individual 

instructors derives from a legacy of the four-year college, by which faculty 

Independence has been identified with ideas of academic freedom. The 

additional element of a majority of instructors who operate alongside the core 

faculty as part-timers, rarely participating in departmental activities or decisions. 
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only exacerbates the essential isolation of ail faculty. 

Grubb and his researchers looked at a total of 22 community colleges. 

They characterized about one-fourth of the 257 classes they visited as either 

"distressed" (hostile) or "collapsed" (passive). Fifteen of the colleges evidenced 

no commitment to teaching in terms of professional development, hiring policies, 

innovation, or faculty-administration cooperation. Many of these colleges had 

hostile faculty and administration relations. Four colleges were "mixed" in terms 

of administration support of teaching. Only three colleges out of the the 22 were 

characterized by positive and progressive administrations that actively supported 

good teaching;"... faculty almost uniformly reported their administrators are 

committed to teaching, and there was no mistaking the institutional culture of 

innovation and experimentation. These institutions use virtually all the policies at 

their disposal to enhance instruction" (311). 

Though I don't want to convey here an unfairly critical picture of two-year 

college English teaching, it is also important not to hide from difficult truths. 

Grubb's finding of 25 percent "distressed" or "collapsed" classes may very well 

apply to English classes. While most of my participants told me they very much 

enjoy their work, 69 percent of full-timers agreed on the questionnaire that there 

was a lot of "burnout" in their department. While I observed classes which on the 

whole seemed to me to be successful, some of them impressively successful, in 

most cases I only observed one class, and throughout my research I sensed that 

my participants were not particularly representative of the larger population of 

English teachers. Of all the classes, possibly one (out of 24 that I observed) 
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could have been called "collapsed" in the sense of a kind of passivity and 

indifference on the part of the students. I saw no evidence of hostility in any 

class. On the whole my participants seemed to t>e ambivalent in their ties to the 

larger discipline. Few of the participants identified themselves as scholars writing 

for publication. Few had kept up with the scholarship of the discipline. Most, 

however, saw themselves as "interested parties" in the larger conversation. 

Beginning this study, I had as my focus the gap between the university 

researcher and the two-year college instructor, a gap which I thought hindered 

change and innovation in the two-year college. To a great extent this study 

confirmed my original impressions. However, in the course of the research I 

found that there is in fact a more significant "gap," sometimes even a gulf, of 

reticence around teaching issues between and among colleagues in two-year 

college English departments. This does not mean a lack of friendships or 

cordiality; those I found in abundance. What it suggests instead is a lack of 

shared activities around teaching, a sense of teaching as an individual and 

private activity, an unwillingness to share in that activity or to expose one's 

teaching to the gaze of others. This private, individual quality of teaching hinders 

professional development and innovation. Ultimately, instructors fall back year 

after year on "trial and error" in their teaching. Many, teaching the same one or 

two introductory courses repeatedly, fall into ruts and become susceptible to 

"burnout." But there are ways to address this kind of isolation and alienation, 

ways to encourage collaboration, program cohesiveness, and a stronger 

academic climate. While ultimately the support of administration is important in 
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institutional change, not all change requires that support, especially in its first 

phases. Some changes, in fact, are relatively inexpensive, and some are not "all 

or nothing," but can be adopted either in part or as a whole. 

Educational "Reform" 

I hear no loud cries for "reform" in two-year college English departments. 

Despite the rather dramatic and critical titles of some books about the two-year 

college—TAie Contradictory College', The Academic Crisis In the Two-Year 

College: The Diverted Dream-, Second Best: The Crisis. . .-the community 

college remains popular with the public and continues to be perceived as 

successful in lifting millions of students out of poverty and into middle class jobs. 

In any case, as Richard Miller points out in his new book As If Leaming Mattered: 

Reforming Higher Education, educational "reform" movements themselves tend 

to trip up on unexpected obstructions along the way: 

. . . institutions of higher education are susceptible, at best, to modest 

rather than radical change and, furthermore ... when such change 

occurs, it will be slow, uneven, and with unpredictable consequences. 

Conceding the essentially bureaucratic nature of academic work 

demands, in other words, an acknowledgment that making hortatory 

declamations about what must be done and extended critiques of what 

has been done is not, by any stretch of the imagination, the same thing as 

engaging in the entirely unglamourous, often utterly anonymous work of 
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figuring out what can be done withing a given institutional context, where 

one is certain to run up against extant, competing, undoubtedly 

unreasonable, and unquestionably unfair constraints. (22) 

Another cautionary writing on the subject of educational "reform," Robert J. 

Connors' "Crisis and Panacea in Composition Studies: A History," outlines the 

rise and fall of a variety of "crises" and "reforms" in composition—Harvard's 

freshman English, the use of handbooks, the "social aims" approach, the 

General Education movement, the rise of Communications, general semantics, 

structural linguistics, the "Rhetorical Revolution" of the 1960s, open admissions, 

the process movement. As Connors points out, none of the "crises and 

panaceas" need be discounted, all of them were part of a historical process that 

led to today's mature discipline, and yet they do tend to caution those who might 

propose "reform." 

With these cautions in mind, instead of "reform," I prefer to speak in terms 

of recommendations for improvement that seem to me to come out of my field 

research and from the literature. I organize my recommendations around the two 

areas I have discussed in this chapter, (1) the gap between two-year college 

English departments and the larger discipline of English studies, and (2) the 

Institutional constraints that impede change and innovation, that operate to 

define and restrict two-year college English teaching. 
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Addressing "The Gap" 

Many scholars have written on the paucity of scholarship coming out of 

two-year college English departments. Keith Kroll, in his article "Building 

Communities; Joining the Community of Professional Writing Teachers, cited 

1988 statistics that indicated the low level of publication among two-year college 

faculty in general and two-year college English faculty specifically (104-05). His 

examination of three volumes of College Communication and Composition 

(CCC) found only one article (2 percent) by a community college author. For 

College English, three percent of the articles submitted in 1986 were from 

community college instructors. Even in such journals as Teaching English in the 

Two-Year College (TETYC) he reported only a minority (38 percent) of articles 

by two-year college faculty, citing data from 1988. 

To update Kroll's 1988 statistics, I examined recent volumes of these 

major joumals. Looking through volume 50 (1998-1999) of College 

Communication and Composition, I find one article out of 15 by a community 

college author. In the 1999 issues of College English. I find one community 

college author of an article out of 18. In terms of these two joumals, there 

appears to have been no change over the past years. However, in the 1999 

issues of TETYC, community college authors have moved into the majority, with 

their total numbers at 15 out of 25, or 60 percent. 

Jean Mahaffey and Michael Welsh compared two groups, community 

college "scholar-teachers" with those who were not involved in any research 
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scholarship. They found that those teachers who actively pursue disciplinary 

scholarship report important benefits to their teaching, particularly in preventing 

"burnout" with their routine. "Scholar-teachers" receive twice as many teaching 

awards, are more likely to have influence in their department and in the college, 

and consistently show greater continued interest in their discipline (34-38). 

Another researcher, George Vaughan, discusses scholarship and the culture of 

the community college. He states that new faculty joining a community college 

learn quickly that they are not joining a community of scholars, that in fact there 

is no research or scholarship requirement or expectation, that administrators 

define the community college as a 'leaching institution" that is "student 

centered." Vaughan holds out little hope that the attitudes that underlie this can 

be changed, "no matter how logical the changes appear to those advocating 

them." He writes 

The task of changing the culture of an institution is even more difficult. In 

the case of the community college, the dominant influence on its culture 

has been its commitment to teaching, and rightly so. But, in accepting 

teaching as the community college's primary mission, its leaders in tum 

rejected research as an important activity for faculty and administrators. 

Consequently, community colleges have failed to inculcate scholarship as 

an important part of the community college culture. (5) 

One research area which is opening more to two-year college English 

teachers is the renewed interest among many in "practitioner research," research 

that is grounded in and informed by concrete classroom experience. Despite the 
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lack of encouragement and rewards, many community college instructors remain 

tied to the larger discipline through such research. I note here also Wendy 

Bishop's 1999 article, "Places to Stand: The Reflective Writer-Teacher-Writer in 

Composition." In her article Bishop, following the basic premises of the National 

Writing Project, focuses on the idea of the teacher-as-writer and writer-as-

teacher. Many of my study participants, while not engaged in scholarly research, 

saw themselves in a wider sense as writers as well as teachers. They wrote for a 

variety of audiences, such as local newspapers, small magazines and 

newsletters, and a variety of genres such as short stories, poems, letters to the 

editor, opinion pieces, film reviews, and so on. One way to "narrow the gap" is to 

encourage recognition of and respect for a wide variety of writing, not simply 

"scholarly" writing, by compositionists. 

In Bishop's article she cites a longish sentence from one of the same 

articles I included in my journal packet, Gary Olsen's "Encountering the Other: 

Post-Colonial Theory and Composition Scholarship": 

While Pratt's notion of contact zone has been useful in interrogating how 

teachers exercise power and authority, especially in the multicultural 

classroom, some compositionists have tended to deploy it in such a way 

as to defend a kind of liberal pluralism, thereby subverting attempts to 

come to terms with the truly colonizing effects of the pedagogical 

scenario. (47) 

Bishop responds by writing, "For me, the sentence, I realized, had no clothes, 

and no heart (no organs at all, no human substance) no place for the interested 
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writer/reader/teacher in me to stand." She notes that she is not arguing for the 

exclusion of such sentences, because in any case "for the foreseeable future 

CCC will prefer such sentences, such figures, such rhetoric, for the persona of 

CCC is "professional" with all the accompanying encodedness the word 

suggests" (26). 

Bishop's reference to "professional.. . encodedness" brings me back to 

the basic insight that two-year college English instructors and disciplinary 

scholars in rhetoric and composition, most often working in universities, have 

fundamentally different agendas. The two-year college instructor reads with her 

classroom in mind. She is not antitheory, but wants theory to be (1) 

understandable and (2) related to classroom practice. Many disciplinary 

scholars, on the other hand, are writing as part of a "professional" agenda, and 

their works are accepted only if they promote that agenda. Richard Ohnman, in 

his "Graduate Students, Professionals, Intellectuals," states that professions are 

by nature esoteric: 

A group that is doing a particular kind of work organizes itself in a 

professional association; appropriates, shares, and develops a body of 

knowledge as its own; discredits other practitioners performing similar 

work; establishes definite routes of admission, including but not limited to 

academic study; controls access; and gets recognition as the only group 

allowed to perform that kind of work, ideally with state power backing that 

monopoly. (747) 

One basic characteristic of a "profession" is that its knowledge-base is not easily 
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available to the general public. It is, therefore, not particularly surprising that 

rhetoric and composition, a newly-established discipline working for 

"professional" status, would valorize the arcane and the esoteric. However, there 

is a kind of internal contradiction in this, in that a large share of the audience for 

the knowledge produced by rhetoricians and compositionists is comprised of 

generalist teachers, and in fact a major raison d'etre of the field is to inform a 

diverse audience of generalists who teach introductory courses in writing and 

literature. Wendy Bishop finishes her article with remarks that this study also 

echos; 

So when I say such a sentence has no clothes, I am not being merely 

personal, nor am i on the attack. I am on the inquiry, asking, Who-what 

figure of author—is speaking? To what figure of reader? For what social 

purpose (in the society of CCC)? And where in this tactical, strategic, 

figurative, social landscape, is there a place for [the writer-who-teaches/ 

teacher-who-writes]? (26) 

One can take some comfort in the words of the new editor of CCC, Marilyn M. 

Cooper, in the following February, 2000, issue. As if in reply to Bishop's remark 

about the "professional persona of CCC," Cooper notes that the conversations in 

the journals never seem to be as stimulating as the conversations she has at 

conferences, with all of their variety and spontaneity. She states that she wants a 

diversity of voices in CCC and says, 

I am also especially concerned that articles published in CCC speak to the 
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diverse readers of the journal, including teachers of writing in a variety of 

positions (full-time and part-time faculty, staff, tutors, graduate teaching 

assistants) and at a variety of institutions (two-year, four-year, and liberal 

arts colleges; research universities; community literacy centers), as well 

as the graduate students in rhetoric and composition programs and 

(sometimes) undergraduate students, administrators of writing programs, 

d e p a r t m e n t  c h a i r s  a n d  . . . .  

The issues that concem us can—and indeed must—be made 

understandable to those outside as well as inside our profession without 

loss of rigor or precision, as can the theories we find useful, the research 

we undertake, and the pedagogical practices and program policies we 

wish to promote... Each of us is dedicated to different visions, and 

together we represent a multitude of perspectives on language and writing 

and communicating and teaching. We have a lot to learn from one 

another. . .. (364-65) 

Cooper here is looking to a different, broader vision for CCC, one that turns away 

from the specialized and arcane and toward the diverse voices in the wider field 

of composition. As composition matures as a discipline, one can hope that other 

journals, editors, writers, and scholars will move similariy towards broadening 

their audience and influence. 

Another, in some ways similar aspect of the "gap" between the two-year 

college and the rest of English Studies lies in the graduate training of the two-

year college instructor. Graduate education in English is often irrelevant to most 
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of the teaching positions opening in English. Although my questionnaire 

respondents were more positive in their attitudes towards their graduate studies, 

the majority of the participants I interviewed reported that their graduate studies 

do not inform their teaching. Kroll's study noted that the majority of two-year 

college English teachers are trained primarily in literature, an area that 

comprises a small part of their teaching load. There is a solipsistic tendency 

here, a tendency among graduate school professors and students alike to see 

"English" through their own narrow lens. As the 1998 "Final Report of the MLA 

Committee on Professional Employment" points out, while 80 percent of the 

PhDs come from 102 universities, the majority of jobs for people with PhDs are 

far away from the same universities, at sites with widely varying missions, 

academic cultures, and conceptions of what it is to teach in an English 

department. The MLA report decries the "tendency for graduate programs across 

the country to foster in their students a sort of precocious professionalism based 

on research-oriented institutional models" (37). As one committee member 

observed, graduate students at research universities leave them with "models of 

critical study (and pedagogy)" derived from their experiences in graduate school. 

They assume their career paths will follow those of the professors they studied 

under, rather than imagining themselves at the community colleges, four-year 

institutions, and small liberal arts colleges where almost all the teaching positions 

exist. "These professors, in turn, often have the effect of making their students 

feel like failures if the students don't find jobs replicating the professors' careers" 

(37). Today, with many more positions opening up at community colleges that 
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give actual preference to PhDs (37), it nnakes sense for graduate departments to 

critically examine those attitudes and preconceptions that limit their influence and 

work against their students' future success. Faculty exchanges, intemships, 

combined coursework in rhetoric and composition with literature, mentoring 

relationships-there are many and varied opportunities available for greater ties 

between university departments and the colleges that will eventually t)e hiring the 

bulk of their graduates. 

A final way that instructors can strengthen their ties to the larger discipline 

is by bringing the discipline—and particularly its conflicts-squarely into their 

teaching. English as a discipline has numerous intellectual conflicts that often 

are allowed to exist side-by-side without discussion or debate. As I wrote in "Re-

Conceiving the Five Paragraph Essay in an Era of Uncertainty," for two-year 

college students it is important to leam eariy in their college careers that 

. . . fields such as English have their own conflicts and controversies, that 

they do not encompass "final knowledge" on their subjects, but are in fact 

dynamic and varied. Just as I want students in class to approach their 

readings with critical consciousness, I want to model the same sort of 

critical thinking in my teaching. (22) 

In that article I describe ways of bringing the debate around the "five-paragraph 

model" into a classroom discussion. In another article, "Literature 

Student/Literature Teacher: Starting Over after All These Years," I discuss ways 

of bringing into the literature classroom the debate t>etween formalist critics and 

followers of reader response over meaning and interpretation. Gerald Graff 
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describes his ideas about "teaching the conflicts" at greater length in the final 

chapters of his book, Professing Literature: An Institutional History. I note that 

there are many possible interdisciplinary conflicts here that teachers can bring 

into the classroom. A recent article by D. R. Ransdell, for example, discusses 

how she brought the debate over "facilitative" versus "directive" teacher 

commentary directly into her composition classes, in the process teaming a lot 

from her students while they learned from her. 

Addressing the Institutional Constraints 

The issue of departmental reliance on part-time instructors is not going to 

go away anytime soon. Most two-year college departments are trying to contain 

forces that would try to make more faculty part-time. The possibility, perhaps 

necessity, of political action for institutional change is not part of this study. I am 

not in anyway dismissing political action; indeed, I have seen myself that 

concerted political pressure can result In relatively swift and significant change. 

However, I tum instead to meliorative approaches, looking to ways that 

individuals and departments can-given the circumstances that exist, not what 

they might wish would exist-make improvements in their teaching lives. 

In reading articles In rhetoric and composition, I often stumble over 

authors who presume to state that "teachers must..." or "departments must. . 

Most teachers and most departments already, it seems to me, do pretty well 

with what they see as their essential duties. I have no desire to suggest any 
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requirements. What I want instead is to suggest ways that teachers' teaching 

lives can be better, that their work can toe more meaningful, stimulating, and less 

routine. 

To make the idea of "change" even more appealing, since change per se 

often involves some initial discomfort, some "getting used to," I add the corollary; 

Change should be approached as voluntary. This is based in the rather obvious 

premise that if change is going to work, the people involved must want it to work. 

Change that is "imposed" on others tends to be subtly subverted, if not entirely 

ignored. 

The most important redirection that can take place in two-year college 

English departments, it seems to me, is that which moves toward more cohesive 

departments that share in activities around teaching. For years we have had the 

image of writing "coach" as a dominant metaphor for the facilitative role of the 

writing teacher. What I am proposing is that "coaches" should themselves be 

part of a teaching "team." One such department I saw was that of Yellow 

Mountain, who have been able to bring teachers together around shared portfolio 

assessment. This is a particularly useful focus of shared activity because, in 

addition to its direct results in assessing student portfolios, it has allowed Yellow 

Mountain's department to establish a sense of shared purpose and standards, 

and has promoted an exchange of ideas among faculty. However, by no means 

is portfolio assessment the only form of shared activity that departments might 

encourage. At Baker College faculty shared in reading and discussion groups 

and had a weekend faculty retreat around teaching issues every semester. At 
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Ogden Community College, the cum'culum committee met regularly to discuss 

shared ideas about teaching and to make decisions about curriculum. Where 

that committee went wrong, I tselieve, was in mandating an approach for other 

faculty who did not partake in the meetings. It is for that reason precisely that I 

suggest that change should be voluntary. At Yellow Mountain, portfolio 

assessment started with one faculty memk)er calling for it, and encouraging 

others to join him. The faculty member relied on voluntary participation and his 

own ability to persuade others to try his idea out. He started small and allowed 

the idea to grow. The department received help from nearby university 

researchers. Still at Yellow Mountain instructors can participate as much or as 

little as they like in the portfolio assessment. They can involve all their classes 

one semester, and only one class the next semester. They can drop out of the 

project and come back to it. This is a program that has unified the faculty and 

brought part-timers into the faculty where once they were unseen and ignored. 

The idea of portfolio assessment began with the sense that the department had 

too many different and confusing standards, and that the department should try 

to unify around standards. It began primarily as something for the t)enefit of 

students. As time went on and the project grew, the faculty came to understand 

better how the collective work of portfolio assessment had changed their own 

dynamics as well. As an outsider, it seemed to me that this "auxilliary" benefit 

was in fact the primary benefit. 

While the interviews at Yellow Mountain convinced me that the two major 

changes in the department cited by faculty memt>ers—the use of portfolio 
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assessment and computers in the writing classroom—are generally viewed as 

positive developments, neither of them came about easily or without any 

administrative support. In the end the portfolio assessment was sustained by the 

administration's willingness to pay part-timers for their participation. Given their 

paltry salaries it seems unrealistic to expect greater participation of part-timers 

without remuneration. This funding seems as basic to departmental change as 

the funding of computer hardware and software. Departments that say "our 

meetings are open to part-timers" seem a bit disingenuous in their "openness" 

when part-timers are never remunerated for their attendance. While it may not 

be possible to fund part-timers' participation in every meeting, it may tie possible 

to provide remuneration several times a semester. As Sharon Billings pointed 

out, the department chair at Ogden is not going to get part-timers to come to 

meetings on a Saturday without any remuneration. 

The idea that a process is "democratic" is also not enough. It is clear from 

the study that faculty in many colleges are divided around such things as ties to 

the discipline, and perhaps around their theoretical orientations. A "majority" of 

faculty in any department should not be dictating the work of others. Nor should 

full-timers or department chairs be mandating syllabi and textbooks of part-

timers. This dictating of methods and class content signals disrespect and builds 

disaffection, bickering, and alienation. A process that combines openness, 

democratic decision-making, and voluntary participation is one that has the best 

chance for long-term faculty commitment and success. 

There are a variety of ways other than the ones I have so far mentioned 
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that departments can encourage greater cohesiveness. While I list a few here, I 

suspect there are numerous and diverse approaches to building community 

around teaching. 

(1) The "Amherst Approach." In this approach, colleagues could meet and 

design a course together. For example, basic writing teachers could come 

together and write up the course syllabus, choose the text, and write 

assignments that they agree to use in the following semester. I am thinking here 

of Bruce Homer's recent description of the "traditional" Amherst English course 

In CCC. In that course, "all sections of the course in any given year used the 

same set of sequenced assignments.... At weekly staff meetings, teachers 

were to debate ways of addressing the students' papers and teaching the next 

assignments in the sequence. But the aim was to treat the course as a common 

project." As Homer explains, while the lockstep following of assignments might 

seem to be a constraint on teachers, "this 'constraining' structure of assigned 

assignment sequences was also simultaneously potentially 'enabling,' 

highlighting as it did the dependence of the structure on agency~on what 

Individual teachers and students made of the sequences, in individual class 

meetings, course sections, and papers" (386-87). In their work together, 

Amherst faculty in effect created a new course with new assignments every year, 

as a common project. This kind of dynamic, collective approach to teaching 

might be taken on by a group of faculty memt>ers for one course but not for 

others, or the courses that are collective could be altemated so that teachers 

might as a collective teach basic writing one semester, then first-year 
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composition in another semester, and introduction to literature in another. Or 

teaching collectives could be operating for each major course in a department, 

with teachers dropping in and dropping out of each collective as they see fit. 

(2) Collaborative Teaching. I have written at some length about collaborative 

teaching, which I have tried to do almost every semester for the past eight years 

because I have found it so rewarding. My article, "Collaborative Teaching in the 

De-Centered Classroom," describes my experience sharing the classroom with 

another instructor. What I emphasize in the article are the many gains both to the 

students, who in a collaboratively taught class leam to view the teacher less as a 

font of knowledge and more as one voice in an exchange of ideas; and the 

wonderful gains to instructors, who leam from each other in myriad ways. The 

advantage here is that collaborative teaching only takes the willingness of two 

teachers. The disadvantage is that in many cases the teachers must agree to 

"volunteer" in each other's classes. 

(3) Learning Communities. The idea of the "learning community," of teachers 

working together across disciplines has taken hold on many campuses. In my 

research one participant. Miles Gerard at Northern Arizona College, described a 

"leaming community" he had participated in some years before. Learning 

communities are basically linked courses that students take together as a group. 

They may be structured around a particular topic, or they may include a course 

in, for example, nursing with its math and writing prerequisites. They are 

generally interdisciplinary, and can involve some team-teaching. In his study, 

Grubb and his researchers found that "some of the most innovative and 
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engaging teaching takes place in them" (263). Besides having various teaching 

advantages, learning communities tend to build community among students and 

among faculty. As Grubb points out, while learning communities have many 

advantages, they pose problems in scheduling for students and instructors. 

Thus, despite a lot of evidence that they help student learning (Grubb 267-68), 

typically two-year colleges will offer them only sporadically. Miles Gerard said 

that he had enjoyed teaching in the leaming community, but that it was "a one 

shot deal," and thus he did not see it as affecting the general malaise of his 

department, in which he said. / don't actually talk to other faculty about my 

teaching. A little with Patrick. Not much. I think we need to do more of what you 

are doing right now, you know, asking questions like where are you coming from 

in the classroom, how do you put it all together 

(4) Department meetings. In my research many participants spoke of their 

department meetings mostly as irksome affairs, concerned primarily with 

"department business." On the other hand, department meetings could be 

reconceived and organized around discussions of teaching issues rather than 

department "business." With a little advanced planning, every meeting could 

explore a teaching issue rather than handle department business, most of which 

could be passed along in memos. With this kind of "in-service professional 

development" approach to faculty meetings, department chairs might have 

greater success in persuading administration to provide funding for part-timers' 

attendance and participation. As I have said before. I believe these "collective" 
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activities will t>e more successful if they are voluntary. In the case of such 

department meetings, the participation of part-timers could t>e more assured if 

there was remuneration. 

(5) Using the Internet At Yellow Mountain College, the second important 

change that faculty members all spoke of was the greater use of computers in 

the classroom. Carol Seiferttold me she rarely reads physical "papers" any more 

but gets student drafts continuously through her e-mail. This has the added 

advantage of avoiding any "pile up" of papers; she told me she gets a steady 

stream from students in all of her classes, and responds to them at whatever 

draft stage they might be. It seems to me that the computer and the internet 

could also be used by departments for faculty interchange and sharing of various 

materials. A department website would help in this. One way to bring part-

timers "into the conversation" is to make the conversation available online to 

them. The intemet has many possibilities for bringing departments together in 

conversations around teaching. 

Looking back to the beginning of this study, I see many changes in the 

direction it has taken. This has come about at least partly because I have 

followed where the research seemed to take me, rather than trying to arrange 

the research into a preconceived theory or finding. When I t>egan, the idea of the 

"gap" between the wider worid of English studies and the two-year college 

English department that I worked in acted as a kind of prompt for the research. 

In the course of the research I came to understand the underlying institutional 

reasons for that gap. I also came to realize that a perhaps more significant "gap" 
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existed within departments, between and among colleagues. These are two 

primary findings. No doubt another person reading the same research data might 

reach other conclusions. But in a sense ethnographic research has as part of its 

aim to bring up questions for others to answer. A future study that focused 

specifically on the isolation and alienation of two-year college English faculty 

might bring more rigorous and precise answers to bear; a study that looked at 

the large "burnout" factor among two-year college English instructors certainly 

would be useful; the issue of part-timers as integral participants within 

departments needs to be explored. 
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Appendix A: Letter of Invitation to ParticipantB 

Professor 
Community College 

Dear 

I am writing to request your help in a project I am working on this fall. While the 
project is primarily for my doctoral dissertation, I also hope to use the fieldwork 
and writing as the basis of a t)ook on community college English teaching. 

As part of my fieldwork I am traveling in October to nine community colleges in 
five western states, where I will interview and observe community college English 
faculty. One of my sites will t)e your college. The interviews will t>e broad in 
scope and open-ended in questioning. My focus is on the academic culture of 
English departments in two-year colleges, teacher theory and practice, and the 
relationship of two-year college teaching to the larger context of English studies. 

I will need from each participant two separate one-hour interviews, within a four-
day period, with an (optional) classroom observation in-t>etween, and copies of 
the syllabi and other relevant materials of major courses. The purpose of the 
classroom observation is to facilitate the second hour-long interview, not to 
evaluate or to criticize. If participants have scheduling conflicts and/or reluctance 
vis-a-vis classroom observations, I am willing to forego the observation. 

While I realize this would represent a large commitment of your time and energy, 
I also know from past experience of interviewing and observing other community 
college teachers that the process is enjoyable and valuable for participants, who 
have found that it provides them a useful opportunity to articulate their ideas 
about teaching. In any case, recognizing the large commitment I am requesting, 
I want to offer as well an honorarium of $25 to each participant, and a copy of my 
study findings after I have finished the writing. 

All taped materials and transcripts of interviews will be kept strictly confidential. 
In writing my dissertation/book, I will maintaing the anonymity of colleges and 
participants by using fictional names and avoiding any references that might give 
clues to participants' identities. My intention in my writing is to give an honest 
reflection of what I see and hear while always respecting the dignity of my 
participants. 
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If you are interested in participating in this research project, please fill out the 
enclosed blue sheet and send it to me in the envelope provided. After I receive 
this, I will send you a short reply and consent form. 

I am looking fonA/ard to talking to colleagues in the western states, and learning 
from them. I hope you will want to participate in this project. Below I include a 
short statement about myself for your information. 

[Sincerely yours & signature] 

Tom Speer is a full-time instructor of writing, literature, and creative writing (poetry) at Pima 
Community College, and a part-time graduate student in Rhetoric, Composition and the Teaching 
of English at the University of Arizona. Married, with three teenaged children, he tiies to write a 
poem every week. In 1997 his collection of poems. My Father's Shoes, was published as part of 
the Pima College Poetry Series, and for it he received the 1997 TYCA West Annual Writing 
Award. He is presentiy an editor-at-large for Teaching English in the Two-Year College (TETYC). 
His latest article (written with Barrie Ryan), entitled "Collatx>rative Teaching in the De-Centered 
Classroom," appears in this Septemt)er's issue of TETYC. 
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Questions for Interview #1 

Give me a little history about yourself. 
Tell me about your educational background, particularly your graduate education 
and training. 
How does your educational background inform your present work? 
Tell me about your history here on this campus. 
How has your teaching changed over the years? 
Where do you think you get your model of what a teacher is and does. 

What do you feel are the goals of your writing, literature courses? 
To what extent are your goals set by you, and to what extent are they set by 
department policies? 
How would you describe the approach of the textbook(s) you use? 
Tell me about your classes. Tell me about your students. 
Tell me about your philosophy of teaching. 
Tell me how you think you got your ideas about teaching. 
Tell me about your own writing and scholarship. 
How much consensus is there in your faculty on teaching? 

Tell me about faculty development. 
Tell me about the tenure system here, if any. 
Tell me about the "academic climate" of the school. 
Tell me about the "academic climate" of your department. 
How often do you discuss your teaching with others? 
Do you see yourself more as an "independent contractor" in the classroom, or as 
part of a discipline, as part of a cohesive faculty? 
How often have you gone into other teacher's classrooms to observe, or had 
others observe your classes? 
How do you get help when you have a problem? 
What are the main influences in the development and evolution of your 
teaching? 
What do you think of when 1 speak of composition theory? literary theory? 
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What were your goals in the class I observed? 
How do you perceive the class session? 
How do you know if you have achieved the goal of the class session? 
How does the purpose of the class session fit with your larger goals for the 
class? 
What are the most important factors in how you construct your course? 
Tell me about your relationship to students. 
How do you select the textbooks or texts you teach? 
What do you like best about teaching? Least? 
How satisfied with teaching are you? 
How much teacher bumout do you see around you? 
What theories of literature or theories of composition do you follow, if any? 
Looking at the packet of readings holistically, what do you think about it as a 
representative sample of articles in rhetoric and composition? 
Looking at the articles more specifically, which appealed to you or didnt, and 
why? 
Would you be interested in writing for one of these journals? Why or why not? 
How do you view the relationship between community college English teaching 
and the field of English Studies? 
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Appendix C: Cover Letter to Journal "Packet" 

In this packet are the first two pages from eleven journals of rhetoric and 
composition: 

Composition Studies 
Teaching English in the Two-Year College 
Research in the Teaching of English 
Assessing Writing 
College English 
Joumal of Advanced Composition 
CCC - College Composition and Communication 
Written Communication 
English Education 
Joumal of Basic Writing 
Rhetoric Review 

As much as possible I randomized the articles by choosing to include a 
recent (1998) article that appears on page 50 of the number 1 issue of the 
journal. In two cases these issues were not available to me. In one case I chose 
the article on page 50 of the 1997 issue; in the other I took the article on page 50 
of the following, number 2, issue. 

In any case, I have tried to give you a representative sample of recent 
writings in the field of rhetoric and composition. I do not ask that you read these 
carefully or labor over them, especially since I have only supplied the first two 
pages of each article. What I request, instead, is that you spend 10-15 minutes 
looking through these articles for what appeals to you and what doesn't, 
particulariy focusing on rhetorical and stylistic features of the writing. 

We will be looking at the packet and discussing your responses at our 
second interview. Please remember to bring the packet back for that interview. 

Thanks in Advance! 

Tom 
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Appendix D: Titles of Journal "Packet" Articles 

Beverly Sauer. "Embodied Knowledge: The Textual Representation of 
Embodied Sensory Information in a Dynamic and Uncertain Material 
Environment." Written Communication 15 (1998): 31-69. 

Patricia Enciso. "Good/Bad Girls Read Together: Pre-Adolescent Girls' 
Co-authorship of Feminine Subject Positions During a Shared Reading 
Event." English Education 30 (1998): 44-53. 

Arthur Walzer. "Aristotles's Rhetoric, Dialogism, and Contemporary 
Research in Composition." Rhetoric Review 16 (Fall, 1997): 45-60. 

William S. Robinson. 'Towards a Theory of Error." Teaching English in 
the Two-Year College. (September, 1998): 50-59. 

Wayne Booth. 'The Ethics of Teaching Literature." College English 61 
(Septemt)er, 1998): 42-57. 

Gail Lynn Goldberg, Barbara Sherr Roswell, and Hillary Michaels. "A 
Question of Choice: The Implications of Assessing Expressive Writing in 
Multiple Genres." Assessing Writing 5 (1998): 39-70. 

Stuart Yeh. "Empowering Education: Teaching Argumentative Writing to 
Cultural Minority Middle-School Students." Research in the Teaching of 
English 33 (August, 1998): 49-58. 

"Writing for Diverse Publics: A Critical Statement." Composition Studies 
26 (Spring1998): 43-51. 

Gary Olsen. "Encountering the Other: Postcolonial Theory and 
Composition Scholarship" Journal of Advanced Composition 18.1 
(Special Issue 1998): 45-55. 

Candace Spiegelman. 'Taboo Topics and the Rhetoric of Silence: 
Discussing Lives on the Boundary in a Basic Writing Class." Journal of 
Basic Writing 17.1 (1998): 42-53. 

Kathleen Blake Yancey and Michael Spooner. "A Single Good Mind: 
Collaboration, Cooperation, and the Writing Self." College Composition 
and Communication 49.1 (February 1998): 45-55. 



Appendix E: Questionnaire Results 
326 

In September, 1998, I sent out a questionnaire to the original 200 
teachers invited to take part in my research. Seventy-four teachers sent back 
questionnaires in time for inclusion in the results (three questionnaires came in 
too late for inclusion). Because 16 questionnaires were without personal data, 
the overall results do not necessarily match the means of the groups compared. 
If all questionnaires had personal data, one might expect, for example, for the 
mean of male and female respondents to match the overall scores; however, the 
sixteen questionnaires without personal data, while not included in any of the 
groups, affect the overall score. The following tabulation includes each of the 30 
statements, overall percentages, and the percentages for full-timers, part-timers, 
males, and females. 

Questionnaire Results: 

( 1 )  I  t h i n k  t h e r e ' s  a  l o t  o f  t o u c h y  f e e l y  i v o r y  t o w e r  t h e o r y  c o m i n g  o u t  a b o u t  t e a c h i n g  
writing from universities but I have yet to see it put in a useful format. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 10% 34% 32% 16% 8% 
Male 7% 52% 22% 15% 4% 
Female 13% 23% 44% 10% 10% 
Full-timers 9% 29% 42% 14% 6% 
Part-timers 17% 48% 17% 9% 9% 

(2) I see my teaching as political... I want through my teaching to help students more 
actively participate in the structures that shape their lives. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 30% 45% 8% 17% 0% 
Male 15% 48% 7% 30% 0% 
Female 37% 53% 7% 3% 0% 
Full-timers 31% 55% 3% 11% 0% 
Part-timers 22% 43% 13% 22% 0% 

(3) I hate it when I am reading articles that I feel are too theoretical. I feel like I walked into 
the middle of someone else's conversational just close my ears and walk away. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 12% 34% 8% 34% 12% 
Male 7% 30% 7% 37% 19% 
Female 20% 30% 13% 30% 7% 
Full-timers 9% 31% 14% 29% 17% 
Part-timers 26% 26% 5% 39% 4% 
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(4) I think a teacher of any course would be happier with a 5-paragraph essay than with an 
amorphous blob on the page. At least it provides structure. I don't know what's so awful 
about it, at least as a first step in essay writing. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 22% 38% 6% 18% 16% 
Male 30% 37% 7% 22% 4% 
Female 20% 33% 10% 17% 20% 
Full-timers 23% 37% 3% 23% 14% 
Part-timers 26% 35% 17% 13% 9% 

(5) I don't follow the trends and research in teaching writing. I'm Just too busy. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 5% 32% 4% 48% 11% 
Male 7% 26% 7% 55% 4% 
Female 0% 37% 7% 43% 13% 
Full-timers 0% 31% 8% 52% 9% 
Part-timers 9% 30% 9% 43% 9% 

(6) There really is no connection between composition and the larger area of English 
Studies. Most of the stuff that is being produced in research universities is distant from what 
composition teachers do. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 8% 18% 16% 42% 16% 
Male 7% 19% 7% 63% 4% 
Female 7% 23% 17% 33% 20% 
Full-timers 6% 14% 14% 55% 11% 
Part-timers 15% 35% 7% 31% 12% 

(7) Perhaps because I am not involved in the scholariy worid of the university, reading these 
articles [in rhet/comp] is exciting to me because they are idea rich. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 9% 38% 19% 27% 7% 
Male 11% 37% 18% 30% 4% 
Female 3% 27% 23% 40% 7% 
Full-timers 11% 26% 26% 31% 6% 
Part-timers 0% 43% 14% 39% 0% 
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(8) I bring very little of my grad work and my grad teaching into my teaching now. 

Strongly Agree Agree Dont Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 8% 26% 9% 42% 15% 
Male 11% 22% 12% 44% 11% 
Female 10% 23% 0% 50% 17% 
Full-timers 11% 29% 9% 40% 11% 
Part-timers 9% 13% 0% 61% 17% 

(9) I am theoretically eclectic. I pick and choose from what others write and adapt their 
ideas to my classroom. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 35% 49% 5% 11% 0% 
Male 30% 59% 4% 7% 0% 
Female 47% 33% 10% 10% 0% 
Full-timers 46% 43% 2% 9% 0% 
Part-timers 26% 52% 13% 9% 0% 

( 1 0 )  I ' m  b o t h e r e d  t h a t  w e  c a n ' t  t e a c h  w r i t i n g  d i f f e r e n t l y ,  a s  a  m o d e  o f  s e l f  e x p r e s s i o n .  

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 0% 12% 23% 53% 12% 
Male 0% 11% 30% 48% 11% 
Female 0% 10% 17% 53% 20% 
Full-timers 0% 11% 26% 43% 20% 
Part-timers 0% 9% 17% 65% 9% 

(11) I've mostly repressed my years as a graduate teaching assistant. It's being a 
mouthpiece for someone else's agenda as required by the program. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 4% 12% 40% 30% 12% 
Male 0% 11% 39% 43% 7% 
Female 13% 13% 30% 23% 20% 
Full-timers 11% 14% 33% 33% 9% 
Part-timers 0% 9% 34% 35% 22% 
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1 2 )  M y  c o l l e a g u e s  a n d  I  a r e  f a i r l y  c i v i l .  W e  t o l e r a t e  e a c h  o t h e r  W e  w a n t  t o  h a v e  g o o d  
feelings in our group. 

Strongly Agree Agree Dont Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 26% 56% 9% 5% 4% 
Male 19% 73% 4% 4% 0% 
Female 43% 27% 17% 7% 7% 
Full-timers 48% 43% 3% 3% 3% 
Part-timers 4% 57% 22% 13% 4% 

( 1 3 )  I  d o n ' t  t h i n k  i t s  m y  p l a c e  a s  a  t e a c h e r  t o  i m p o s e  a n y  p o l i t i c a l  v i e w p o i n t .  

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 16% 41% 6% 34% 3% 
Male 15% 52% 7% 22% 4% 
Female 21% 28% 3% 45% 3% 
Full-timers 17% 31% 9% 37% 6% 
Part-timers 17% 52% 5% 26% 0% 

( 1 4 )  I  l o v e  g o i n g  t o  t h e  c o n f e r e n c e s  f o r  a l l  t h e  n e w  i d e a s  I  g e t .  

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 18% 44% 17% 14% 7% 
Male 11% 37% 26% 19% 7% 
Female 30% 33% 17% 10% 10% 
Full-timers 26% 37% 11% 17% 9% 
Part-timers 13% 35% 34% 9% 9% 

(15) I teach in clear reaction to my graduate experience. I try in all ways and definitely to be 
opposite of my experience. Where they try to put a lid on graduate students, I propel my 
students, I encourage them, I enable them, I do everything I can to get them to flourish. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 12% 30% 32% 19% 7% 
Male 11% 34% 18% 26% 11% 
Female 20% 27% 43% 7% 3% 
Full-timers 14% 31% 38% 14% 3% 
Part-timers 22% 26% 22% 17% 13% 
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( 1 6 )  T h e  n u m b e r  o n e  i s s u e  o f  c o m m u n i t y  c o l l e g e s  i s  t h e  e x p l o i t a t i o n  o f  p a r t - t i m e r s .  

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 16% 29% 13% 32% 10% 
Male 7% 11% 23% 48% 11% 
Female 23% 30% 13% 27% 7% 
Full-timers 9% 26% 22% 37% 6% 
Part-timers 26% 17% 9% 35% 13% 

( 1 7 )  I  t h i n k  w h a t ' s  m i s s i n g  a t  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  c o l l e g e  i s  t h e  c o l l e g i a l  i n t e r e s t  i n  i d e a s .  

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 5% 40% 9% 34% 12% 
Male 11% 48% 7% 34% 0% 
Female 3% 33% 3% 33% 27% 
Full-timers 6% 37% 3% 34% 20% 
Part-timers 9% 48% 9% 30% 4% 

(18) In our desire to 'get along" with each other, memt)ers of our department tend to sweep 
their disagreements under the rug. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 3% 21% 20% 44% 12% 
Male 4% 22% 26% 48% 0% 
Female 3% 20% 14% 40% 23% 
Full-timers 3% 20% 5% 52% 20% 
Part-timers 4% 22% 39% 35% 0% 

( 1 9 )  A s  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  I  u s e  w r i t i n g  f o r  p u r p o s e s  t h a t  a r e  m u c h  m o r e  e x p l o r a t o r y  a n d  
personal. But I don't teach those in my classes because those aren't what our students are 
going to need in their college classes. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 4% 30% 8% 51% 7% 
Male 0% 37% 4% 55% 4% 
Female 10% 23% 13% 47% 7% 
Full-timers 9% 31% 2% 52% 6% 
Part-timers 0% 26% 22% 48% 4% 
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(20) I miss the push and pull of the academic culture of the university. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 7% 26% 18% 38% 11% 
Male 7% 26% 22% 34% 11% 
Female 10% 20% 20% 37% 13% 
Full-timers 6% 23% 16% 35% 20% 
Part-timers 13% 22% 30% 35% 0% 

( 2 1 )  F a c u l t y  i n  c o m m u n i t y  c o l l e g e  E n g l i s h  d e p a r t m e n t s  h a v e  l i t t i e  d r i v e  t o  m a i n t a i n  a  c u r r e n t  
sense of scholarship in their field. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 8% 34% 12% 34% 12% 
Male 12% 40% 8% 40% 0% 
Female 7% 37% 7% 33% 17% 
Full-timers 9% 32% 6% 35% 18% 
Part-timers 9% 48% 8% 35% 0% 

(22) When I am reading journal articles, if I can't see any way to apply the ideas to my own 
teaching, I lose interest fast. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 10% 27% 7% 46% 5% 
Male 0% 37% 4% 59% 0% 
Female 20% 30% 13% 27% 10% 
Full-timers 11% 34% 6% 43% 6% 
Part-timers 13% 30% 14% 39% 4% 

(23) In grad school I teamed more from tjeing a T.A. than from my graduate classes. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 4% 22% 32% 40% 3% 
Male 7% 26% 33% 30% 4% 
Female 3% 23% 23% 42% 7% 
Full-timers 6% 31% 28% 29% 6% 
Part-timers 4% 13% 26% 48% 9% 
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(24) My graduate training informs much of my teaching today. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagre 

Overall 8% 40% 18% 27% 4% 
Male 7 41% 26% 26% 0% 
Female 10% 32% 16% 36% 6% 
Full-timers 9% 31% 17% 37% 6% 
Part-timers 9% 48% 21% 22% 0% 

(25) I think there is an attitude among many in universities of looking down at the community 
college. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 36% 53% 10% 1% 0% 
Male 37% 55% 8% 0% 0% 
Female 37% 50% 13% 0% 0% 
Full-timers 40% 52% 8% 0% 0% 
Part-timers 30% 53% 13% 4% 0% 

(26) We preach concrete, yet[\n our journals/ we write abstract. We preach active voice, yet 
we write passive voice. We preach against jargon, yet we throw in a lot of jargon to establish 
our membership in the club. I find this irritating and contradictory. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 22% 42% 15% 14% 7% 
Male 15% 44% 11% 19% 11% 
Female 30% 40% 13% 10% 7% 
Full-timers 29% 46% 14% 0% 11% 
Part-timers 22% 43% 9% 26% 0% 

(27) I think people in education are tuned into the issues surrounding part-timers much more 
now than in the past. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 10% 60% 15% 11% 5% 
Male 15% 63% 11% 7% 4% 
Female 10% 53% 17% 13% 7% 
Full-timers 17% 60% 8% 9% 6% 
Part-timers 4% 57% 22% 13% 4% 
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(28) We've got a lot of burnout in our department. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 18% 37% 23% 19% 4% 
Male 15% 26% 33% 26% 4% 
Female 17% 47% 13% 20% 3% 
Full-timers 23% 46% 5% 23% 3% 
Part-timers 4% 26% 48% 22% 0 

(29) About half of our department are interested in the ideas of our discipline, and half are 
not. 

Strongly Agree Agree Don't Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 12% 41% 26% 16% 4% 
Male 11% 30% 15% 44% 0% 
Female 13% 40% 23% 17% 7% 
Full-timers 17% 43% 14% 17% 9% 
Part-timers 4% 39% 44% 13% 0% 

(30) / can think of a lot of ideas that / use in my classroom that came from articles that / 
read in Journals. 

Strongly Agree Agree Dont Know/No Answer Disagree St Disagree 

Overall 10% 35% 10% 40% 5% 
Male 11% 30% 15% 44% 0% 
Female 7% 33% 7% 43% 10% 
Full-timers 9% 34% 8% 49% 0% 
Part-timers 9% 26% 17% 35% 13% 
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Appendix F: Consent Form 

Critical Issues of English Teaching in the Two-Year College: 
An Ethnographic Journey 

Purposes and benefits: I am interested in examining the relationship between 
English teaching in community colleges and the wider context of English Studies. 
My interviews, however, will be broad in scope, examining the academic culture 
of English departments in community colleges, teacher theory and practice, as 
well as other issues that are identified by faculty as important to them. While my 
study has its own focus, I gelieve it is important to stay open to themes that 
emerge from the interviews. 

I also feel it is Important insofar as possible to reciprocate for your time 
and assistance in this endeavor. I believe that you will find the interviews and 
observation valuable in that they will provide you a unique opportunity to reflect 
on your theory and practice. For participating in the project you will also receive 
an honorarium of $25. At the end of the study I will send you a summary of my 
findings. 

Procedures: My fieldwork will take place in five western states, and will include 
faculty (part-time and full-time) in nine community colleges. I will arrange dates 
and times in advance with you for the two separate one-hour interviews and the 
(optional) classroom observation. I would like you to bring copies of materials 
you think would be useful "artifacts" of your teaching such as a resume (if 
available), syllabi, sample assignments, etc., to the first interview, along with the 
consent form. Specifically, I am asking you to agree to: 

—two, one-hour taped interviews on separate days 
—(optional) one classroom observation following the first 
interview 

—providing me with some written "artifacts" of your teaching 
-briefly (10-15 minutes) scanning a short packet of pages from 

journals which I will supply at the end of the first interview (I will 
use these as "prompts" for part of our second interview). 

Risks: My purpose in interviewing you and observing one of your classes is to 
learn from you as much as I can in this short time about some aspects of your 
"teaching life," not to judge or to criticize. Your participation in this study is 
entirely voluntary. Your may refuse to continue as a participant at any time, and 
do not have to give any reasons for your refusal. 
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Confidentiality: All tapes and transcripts of interviews will t)e kept strictly 
confidential. In writing my dissertation/book, I will maintain the anonymity of 
colleges and participants by using fictional names and avoiding any references 
that might give clues to participants' identities. 

Tom Speer Date 

Participant's Statement: The above-mentioned study has been descrit>ed to 
me, and I understand that my participation is entirely voluntary and that I may 
withdraw from the study at any time. 

Printed Name Signature Date 
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