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ABSTRACT

Employing ethnographic and case study research methods, this study attempted to
examine student attitudes toward, and senses of purpose about, a first-year college
writing course and their roles as students and writers within it. The study argues that
students possess clear and highly articulated conceptions of writing classes, of writing's
place both within and outside academia, and of themselves as students and writers. These
conceptions, like all theories, exhibit both strengths and weaknesses. However, students
rarely have the opportunity to engage in dialogue about their views on writing. Because
of this, the students in this study for the most part accommodated themselves to, but
compartmentalized, the writing course and the strategies they were exposed to in it. The
study suggests, therefore, that writing teachers approach their students not as novices to
be corrected concerning the "true" ways of writing, or rejected for their unwillingness to
accept these truths. Rather, we should consider writing students an audience to be
persuaded to a concept of writing in some ways different from, and in some ways similar
to, the concepts they already hold. This means that writing teachers must elicit, listen to,
and engage with the writing conceptions of their students; in short, teachers must initiate
in their writing classes dialogues about the nature and purposes of writing. Means for
fostering this dialogue include having students create narratives of their writing
development, asking students to develop mini-ethnographic language projects, and
historicizing with and for them standard academic English style.
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CHAPTER ONE: A DANCE OF BELIEF AND COURTSHIP

On a March morning, 1994, in the Grand Ballroom of the StoufFer Hotel in
Nashville, Tennessee, I heard my fnend Phyllis Mentzell Ryder present a paper, at the
Conference on College Composition and Communication, in which she described the "I
Believes" exercise she does with her writing classes. The night before, the ballroom had
been the site of the conference dance—hundreds of bodies stomping, sweating, shakinghut I had walked to the small bar a few blocks away where you could buy a pair of the
cowboy boots that lined the wall, get a beer, or request a Hank Williams song from the
three-piece band that played in front of the big picture window. That next day, fifteen or
twenty of us sat huddled in a circle, dwarfed by a space large enough for hundreds,
listening to Phyllis read; the sea of carpet around us and the ceiling stretching high over
our heads swallowed her voice. Her words, however, resonated within me, like the music
from the half-empty bar the night before.
For this exercise early each semester, Phyllis would circulate a list of twenty-five
of her beliefs and ask each student to read one item or "I Believe," aloud and pass on the
list to the next student until each item had been read. When the reading concluded.

7

Phyllis and her students would discuss the beliefs she had written, and she asked them to
list their own. She encouraged them to use these lists — along with those generated by
similar exercises called "I Remembers" and "Communities" — to generate topics for the
essays they would write.
The simplicity of the exercise struck me, but it intrigued me more when I realized
that her presentation at 4Cs was the first time I could recall hearing the a teacher's
classroom actions connected to the term "belief" Stephen North has described the
various ways we make "knowledge" in composition; Louise Wetherbee Phelps labels
composition "a human science"; Peter Elbow refers to the "believing game," but this has
to do with believing what others are attempting to say in their texts as opposed to
confronting the beliefs that lead to the composition of our own texts (147). In that
cavernous ballroom in Nashville, however, Phyllis helped me begin to name the central
struggle of my teaching. Her use of the word "belief caught my ear like the first strains
of a song you hear in the distance and to which you are drawn.
For me, the term "belief opens up the affective side of our response to the
rhetorical situation. Belief introduces the possibility of uncertainty—we can conceive of
beliefs being wrong even if we tend not to think our beliefs are—which can shift us from
the knowledge-ignorance dichotomy ("You would agree with me, you blockhead, if you
knew as much about this as I do.") in which I frequently have seen students engage. The
knowledge-ignorance dichotomy rests upon the assumption that any reasonable person
will be persuaded by the same set of facts as any other reasonable person. Belief,

however, takes into account the notion of attachment; that is, we all believe in ideas,
values, and people for reasons that go beyond logic and facts. We develop relationships
with the things we believe, and we become committed to these relationships because they
help us to define ourselves. In other words, belief is one of those third terms with which
Hephzibah Roskelly and Kate Ronald, borrowing from 19th century philosopher C.S.
Peirce, suggest we undermine limiting dichotomies;
Like metaphor, dialectic works when tenor and vehicle—two unlike, or opposing,
elements—are brought in relationship through a third factor that acknowledges
division and combination in the service of new thought. A hundred years ago,
C.S. Peirce set the terms for a philosophical system based on this kind of
recognition of how to move beyond action and reaction. For Peirce, ideas are all
essentially three-pronged, and philosophy develops most effectively when all
three—action, reaction, principle—are brought to bear on systems of inquiry. His
new term, "thirdness," is no compromise doctrine, no detente that calms opposing
sides by offering each a bit of power and a bit of compromise. Peirce does not
seek to mix opposing ideas but to expose deeper ideas embedded in division. (6)
The term belief serves this purpose both in the knowledge-ignorance division and in the
even more pervasive and entrenched fact/opinion dichotomy. For when we explore belief,
as we will do later in this chapter, we will realize that much of what we place in the
category of fact or knowledge is actually deeply rooted belief This realization may
explain how it is that uncertain concepts come to be so fiercely held.
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For some time before I heard Phyllis' presentation, I had been fhistrated and
confused by students' resistance to less directive, more student-centered classrooms. The
idea that such teaching methods might constitute a kind of attack on students' beliefs, as
opposed to simply being an unwanted demand upon their time and energy, struck me as
an interesting possibility to investigate.

This study began with my desire to explore and categorize how students make
sense of their experiences in first-year composition. Why do students move as they do
within the rhetorical spaces we generically label "the classroom"? More specifically, I
wanted to understand how students come to terms with the conflicts that arise between
their own ideas about what will and should occur in a writing course and the kinds of
demands and activities teachers actually make in such courses. As a teacher, I knew that
my composition students had often resisted my efforts to create a more student-centered,
critical, and inquiry-based writing class. I embarked upon this research because I wanted
to get at the roots of such resistance since I believed that it had more complex sources
than students simply not wanting to do the work. Or perhaps I should say that I wanted to
know why they did not want to do the work. How would they, in their own words,
account for their feelings about and responses to being in first-year composition?
However we may objectify a space, people do not respond to a space objectively.
Following Kenneth Burke's lead, I assumed that student responses to writing classes are
"more or less organized," that students have systems of meaning by which they make
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sense of themselves, of writing, and of classrooms. I wanted to see how these systems
might combine to indicate what role—what appropriate behavioral or attitudinal stance —
the student believed he or she should adopt.
This was my first impulse, but, as I will consider in greater detail in the next
chapter, that intent was thwarted by the very nature of the ethnographic method I
adopted. As I pursued the questions I had hoped to answer, my desire to "capture" the
frames of reference of the first-year students I studied gave way to a realization that I
could only collect artifacts of those fi'ames, bits and pieces that I would shufHe and
reshuffle to try to form into a coherent picture. In fact, the shuffling and reshuffling, the
hesitant steps I took forward and backward, the stumbling, uncertain dance between me
and these bits and pieces, makes up the research. The point of my research is less what I
captured than it is the ongoing relationships between myself and the students, myself and
my characterizations of them, and myself and my text, into which the attempt to capture
forced me. These relationships constitute the key lesson of my research. They are the
ground of the ongoing dialogue.
Of course, attending to this lesson has entailed facing tremendous uncertainty and
fear. Dialogue has the ability to unleash chaos. The words required to explore a wide
range of angles and perspectives can easily push writer or reader into a spinning cyclone
of definitions and concepts, and the chaos opened up by the sloppy application of a single
word can swallow whole pages easily, can consume an entire text. Unless, I considered, I
can make this chaos my ally.
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Might we invite this enemy, this stipperiness of language, into our texts? Might
we dare it to unmask our most deeply held beliefs? These are the questions my research
posed to me. I must explore not only the contradictions in my students' frames of
acceptance but in my own as well, and not merely beforehand, alone, reflectively and in
the quiet of my study, but continually and publicly in my classroom. I must devise
systems and rituals for envisioning and revising my concept of the class as I ask my
students to articulate and revise theirs. This solution unnerved me when I first recognized
it; it unnerves me still. Fortunately the rituals for just such an ongoing reflection on the
nature of the classroom already exist.

In this chapter, I want to accomplish three tasks. First, I want to foreground the
experiences and ideas that led me to the questions and assumptions with which I entered
into this research, for they have helped to determine rny frame of acceptance ~ the
lens(es) through which I have defined my role as a teacher and, in the case of the data
gathering and writing for this study, my role as a researcher. I also present these
experiences because it will be one of my chief contentions that we can only explore and
engage with our students' frames of acceptance when we delve more deeply into our
own.
Second, I will define some of the key terms upon which my argument throughout
this text will rest. As I have already indicated, one of the terms will be to "believe." I
want to contrast what we mean when we say we believe to what we mean when we say
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we know, and this will lead to an exploration of other terms such as "piety," "order," and
"conversion." An important rhetorical term I will use to draw relationships among these
terms is the rhetorical figure "synecdoche." Through the use of synecdoche, I contend,
we can perform the kinds of imaginative constructions and reconstructions necessary to
help us push beyond our students' (and our) often limited conceptions of the classroom.
Finally, I want to explain why, though synecdoche may be the mechanism, it will
not suffice to create the engagement with my students that I seek. Returning to the idea of
believing, I want to explain why I think the persuasive situation that is the classroom
demands that we foster the appropriate spirit or attitude on the part of our students and
ourselves. We must consider not only the public actions we perform but the private
motivations that drive our performances if we hope to make visible for our students the
possibilities that writing offers.

The maidng of a frame
Five factors have shaped my own approach to language; race, religion, reading,
writing, and rhetoric. I will not attempt to rank these factors in order of importance since
so often they have been interrelated. The Roman Catholic tradition in which I was raised,
for example, exerted tremendous influence upon my values, but I was also always aware
of my Afncan American presence in predominantly white churches. And always during
my upbringing, I felt the ubiquitous, luminous presence of words.
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At an early age, I began to receive my rhetorical training at home, in front of the
television set, around the kitchen table, and in the backyard. This initial training came in
the form of the numerous arguments among my parents and older brothers to which I, at
first, listened and into which I later entered. Virtually any subject was an occasion for
debate and contention, claim and counterclaim, demands for proof, attacks on authority,
definitions of terms, and elaboration of logic. Should Hubert Humphrey or Robert
Kennedy get the Democratic Party nomination for president? Was Bart Starr or Roger
Staubach the better quarterback? Were musicals stupid? Was violence a legitimate
response to oppression? Were Black Muslims correct or foolish to take AfHcan names?
These and other topics sparked heated debates that could continue for hours (and at
family gatherings still do).
I first studied rhetoric formally as a member of my high school debate team in
Kansas. The propositional debate in which I participated was a cross between formal
oratory and law, complete with evidence in the form of quotations and statistics, threepiece suits, briefcases, and cross examination of opponents. At any given tournament, we
would debate for five or six rounds, arguing^r that year's proposition in one round,

against it in the next. We also learned to detect—and use—faulty logic, half truths, and
ideas taken out of context.
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While I don't feel qualified to say that no African American child grows up
ignorant of the power of names, I feel safe in saying that I have never known one who
did, and this was especially true of the children in my family.
Names have fascinated me since my childhood. When I write a piece of fiction,
my first act is to name my characters. Whatever else I may know about them, I do not
feel that I know them as I should until I know what I will call them. Likewise, for years
before my former wife and I adopted our two sons, I bombarded her with possible names
for our children; I looked up historical figures, hunted down the definitions of names,
tried out combinations. For years before that, even as far in my past as high school, I
fantasized about the names I might give my children some day.
I first became interested in rhetoric and composition because it defined the act of
writing in ways I found more congenial than the creative writing program I was
completing. I have come to believe that change only becomes possible when we rename
an aspect of our world or when we associate new terms with a name, in other words,
when we use the same word but mean something different from what we have meant
before. I can recall as a child watching with my four brothers a documentary about an
early version of what would now be called an Afrocentric education. An intense,
prominently Afroed black man sharply questioned a young black child about our age —
early elementary school;
Man; Are you a negro?
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Child; No!
Man; I said are you a negro?
Child; No!
Man; Are you're sure you aren't a negro?
Child; No!
Man; Here, I've got a dollar. If you tell me you're a negro, I'll give you this
dollar. Now, are you a negro?
Child; No!
Man; What are you then?
Child; I'm an Afro-American.
We saw this program twenty-five or thirty years ago, at a time when "black" seemed a
fairly radical way of identifying ourselves. "Afro-American" struck us, raised with the
sentiments of a middle-class aspiring mother, as nothing short of ridiculous, and for
months and even years afterward, we would parody that interchange between man and
child for comic effect. We knew enough, my brothers and I, to know that we were being
insulted if someone called us "nigger," but beyond that, the subtleties of naming eluded
us.
And yet, they did not. We spent much of our time teasing each other by coming
up with fictitious names or borrowing them from characters we saw on television or in
films; Ray-Jean, Fross, Botts, Michelle, Gomer, Goober, Tissue Paper. Whoever could
make their set of names stick had the upper hand.
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Until somewhere during my first year of high school, I seriously considered
entering the religious life in the Catholic Church. As the son of a woman raised on Latin
American Roman Catholicism, I had no choice but to partake in the rituals of weekly
Mass and holy days of obligation, communion, confession, and confirmation, serving as
an altar boy (there were no altar girls in those days), and fi-om eighth grade on attending
Catholic school. But, with the exception of the relatively early rising and enforced semiformal dress code on Sunday morning, I found a comfort, a stability, and an inspiration in
my religious practice. I was fortunate, too, to have contact with religious adults —
including my mother ~ who were at least tolerant of questions about the church and its
practices and policies. I have heard, and believe, the stories of corporal punishment,
threats, and intimidation visited upon many a Catholic schoolchild; I, however,
experienced none of these terrors. I grew up looking to the church as an ally in the
struggle for racial justice (at least an ally as an institution; of course, I encountered many
individual Catholics — eventually too many — who held other views).
Perhaps most important, I felt Catholicism to be a community to which I
legitimately belonged, one which I could help to shape and in which I could participate.
But in a move that would parallel my early composition teaching, I became very resistant
in my late teens and early 20s to what I perceived as the oppressive order of the church.
The ideal rhetoric that had played such a large part in my religious faith seemed more and
more distant from the reality of church policies. Viewing the world at that time in terms
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of black and white, I decided that if my religion could not live out perfectly the ideals it
professed, it would have to be rejected wholesale. If order could not be rendered perfect,
then I would have none of it. No communities, no systems, no models or rules. Only
ideals.

By the time I had begun teaching at a community college in the fall of 1990,1 had
adopted the persona of the radical teacher, and as every radical must discover or
manufacture an established enemy with which to do battle, I selected "order" as mine. I
did not choose arbitrarily.
Order as I conceived of it then referred to specific concepts I opposed. It
represented rigidity, meaningless and unnecessary limitation, the imposition of structure
rather than allowing the natural development which exploration would create. Its
hegemony encompassed the journalism of my undergraduate years and the creative
writing workshop of an M.F. A. program from which I graduated. Though I valued both
of those experiences, I felt restricted by the ways of writing and especially interacting in
the journalism and fiction classrooms. I was dismayed by journalism's emphasis on
objectivity and dispassion, and by its disdain for critical theoretical perspective on the
cultural work journalism carries out. Later, I struggled under the restraints on discussions
of the writer's intent and process in creative writing workshops. As is the case in many
creative writing programs, the rules of the workshop I attended forbade the writer whose
story the class critiqued from responding. It enshrined a silencing of the writer in the
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discussion of the writer's own text in the writer's presence. Behind all of these
experiences loomed the encompassing order associated with my Roman Catholic
upbringing and my subsequent estrangement from it. In each setting, as I perceived it,
order became possible only through an enforced silence, through prohibitions on the
subject's ability to speak for herself So I arrived in composition studies as a refugee from
these orders, which I believed were synonymous with order itself
Early in my teaching, order also manifested itself in current-traditional
composition pedagogy, with its emphasis on discreet and clearly defined modes of
discourse and its rigid sequence of topic selection, research, outline, then writing
(Knobloch and Brannon 24, 26-27). These ways of ordering writing, as well as the fiveparagraph theme, were alive and well in the classrooms of a number of my teaching
colleagues at the community college.
My students, I believed, were mired in the orthodoxy of such prohibitions and
catch-phrases as "Show, don't tell," "don't use T" and "don't begin a sentence with 'But.'"
I interpreted student silence or resistance as a byproduct of the meaninglessness and
purposelessness that I assumed they felt toward the writing classroom. I considered
myself a progressive, even generous teacher because I did not blame the students for this
attitude; instead, I considered them victims of their previous teachers and schools. I did
believe, however, that I had to remedy this "deficiency," and I planned to do that by
exposing my students to my sense of purpose. By placing considerations of grammar and
"correctness" in their context, and by highlighting the possibilities for expression, I would
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demonstrate to them that writing—even in an English classroom—could be meaningful,
rewarding, and exciting. I would show how alive "real" writing in a "real" classroom
could be.
Having defined the problem in the writing classroom as one of order, I attempted
what Burke calls an allopathic solution (Attitudes 46-47): I decided to attack order with

the freedom that I considered its opposite. My confidence in freedom flowed from a faith
in Utopias, which flowed, in turn from the (religious) faith of my upbringing; like many
idealistic teachers, I was chasing the perfect classroom. At the beginning of each
semester, this belief buoyed me. It filled me with energy and enthusiasm for the new
beginning that each term offers; but it also bred a tendency to ignore my students' history
and sense of order. My desire for perfection blinded me to the opportunities of the
moment. When the students, inevitably, responded to my teaching with the actions and
attitudes that had brought them success in their previous writing classes, I found myself
most distanced by the very aspect of my students that I needed most to explore. Since I
had set as my aim releasing my students from misconceptions, I would have done well to
understand the precise nature of those misconceptions; rather than work firom my image
of the ideal, I might have begun with their perceptions of the reality of writing. In their
resistance were their stories, and only fi-om their stories could I discover the attitudes that
might open me up in such a way that I could persuade them. My confidence in the virtue
of absolute fi'eedom failed to take into account that no fi'eedom is pure; each version
comes with strings attached.
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Many of my students reacted to my offers of freedom with an equally allopathic
response; for each of my moves toward freedom, the students demanded a return to order,
particularly order in the form of tight structures and rules, the more the better. As I taught
I encountered resentment from many of my students toward activities like freewriting,
peer responses, choosing their own topics, audience analyses, and revision. I recalculated
a few of my ideas about the work I needed to do, but only slightly, since I had become
attached to my sense of proper order, rooted in ideals of freedom.
I had underestimated, I told myself, the emotional impact on my composition
students of earlier English classes. I became frustrated with what I perceived as the
institutional constraints that prevented me from making more progress with my students.
If only I had more hours and weeks with the students; if only I didn't have to grade them;
if only I had more opportunities to organize myself and develop my pedagogy. How
could I be expected to overcome years of negative experiences and associations within a
few months? I still enjoyed teaching, but I began to question the limits of both my own
training and my ability. I felt any possibility for the kind of learning I wanted to take
place grow more and more remote.
By the time I had been teaching composition for two years, I realized that
something was deeply, structurally wrong in my classrooms. I can recall a woman in one
of my community college courses. She had clearly struggled in her high school courses,
and I saw her as someone who could relish the more open style in which I taught writing.
Her reaction, however, could not have been more resistant to that teaching style as she
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openly confronted my unwillingness to lecture about grammar and mechanics. My
comments about these matters in her paper were insufficient, she said. She had come to
learn the rules, and that was what she wanted me to give her. I clung to my belief in the
power of writing to transform; in the ability of students, if given the opportunity, to
engage and leam; and in my own ability to inspire my students. Perhaps most important,
however, I still subscribed to a kind of perfect interaction among writing, teaching, and
living.
My students, however, continued to resist. They sat blank-faced when I asked
them to try new processes; they argued with me when I gave them open-ended
assignments; they asked continually about what I considered the most pedestrian aspects
of the task at hand, things like proper length for the essay, the proper color ink, type of
paper, margins. Most stubborn, subversive, and fhistrating of all, they refused to change.
I could get them to do the work, or course, to do the tasks in the ways I wanted them to; I
had the grade to coerce them into that. But many of the students went about their
assignments with the same punch-the-clock attitude they had when the semester had
begun. They did their fi'eewriting with one eye always on their watch and the other on
their spelling. They failed to engage.
Eventually, I began to doubt my faith. Though some of the students in each class I
taught seemed to enjoy and flourish under the looser framework I provided, just as many
(and it seemed to me, more) rejected and resented the demands I made upon their time
and energy. Sooner or later, one of my beliefs would have to go. I would have to
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acknowledge either that I was not the teacher I hoped to be, or that I had deluded myself
about the abilities of students, or that the possibilities of writing to transform were more
limited than I had wanted to admit.
Then one day, for a discussion about writing style, I wrote on the board two
sentences which I had composed;
When one views the work, one notes a plethora of possibilities for analysis.
From the first time I saw the film, I saw a lot of things worth talking about.
I wanted the students to discuss the similarities (vagueness) and the differences (diction)
between the two sentences and what those differences said about the relatively slight
importance of vocabulary, but I when I asked my students for their assessments of the
sentences, the intensity of their response startled me. The class displayed an instant and
almost unanimous contempt not only for the language of the second sentence but for the
"writer" (they didn't know I had made up both sentences). Their condemnation had not
only an aesthetic but a moral quality.
"That just sounds unintelligent," one student said.
"It's really uneducated," another commented.
I had thought, up to that point, that I needed to convince my students of the power
of writing and the importance of the ways in which they used language. I had approached
them in much the same way that a naive missionary approaches the "natives," as if the
students came to my class devoid of a sense of order. I was going to lead them to the
promised land of intellectual and artistic freedom. I had thought that I would convert
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them into writing students, but that day I began to realize that I already had writing
students; they had their own visions of the writing class and its purpose, of what
constituted good writing, and of what relationships the academic setting allowed, and that
day, they demonstrated for me the depth of their loyalty to their notion of academic
English. In short, they had their own sense of what constitutes order and meaning in
English classrooms. I had not understood the extent to which my students already had
prior commitments to theories of their own. The obstacle I face as a teacher involves
something much more than giving students a theory with which to replace a void in
conceptions; it involves persuading them to shift from one order to another, changing
their ideas about order itself
What began as a desire to liberate writing students has revealed more and more
the necessity of converting composition teachers. For the problems of instructing,
disciplining, and motivating students, seen from a new perspective, become the problems
of the pieties of teachers. Rather than base our teaching upon an exploration of what the
students actually know and don't know, upon their questions and concerns and anxieties,
we teachers insist on beginning with what we want to tell them. We cling to the belief
that what we have to say is what our students most need to learn. A few years ago,
several of us composition teachers were commiserating on a computer conference about
the perennial problem of having an activity succeed in the morning section of a class and
fail in the afternoon section. Suddenly I realized that this is a problem only if I expect two
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disparate groups of people with different backgrounds and experiences to behave in the
same way; it is a "problem" only from an institutional perspective.

I find enticing the possibility that behind every attitude, behind every way of
conceiving a situation, there lies a history. Or perhaps I might say that a history can be
constructed behind every attitude. In either case, each attitude offers an encapsulated
story, and our challenge as teachers is to determine the relevance and impact of these
students' stories on their actions in particular writing classes.
Some days, when I find the older of my two young sons in a particularly
disagreeable mood with which I feel particularly unprepared to deal, I try to lighten our
encounter by saying to him, "You're pretty grumpy. What's your story?"
"I don't have a story," is his now standard reply, given, on good days, with a slight
smile breaking onto his face.
"Everybody has a story," I say. It is one of the truisms I learned in journalism, but
it serves just at well for teaching and for research (not to mention parenting). In the case
studies that follow, I hope to not only explain the beliefs of these students but capture
some sense of the stories behind those beliefs. As Phyllis' presentation two years ago first
suggested to me, the stories of our believing are not merely engaging anecdotes; they are
clues to our interpretations of the spaces in which we live, and they reveal something of
the ways in which we have chosen to negotiate those spaces.
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Metaphors of dance appeal to me because, like writing and teaching, dance can be
at once performative, expressive, and communicative. It is embedded, whether carried
out individually or collaboratively, in social experiences. Even when I dance alone in my
room, I respond to music written and performed by others, preserved by others, and
delivered to me, through my tape player or on the radio, by others still. My very
definitions of dance come from Saturdays watching "American Bandstand" and "Soul
Train," from high school dances, and from seeing the dances of my older brothers. In a
similar way, when I write in my journal, I use letters taught to me and words gleaned
from other texts and other voices.

Nomenclature
Before I continue, let me name and define the terms central to my interpretation
of the data I gathered from the students in this study. Three are nouns; order, piety, and
frame of acceptance; add to these two verbs: to know, to believe. I use these five terms to
construct a sense of what happened and what was happening to these students. Three
other terms I offer at the end of this chapter—conversion, synecdoche, and courtshipindicate what I believe should be our response as teachers.
I start by exploring order because my negative associations with that term first
informed my teaching. As I indicated above, the beginning of my teaching career was
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marked by a desire to grant my students freedom, the freedom to explore, to create, to
question. But what is this order that I was so eager to escape?
The Oxford English Dictionary lists four chief meanings for the noun "order."
The first two deal with "a rank, grade, or class" both generally and in specific fields such
as religious orders and specific organizations or bodies. The fourth meaning refers to a
"regulation, direction, mandate" through which authority is exercised, as in the case of a
command issued from a superior to a subordinate. From these definitions, we get a sense
of order related to hierarchy and control. As a composition teacher, I found these aspects
most troubling about retaining the concept of order in my writing instruction. Though I
certainly had my own sense of hierarchy, my own values about which ways of writing
belonged where on my list of worthwhile attributes, I resisted simply imposing that order
upon my students. I feared that order would only serve to limit their imaginations.
The other meaning of order listed in the OED speaks most directly to writing and the
writing classroom. In this sense, we consider order as a "sequence, disposition,
arrangement," and "arranged or regulated condition." (904) Order here becomes the
nature of the arrangements of various parts. Nothing in this definition precludes
hierarchy. However, neither does order so defined assume a dominance of one portion of
the order over another. Because this type of order is by definition a state or condition, it
contains no presumption in and of itself about which part of the order is better or more
valuable than the other. This order is the dispositio or arrangement of classical rhetoric;
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each part of the arrangement serves its part in the functioning and effect of the whole.
This order speaks to the way we wish to structure our experiences.
If we think of order primarily consisting in rank or hierarchy, then the value
judgments are built into the order. Once we know, for example, that a cardinal is higher
in the ecclesiastical order than a parish priest, then we know that in some important
sense, the cardinal is considered more important. When we know that a tenured professor
possesses a higher spot in the order than a graduate teaching assistant, we can assume that
according to that order, the professor has more value. If we think of order chiefly as
arrangement, however, then we can only discern the relative value of the elements in the
arrangement by understanding the principle which guided the arrangement. The
difference corresponds to the distinction between the order of a corporate organi2ational
chart and the order in a painting. In the former example, the very "chain of command"
reveals those who are valued. In the latter case, however, we must interrogate the
situation to reveal the order. In each of its senses, order speaks to the relationships among
elements. However, altering our emphasis in our definition of order can alter how we
respond to those relationships. Order as rank or command fixes relationships; order as
arrangement demands that we inquire into relationships.
In either case, order works to contain and channel various kinds of power.
Sometimes these are the powers of rituals, as with religious ceremonies which must be
performed in a certain sequence and manner; sometimes order contains conflicts or
interactions in the way, for example, that Roberts' Rules of Order limits the ways in
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which opponents may articulate their differences. By delineating the nature of
relationships, however, order may also facilitate interactions, as in the case of language.
Without some ordering principle, words and sentences are unintelligible to us; we are
plunged into chaos. Rather than reject order out of hand for "freedom," as I attempted to
do as a beginning teacher, we must consider the purposes and consequences of the types
of order we establish.
Once an order has been established, or course, it can continue to exist only insofar
as people commit themselves to it. They must grant it their allegiance or obedience, at
least provisionally, perhaps unconsciously. In religious terms, we characterize these
degrees of allegiance as varying levels of piety. The OED defines piety as "habitual
reverence and obedience to God," but takes the term beyond its religious sense as well in
defming it further as "faithfulness to the duties naturally owed to parents, relatives,
superiors, etc.; dutifulness." (804)
Kenneth Burke uses the term to describe attachments—to habits of thought,
feeling, and action—so intense that we cling to those habits even when they become
counter-productive. A passage firom Permanence and Change describes piety in ways
particularly useful for my purposes:
Certain of one's choices become creative in themselves; they drive one into ruts,
and these ruts in turn reinforce one's piety. Once one has jumped over a cliff, for
instance, he can let events take care of themselves, confident in the knowledge
that he will continue to maintain and intensify his character as one-who-has-
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jumped-over-a-cliff. To translate: Should a man given to crime or drugs become
discouraged by the risks or distresses caused by his transgression, he might feel
strong inducements toward apostasy...Yet he may already have gone so far that
other people are helping him to continue in the same direction. He has become
hypnotically entangled in the texture of his poem, as objectified in the external
relationships he has already established (78-79, emphasis mine).
Piety as Burke describes it involves more than our internal attachments. Our pieties spill
over into our relations with others, and they accomplish this through our habitual ways of
interacting. As our beliefs coalesce—consciously or unconsciously—into a sense of order,
that order becomes the basis for more routine behavior. What I have sought to do in my
study is chart this behavior—these pious acts—which offers us insight into the sense of
order that lies behind it.
On the day I heard Phyllis tell about her "I Believes," I began to consider that
student beliefs, rather than the laziness or ignorance to which I have heard some teaching
coileagues refer, might be the source of their resistance to changes in traditional
classroom order. I began to wrestle with the angel of belief and the role it plays in
students reception of, and responses to, a writing pedagogy that raises more questions
than it answers and that asks students to consider the processes of thinking and writing in
which they engage.
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Our students' desire not belief from us but knowledge. The distinction between
what it means to know and what it means to believe has transformed my understanding of
what happens in the classroom.
The verb "to know" can be broken into distinctions that cover nearly four pages in
the OED. but the chief senses of the verb can be reduced to essentially three: to
recognize, to be familiar with, and to be cognizant or aware of. The first sense implies
that we can only know what we have encountered previously. This knowledge may
enable us to distinguish one experience from another or to acknowledge some aspect of
an experience. Knowing equals a kind of confirmation or reinforcement or return. The
second sense of the term, the one which emphasizes familiarity, implies ongoing
exposure or interaction with an experience. "Sometimes to have such familiarity with
(something) as gives understanding or insight." (513) Knowing here requires something
deeper than recognition; it requires personal involvement and intimacy or something
approaching it. But I suspect that the ability to know, and the experience of knowing,
that our students seek is not quite so personal.
Rather, I think, the type of knowledge which students have in mind falls closer to
the third definition of the word; "To have cognizance of (something), through
observation, inquiry, or information." (513) In particular, I think the concept of
information holds tremendous power for our students. Often, especially early in the term,
when I ask my writing students about their purposes for the texts they create, they will
answer "to inform." When asked to identify the persuasive aspect of their work, they will
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point to the information the text provides, and they will often argue that information, in
and of itself, should be sufficient to create agreement on the part of the reader. Knowlege,
in the form of information, equals power, and they seek from their teachers to be
sufficiently informed so that they may wield this power.
This common conception of what it means to know stands in sharp contrast with
what it means to believe. Webster defines belief as "confidence in the truth or existence
of something not immediately susceptible to rigorous proof," or, more simply as "faith;
trust" (135). Belief can mean simply "the suspension of disbelief; that is it can be based
on nothing more than our willingness to believe (Roget 275). It can also mean "dogma"
or "orthodoxy," that which one has been persuaded to believe by the weight of an
authority or of the sheer number of other believers. Whether or not our particular belief
has its origin in an authority, it becomes an authority; it acquires the nature of a dogma,
though often an unwritten and unspoken one, and perhaps all the more powerful for its
unspoken nature. But in any event, it suggests a different kind of authority from that
invoked by "knowing."
The OED also retains the notions of faith and trust in its definition of the word
"believe." In addition, however, this text points out that the root of the word means "to
hold estimable, valuable, pleasing or satisfactory, to be satisfied with." (86) Though we
may believe based upon less than it requires for us to say that we know, our commitment
to what we believe may well be greater.
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In short, to know is to recognize, to fit what is new with what we have previously
encountered. To believe, however, requires that we fall in love with the object of our
belief on its own terms. Of course it is precisely this commitment to what we believe, this
commitment to what we "hold dear" (the root is similar to the word "beloved")
sometimes in the face of evidence or experience to the contrary, which successful
rhetoricians seek to uncover, understand, and exploit. What an audience believes forms
the basis for the enthymematic manner in which rhetoric often works; those unarticulated
pieties can carry an overwhelming force. For this reason, we cannot hope to persuade
students without finding some means for bringing beliefs to the surface—both the
students' beliefs about writing and classes and our beliefs about our students.
Burke explores language as a mechanism for belief in much of his work. Though I
will have much more to say about Burke's ideas in Chapters Two and Five, I want to
define here an important term to which I will refer throughout my discussion of the four
students whom I studied. That term is "frame of acceptance."
In Attitudes Toward Historv. Burke defines the basic attitudes as acceptance or
rejection, yes or no, but he quickly notes that every "no" can be seen as a "yes" to
something else, and vice versa. In short, whether a given response is a yes or a no
depends upon our perspective. "By fi-ames of acceptance," Burke writes, "we mean the
more or less organized system of meanings by which a thinking (person) guages the
historical situation and adopts a role with relation to it." (S) The evidence of the role
which the person has adopted appears in the form of the attitude the person takes toward
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the situation. When an adolescent rolls her eyes in the midst of a lecture from her parents,
she expresses far more than impatience with the words being directed toward her, behind
her gesture lie notions of the relationship between knowledge and experience,
conceptions of effective rhetoric, and a host of psychological and sociological
assumptions. Burke presumes that actions, particularly with respect to language, are
motivated by underlying habits and systems of believing. In short, he argues throughout
his theoretical work that our actions always "make sense" to us and that this sense can be
excavated by looking closely at the actions and the situations from which they arise. He
pays particular attention to that symbolic action in which humans so heavily engage;
language.
The notion of belief as dogma moves us to consider the influence of belief upon
action (or inaction, which constitutes a kind of action). What we do provides a key to
what we believe. We express the boundaries of our belief, our sense of order, in our
definitions of the possible and the impossible. For this reason, an exploration of student
beliefs must include what students do, not simply what they say. We ofren say and
steadfastly maintain that we believe in something, but if our actions contradict that stated
belief, then some deeper belief drives our actions. Thus, the footprints of belief mark the
space around each of us; they remain for us to step into like the diagram of a dance. They
are footprints sometimes dormant and invisible until we discover them, at which point
they propel us, spinning across the floor, sometimes to our own surprise.
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Perhaps most important, belief can act as an intermediary in the fact/opinion
dichotomy to which many writing students cling. For these students, facts constitute
objective knowledge: what is simply is. Opinion consists of all those perspectives that lie
outside the realm of certain truth, knowledge, or fact. In matters of persuasion, this leads
to a stalemate in the classroom. Students either perceive themselves as dealing in facts,
about which there could be no argument, or they expresse their opinions, which they
considered unassailable because of their subjective grounding. Belief possesses a status
outside the common distinction between fact and opinion. It falls short of knowledge, yet
constitutes a reliable basis for action. To say "I believe" is qualitatively different from
saying "I know," but we use both phrases in explaining our sense of the world. Beliefs
allow us to acknowledge contingency and while making and defending our choices.
Susan Sontag's definition of style as "the conventions of distance" applies here equally to
form. Which conventions we subscribe to ~ whether we bow or shake hands upon
greeting; whether we employ the intimacy of "I" or the formality of "one" — betrays our
beliefs about, to quote Burke, "what goes with what." His chapter on the psychology of
form in Counter-Statement helped me grasp some of the issues involved. He defines form
as the "psychology of the audience" and the interplay of expectations, fhjstrations, and
fulfillments (31). By this definition, a form can only be effective to the extent that it
connects with the expectations of the audience or somehow persuades the audience to
follow along.
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We can characterize our classroom forms as a kind of sacrament, a ritual act that
points to a particular world view and enacts a particular relationship. Thus "form" serves
as both verb (to form) and noun (the form); form plays the role of both action and product
of action. I agree with Burke, Sontag, and BerthofT, that the forms we employ are both
the products of our sense of order and the acts with which we attempt to carry that order
forward into the world in our relations with others.

Renaming the situation
Teaching wears me out... There is so little one can communicate. I talk my head
off and they seem to be listening but, when I ask them questions, I find they have
been listening to somebody who wasn't there, to stories I never told them. They
have received messages I never intended them to hear. While I talk, they sit there
perhaps imagining they like what I say—and all the while they are building up
myths of their own upon a few fi-agments of words that came out of me. I am
astonished at their constructions. (381)
Thomas Merton, Enterin|g the Silence

Having explored the terminology, we must now ask ourselves, what significance
these definitions hold for the writing classroom at the college level. How do they speak to
the teaching of writing?
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To consider those questions, I begin with the premise that classrooms are
persuasive situations. By this I mean they are not places simply to acquire knowledge in
fragments of information. This definition of the classroom is one with which many
students, not to mention many other teachers, would take issue. They would contend that
education serves to inform, not to persuade. A class, however, tries to persuade first on
the simplest level that it presents a subject worthy of study. It also attempts to persuade
the students that the way it disciplines their minds and their language has validity, that it
is useful and not arbitrary, that is have value.
If we accept this premise, the implications for any classroom, particularly the
writing class—the home of the teaching of grammar and rhetoric—are enormous. To
understand these implications, we must form some conception of what persuasion entails.
Only then can we determine the gaps in our knowledge and in our strategies that we must
fill before our attempts to persuade can be effective.
In trying to make sense of persuasion, I fmd it productive to conceive of it as
conversion. In formulating this premise, I draw heavily on the theories and writing of
Burke in several of his works, most notably in Rhetoric of Religion but also in Language
and Symbolic Action. Burke characterizes persuasion in religious terms, and this is
appropriate in that our beliefs contain a spiritual aspect to them. We become attached to
them because fi-om them we construct a frame of acceptance, a way emotionally as well
as intellectually to deal with those situations we cannot control, which, we eventually
come to understand, encompasses much of our lives. If we imagine a conversion from
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one point of view to another as a kind of turning (as the root of the word implies), a
shifting of perspective (or attitude, position) firom one angle of sight to another, our terms
constitute the pivot points which make these turns possible.
Once we accept the centrality of terminology, then the terms we use to define and
describe our central concepts become crucial. Just as importantly, and perhaps more
annoying, we must understand that a given term can reveal different possibilities of
meaning depending upon the angle of vision we take in examining it. That is, the terms
shift as the frame of acceptance shifts. Thus we must try to understand a given term from
as many "frames" as possible. We must open them up and consider what each
permutation allows and what it prohibits. This dissertation attempts just such an
exploration of terminology and the possible frames of acceptance that give them
meaning. The particular terms and frames in this case belong to students in a single, firstyear composition asked to define writing and writing classrooms.
Something about the way Phyllis used the word "belief'—chiefly, I think, her
willingness to characterize us teachers as "believers"~revealed to me this potential for
slippages in understanding. It broke down the dichotomy of the knowing (teachers) and
the ignorant (students), and even the division between those who practice academic
discourse and those who do not. I now believe that many if not most of our students
believe that they

practicing academic discourse, even when they write what we

consider stilted, poorly documented essays. In this study, I seek to understand the frames
that allow students to make sense of the clash in definitions between their frames and
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those of the teacher and the institution. Only through such attempts at understanding, I
believe, can we begin to comprehend what conversion in the writing classroom involves.

A teaching colleague once asked me about the focus of my research, and I told her
that I was investigating the expectations of first-year students in composition. I wanted to
explore, 1 said, students' conceptions of writing and the writing classroom.
"If they have one," she replied.
My reaction to my early teaching experiences, and this response from my
colleague, point toward the generative term of this study; Belief. Because I did not
consider that students might act based on their own beliefs about writing and writing
classrooms, I had no explanation for, and no way to deal with, the attitudes they
expressed in my courses, attitudes built up during the years of experience each student
carried with her. Because I took my own beliefs about the students for granted, I could
not comprehend that their behavior had a coherence and purpose, divergent though that
purpose might be from my own.
Once I reconsidered the concept of belief, I recognized that it offered
opportunities for exploring what happens in the classroom that I had not found in my
earlier pedagogical stances. We grow used to relating ideas and experiences to each other
in familiar ways, and from this we develop patterns for connecting with others. These
habitual ways of carrying out relations with others I refer to as form. In The Making of
Meaning. Ann BerthofTdefines forming as the mind's basic process for turning sense data
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into meaningful information. When we form, we relate various parts to create an
intelligible whole. I am particularly concerned in this study with how we externalize that
process when we interact with others. How do students' ways of arranging their
experiences, and the sense of order that that produces, influence the ways they relate to
writing and the writing classroom?
For this reason, an understanding of the forms of behavior which our students
consider appropriate is vital to an ability to communicate with them. Just as I would not
think of traveling to do business in China without an understanding of their ways of
interacting, so I would also be foolhardy to attempt to persuade students to reconsider
their views about writing and the classroom if I did not know the ways students use those
textual and classroom spaces to interact both with each other and with the teacher. What
gestures do these people who constitute my audience perform, and what gestures do they
expect in return? What do they imagine our relationship to be? Who in the relationship
has power and what kinds of power are present (and absent)? What are the appropriate
responses to that power? Deference? Resistance? Resentment? The pretense that no
power differential exists?
As I have attempted to identify and name the forms students have become
accustomed to using, I also have probed their attachment to those forms, or their level of
piety about their ways of relating. Much of the conceptual colliding that has taken place
in my classrooms has resulted from differences between me and my students about
appropriate forms. In one class, when I initiated a discussion about my teaching
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performance up to that point in the term, several students expressed discomfort about
"telling me what to do." In the study that follows, I watched for similar collisions, looked
for their sources, and considered how they might generate useful dialogue rather than
distracting conflict and resentment.
My concern with order has come full circle in the sense that I no longer perceive
it as the enemy of teaching and learning. Instead, I examine order through the gestures a
given order sanctions and through the relationships those gestures support or discourage.
To what forms or ways of interaction does a particular sense of order give rise? What
kinds of relationships in the writing classroom result fi-om the use of these forms? Are
these the kinds of relationships as teachers and as people that we want to encourage?
These fmal considerations of relationships lead us, appropriately enough, back to belief
and values. In my own teaching, making room for student beliefs requires that I surrender
the notion that only my conception of the writing classroom possesses any significance.
In an institutional setting that gives me the power to nzime, to assign, and to evaluate, my
beliefs about writing will always count, but I want to express those beliefs as an
authoritative participant in a dialogue.
As with many dialogues, the participants in the classroom do not encounter each
other on equal footing. Earlier, in my quest for the Utopian classroom, I could downplay
this inequality by denying, quite sincerely, that I wanted to be coercive. I could, and did,
tell students that they had chosen to go to college and to be in my class. I could speak
about my own decision as an undergraduate to leave college when I no longer found it
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meaningful. But these statements did nothing to change the reality of my power over the
students; they only reinforced our tendency not to talk about that power. Inequality
constrains the space the students and I must inhabit and move across together. No space
is unbounded, and given that students and teachers encounter each other in a place
operated to evaluate and certify, we cannot eliminate this difference in power. However,
how much we feel captive to the context of the classroom depends in large part upon the
forms teachers and students choose to employ and the dialogue toward which these forms
lead us. The presence of a power differential does not eliminate the possibility for
students and teacher to relate meaningfully to one another. The issue of order becomes
intertwined with the issue of relationships.
By the word "relationship," I mean two connected ideas. The first involves how
students relate their experiences of the classroom to create a sense of order; the second
deals with how students—and we teachers—use that sense of order to identify, name, and
categorize the people and experiences of the classroom. Of course, what we call the
experience, and what we expect from each other as a result of that label, can support or
cripple dialogue. The danger of order resides in the inviolability of this circling dance.
I began the study to explore the tension I feel between the need for order on the
one hand and an awareness of its dangers on the other. A reflection on my teaching and
my students has forced me to abandon the Utopia of absolute freedom. I have begun to
consider what it means if Burke is correct when he writes in his "Definition of Man" that
humans are "goaded by the spirit of hierarchy (or moved by the sense of order)"
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(Language 16). If he is right, then I want to leam how to deal with this propensity rather
than try to banish it.
In this study I attempted to come to terms with order in the writing classroom by
foregrounding ways in which students order the world through their beliefs, forms, and
relationships. I have tried to redeem order by approaching it with an attitude which
recognizes the difficulty—not to say the futility—of banishing concepts, one in which we
continually consider the impact of specific orders on relations among people. I have made
this effort to understand student beliefs about the classroom and about writing because,
despite my recognition of the power of order, despite the existence of piety, I believe in
the possibility for persuasion and change.
Synecdoche figures centrally in my understanding of how we create order and
how we change our sense of order—how we convert or persuade. When we try to
persuade. Burke believes, we must in some way identify with our audience in hopes of
getting them to identify with us and with our point of view. The teacher must orient or
align herself with the interests of the students; she must show how her beliefs or values
intersect with theirs. When she succeeds, she achieves identification; she creates the
possibility of persuasion. Synecdoche is the way in which that "orienting" or "aligning"
takes place.
It begins when we designate some aspects of an experience as prior to others.
more significant, representative, or essential. Those details become our ordering
principles, the parts we use to construct a whole that overlaps with the interests of our
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audience. For synecdoche to succeed, therefore, the persuader must know those with
whom she seeks to communicate. She must also keep in mind the contingent nature of her
own beliefs and sense of order.
Synecdoche, like any kind of order, can become crippling when we cling to it too
tightly, when we act as if the ordering part we have selected constitutes rather than
summarizes or represents the whole. Some students, for example, insist upon reducing
good writing to the rules of grammar or impressive vocabulary, and it seems to me that
this happens because we fail to continue to expand and shift the orders we employ as
teachers. We teach them that they can become good writers simply by embracing a few,
key parts. But if used properly, synecdoche can create a common space within which we
can move together. It also figures in the part my students expect me to play as teacher;
certain authority, evaluator, and proscriber.
If synecdoche names the process of change, courtship suggests the attitude. Burke
defines "courtship," in The Rhetoric of Motives, as "the use of suasive devices for the
transcending of social estrangement" (208). I think of it as a relationship in which we
move together without moving identically. It asks teachers and students to use the tension
of our differences to reconsider our sense of the whole. In the ideal moments of a class,
students and teachers see our needs and desires as identical; during conflicts, we see our
interests as antithetical. The critical moment of courtship occurs when the tensions of
similarity and difference rise to the surface, when we each realize that the other is neither
our image nor our opposite. Without differences, without pressure and movement, we
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have no dance. Our tensions, since they cannot be eliminated unless we stand still,
demand of the us that they be used. Courting requires a willingness to shift perspective, if
the dance is to continue, by calling upon each partner to confront her own past and
ordering principles. Each partner must abandon at least a portion of his pieties, of what he
holds sacred.

My chief regret about this study is that these stories of believing are
overwhelmingly my own. They are my constructions of the students' constructions,
pieced together from the disparate kinds of data I gathered during the semester of my
research. To a large extent, this absence is a function of the limited amount of time I had
to gather the data for the study. Were I to conduct this kind of research over a more
extended time period, I would hope to create more of a dialogue with the students about
the research itself, about their perceptions of my perceptions. A deeper problem sprang
from the way I conceived of my research. Not until I began writing this text, long after
my time with, and access to students had ended, did 1 recognize that the desire to
"capture" the students' experiences was both unlikely to be fulfilled or to achieve the
understanding I sought. This is, to an extent, inevitable, but I hope in the future to find
ways to invite the voices of the other interested parties more collaboratively into the texts
that emerge.

45

I wish also to say a word here about the absence of the reflections and conclusions
of my fnend, and the teacher of the course I studied, Phyllis Mentzell Ryder. Though I
saw Phyllis each day in class, and though we had occasional conversations about what we
noticed taking place in class, I chose not to incorporate her perspective in the study in any
systematic way. Since it was the perspective of the students, and their understanding of
the course, its purposes, and its conduct that I most wanted to explore, I determined that
adding her interpretations might serve to undermine the students' voices even more than
my own perspective may have. Rather, I have sought to show—through a description of
her action, activities, and assignments—the atmosphere and possibilities she created in the
classroom. My greatest interest lies in how the students perceived (or failed to perceive)
these possibilities and in how they responded to their perceptions. We spend a great deal
of time considering our own theories and teaching strategies, as we should; however, we
spend relatively little time exploring what our students think of these theories and
strategies. This study attempts to reverse that emphasis.
In the absence of collaboration, I offer throughout this study a detailed story of
my own believing. I hope that this will allow the reader to perceive the ways in which my
beliefs have shaped my responses to, and conclusions about, the students who were the
primary subjects of this study. I feel obliged to both the reader and the students to provide
as much of my relevant history as possible because I want others to be able to draw their
own conclusions about the data I present here.

46

The Grand Ballroom in Nashville proved appropriate as the setting for the birth of
this project since metaphors of dance have long informed my thinking about writing and
classroom interactions. In fact I take my title. Strictly Classroom, from the Australian
musical comedy. Strictly Ballroom, in which a pair of dancers challenge the "acceptable"
forms of championship ballroom dancing. They begin as reluctant partners exploring the
dancing space, form, and the dances that speak to their experiences and desires, but when
they try to express that exploration more publicly, they encounter resistance from peers,
from family, and from within themselves, based on notions of tradition.
In the film, director Baz Luhrman tells the story of Scott, the son of a woman who
owns and operates a dance studio, who has been groomed for much of his life to become
one day the next Pan Pacific Grand National champion ballroom dancer. But as the film
opens, he finds himself increasingly fhistrated with the stylistic constraints of ballroom
dancing as defined by his mother and the dance establishment to which she belongs. A
moment of originality in a dance competition costs him his partner but wins him the
admiration of Fran, a shy, bespectacled, and partnerless student at his mother's studio.
She is the only one willing to say that she likes Scott's dancing, even if it did violate the
accepted conventions. In secret, Fran and Scott begin rehearsing together.
The eventual revelation that they intend to dance together, and how they intend to
dance, elicits anger, repression, and ridicule from the ballroom dancing establishment.
The dancers, in turn, call on the alternative cultural tradition of Fran's Spanish immigrant
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heritage and recover a suppressed part of the dominant tradition (the dancing experiences
of Scott's father). In the end, they manage to succeed and find acceptance for their style
of dancing, even though it isn't "strictly ballroom."
Because of its social nature, dance is subject to the stratification and hierarchies of
any social practice; that is, dance exists in forms with varying degrees of status, from the
high art of ballet to the almost subculture status of disco. As with teaching and writing,
we measure the appropriateness of any given form by the setting in which it is enacted,
by the response of the people for whom we enact it, and by the social standing of those
who perform and observe it. The various ways of dancing are also rooted in particular
times and places, and in relation to particular kinds of music, which means that their
interpretation and evaluation depend integrally upon context. What might, in a Friday
night high school dance, be defined as so much flailing around, can become on the stage
of the concert hall the subject of awed admiration.
Like dancers, students deal with a number of elements as they perform in the
highly determined contextual setting that is the classroom. They draw on experiences in
previous settings to figure out just what kind of performance is being called for. They
listen to the teacher's instructions, but filter those instructions through what they know,
interpreting them and putting them into a familiar language. Students devise ways of
moving that respond to multiple factors; traditions, some their own and some alien to
them; the expectations of an audience with its own agenda, an audience which also
evaluates them; questions about the future relevance of the forms they are being taught;
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constraints of space and situation; and their individual abilities, experiences, and desires.
Finally, students engage in a series of false moves, missteps, and even hard falls trying to
leam the routines of the college writing classroom.
This study, like the film, attempts to dramatize the negotiation of a dance. Will
the dancers and their dance be accepted? What will the consequences of their acceptance
or rejection be? As the film places the dancers at the center of the story, I attempt in this
study to tell the story fi'om the point of view of the students. I want to know, quite
literally, how they come to terms with their situation and what terms they come to.
As teachers, of course, we know that the students are not the only ones performing a
dance. We know that we are all dancers, and that the same constraints that apply to the
students apply to us as well. In fact, I maintain as one of my central contentions that
students actively interpret the moves of their teachers in the writing classroom and
respond accordingly. I began my research in the hope that by better understanding how
our students view their own movements and ours, and why students move as they do, that
I can respond more appropriately and persuasively, that I can dance with them.
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CHAPTER TWO: DEFINING THE SPACE

What kind of scene did he say it was, that called for such an act (12)?
Kenneth Burke, A Grammar of Motives

In the late 1970s, when I passed from high school to college, I had grown used to
disco and what I can now only call pop rock; the Bee Gees and Heat Wave and the Steve
Miller Band and the Eagles, and various other purveyors of innocuous music who were
favorites of the disc jockey and the crowd at The Slide, the teenage dance club, in my
hometown of Salina. I had heard a little Steelye Dan, but you don't really dance to that. I
had no acquaintance with the blues. So I arrived, this young, African-American, small
town Kansas, AM radio listener, at the University of Kansas and encountered the Cars,
the Who, a serious exposure to the Beatles, the Ramones, the Talking Heads, the B-52s.
Up to this point, I thought I had danced, thought I was a pretty good dancer, thought I
knew good dancing music. But let us say that in that first week on campus, my feet were
somewhat rearranged.
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This rearrangement was smoothed by the fact that it took place among about a
hundred sweating peers flailing away at the various basement and backyard, bump-andgrind, alcohol-driven parties that proliferated early in the semester. That is, I didn't just
dance differently because the music had changed; this was a new floor I found myself on,
with new women to impress (and men; gay or straight, there's always reputation to
consider). No glittering ball suspended from the ceiling here; if farmers' sons and
daughters surrounded me, they were the ones who had left the farm far behind. They
signposted this new space for me, in the way we all moved, the jokes we told, the easy
intimacy of our physical contact compared to the fumbling, clutching intensity of high
school dancing.
I learned in those first few weeks of college how situational—how rhetoricalgood dancing can be. I discovered that the definition of "good" depended very much on
the expectations and experiences of those among whom we find ourselves. A dance floor,
like a classroom, is a rhetorical space, and it can be a quite contentious one at that. I can
recall clearly the contempt in which Tim Sharp (a Pink Floyd fan) held the musical tastes
of Jim Hoch (The Village People) or Pat McKinney (the Ramones). It required true
rhetorical skill for John Sheffield, who usually ran the turntable, to keep all three happy
and keep the people on the dance floor moving.
Through this study, I rediscovered what will probably seem obvious in theory:
that language and meaning are also rhetorical. This has not, however, always been so
obviously essential and at the center of the teaching of rhetoric and composition for many
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of us, myself included. I began my research hoping to reveal the nature of student
thinking, of student frames of acceptance about, and attitudes toward, writing and writing
classrooms. The problem, I believed at the outset, was the rigidity in these student
conceptions. I have come to realize, however, that the perspective of every student offers
strengths as well as weaknesses. I realized that depending upon what aspect of each
student's frame I emphasized, I could present them as heroic, or villainous, brave or
foolish or cowardly. The multiple ways of interpreting what I found out about these
students reminded me that I have too often fallen into static conceptions of my classes,
my students, and writing. Only when I enhance my own ability to come at meaning from
various perspectives can I persuade my students to do the same.
In short, because each classroom is a rhetorical situation, the attempt to teach our
students necessarily involves the attempt to persuade them. We can only persuade them,
however, if we develop mechanisms for, and habits of, listening to them. When we fail to
do this, we limit our understanding of them to what we see of them in the four walls of
the classroom. I had expected the students I studied to be "strictly classroom" in their
approach to English 101, but I realized that we teachers are strictly classroom as well.
In this chapter, I will introduce the study that led me to this conclusion.
First, I will discuss how student resistance to pedagogical reform spurred my
desire to undertake this research. For several decades, while we in composition and
rhetoric have contended among ourselves about which models of writing and classroom
interaction should drive our teaching, our students have persistently responded with
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annoyance, challenges, or resignation. I will argue that for reform to incorporate students,
it must begin by exploring students' situations, experiences, and conceptions of writing
and classrooms as students see them. This exploration must necessarily be specific to the
particular students in our particular courses, whatever the theoretical model within which
the teacher operates.
Second, I will draw theoretical connections between my attempt to explore a
specific classroom and my choice of ethnographic research methods for this study. I
wanted a research method that would reflect that complex way of conceptualizing the
world, and I believe that ethnography offers that method. Ethnography can provide "the
continuing audit of meaning" that Berthoff values ( ); it demands the reformulation and
adjustment of Burke's "perspective by incongruity"(Attitudes 308); it takes place in the
specifics of particular situations (rhetorical); and it seeks not so much prediction as a
"thick description" (Interpretation 14) that reveals the factors at play in a situation.
Third, I will present and explain the decisions I made concerning my choice of a
research site, my selection of students about whom I would conduct case studies, my
methods of data gathering, and my processes of interpretation. My choices were governed
by a desire to look not so much at the textual forms and features of their writing but at
what those features—and the students themselves—could tell us about what the students
thought they were doing. I hope to answer the following questions: How was the study
conducted? Why? What were the strengths and weaknesses of my methods?
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The promise and problem of liberation
The issue of student resistance or passivity in the college classroom is certainly
not a new one, but new approaches and emphases in pedagogy have brought this issue to
the fore during the past several decades. In a more teacher-centered classroom - one in
which the professor instructs primarily or exclusively through lecture - we can argue that
the students' level of engagement has repercussions only the for the individual student.
Whether the student attends to or internalizes the discourse of the subject under study
affects only that student, not his or her student colleagues.
During the past 30 years, however, general educational theorists and writers in
specific disciplines have argued for a shift from the primarily lecture format to a greater
emphasis on more student-centered teaching strategies. By the late 1960s and early
1970s, along with shifts in attitudes toward a variety of social institutions, a number of
educators inside and outside English sought an alternative to the dominant ways of
structuring the classroom. They argued for pedagogical methods that would release the
intelligence and creativity they believed were inherent in students. (Elbow; Holt;
Macrorie; Renfield; Postman) In composition, this manifested itself in the so-called
process movement, which argued for de-emphasizing teaching of the standard "modes"
of writing and instead focusing on developing students' ability to generate writing that
expressed the student's "authentic voice." (Elbow; Macrorie). Advocates of a focus on
the writing process ranged fi'om the so-called expressivists, such as Elbow, to the
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cognitive models of Flower and Hayes. Though these approaches differed from each
other, they shared an interest in fostering and understanding writing from the point of
view of the student, not - or not solely — from the perspective of received rhetorical
forms.
In addition, in the late 1970s and into the 1980s, social constructionists such as
Kenneth Brufee developed a concept of writing that sought to consider the social and
political conditions under which students produce writing. From what community does a
text come? Toward what community is it directed? What conventions of discourse
dominate in these communities? What factors, including values, knowledge, power,
economics, race, and gender, influence the community's discourse conventions? This part
of the composition and rhetoric community, while also critical of the traditional emphasis
on modes of discourse and issues of grammar and usage, viewed the perceived
abandonment of the social implications of writing on the part of those in the process
movement as a crucial mistake. They believed that by ignoring power relations in
classrooms and in the wider society, the individualistic bent of the process movement
would do nothing to undermine the often repressive ways in which society views
language and its use.
The proponents of critical pedagogy (Freire, Shor) are some of the chief
advocates of this social view of language and its teaching. Critical pedagogy is an
educational process that asks students to examine and critique the knowledge and values
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to which they are exposed and the ways that knowledge and those values relate to power
and social conditions inside and outside of the academy.
One of the chief proponents of critical pedagogy is Brazilian educator Paulo
Freire. This is how he described the process of "true education" he believed critical
pedagogy represents, and the desired results of that process:
At the same time, we began to prepare material with which we could carry out
concretely an education that would encourage what Aldous Huxley has called the
"art of dissociating ideas" as an antidote to the domesticating power of
propaganda...For example, as men through discussion begin to perceive the
deceit in a cigarette advertisement featuring a beautiful smiling woman in a bikini
(i.e., the fact that she, her smile, her beauty, and her bikini have nothing at all to
do with the cigarette), they begin to discover the difference between education
and propaganda. (Education 57)
These approached to reforms in teaching methods differed, sometimes sharply, in
emphasis, in terminology, in methods, and even in their views on the relationship of
language to individual and social thought. Despite these significant differences, however,
an important conceptual similarity runs through all of them. This similarity consists of a
common rhetoric of revelation. Each approach to teaching critiques the others on the
basis of some essence it has uncovered, which the other views have not seen or have
ignored. Each presents the student as someone unaware of her choices and of the
implications of those choices. In addition, each pedagogical approach implies that once
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the student has been freed from this lack of awareness, she will find herself dazzled by
the light of her newfound knowledge. To be sure, the nature of the "enlightenment"
sought by Hairston differs from that presented by Bizzell; the wished-for transformation
of Giroux has different emphases from those advocated by Elbow. But in their conception
of the object of their effort - student emancipation - the theories converge. From
Macrorie's "freewriting" to Ira Shor's "education as the practice of freedom," the idea of
liberation recurs.
Perhaps, in our hearts, all teachers dream of bringing new light to the eyes of our
students. Indeed, I believe this to be a legitimate aim of teaching, though I sometimes
believe we would better serve our students by providing more warmth than light. Our
vision becomes a problem when it blinds us to the reality of our students' existence, when
it cuts us off from exploring the world from their specific perspectives, and when it
causes us to underestimate the complexity of those perspectives. This blindness also
makes it less likely that our students will be able to understand our vision and consider
what elements of it they might wish to make their own.
Burke's examination of the rhetoric of revelation—what he calls the "debunking"
mentality—values attempts to uncover what others have failed to see or have papered
over. He points out, however, that debunking eventually leads to one of two possible
outcomes. The first is a paralyzing cynicism about all motives, for as the debunking
continues, it finds the hidden motives in, and deconstructs all action and thought. If all
action springs from hidden self-interests, then what makes any one approach better than
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any other? That is, why bother to expose corruption if everyone is corrupt? In the second
outcome, the debunker ends his project of uncovering precisely at the place where he
would install his own set of fundamental, essentially positive motives, motives which the
next theorist will make it her job to debunk for their impurity (Grammar 97).
Certainly I find myself in the same dilemma here. Having identified what I take to
be the hidden assumption here on the part of various theorists — a belief in self-evident
transformative effects of freedom and enlightenment — I will find it necessary later in this
text to bring in my own course of action, with its own assumptions. I can only add in my
defense that I would qualify the valorization of freedom present in each of these theories.
My religious, racial, and pedagogical experiences have taught me that freedom is - to
some extent — always present, and never enough in and of itself In order to make
freedom meaningful, we must determine how to make use of whatever freedom is
available, which requires that we be able to explore the specific nature of the freedom and
constraints of a given time and place. We must learn to understand the various
relationships that make up a situation, and we must ask in what ways we might
characterize these relationships. What does the situation allow, and what does it prohibit?
In other words, we must weave into our responses to freedom the realization that freedom
is never absolute, that inequalities and power differences persist whatever rhetoric of
equality we might espouse. We must teach a rhetoric that can recognize and operate in
the face of these inequalities. In addition, the level and meaning of freedom varies
depending on the conceptions of those within the situation. Classrooms, of course, offer
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prime examples of just such rhetorical situations. How, then, can we use a classroom to
explore the rhetorical problem of freedom? By listening to students, because it is a
problem of which they are keenly and constantly aware, even when we are not.

Rhetoric and ethnography

Burke begins the title essay of his 1941 book. The Philosophy of Literary Form
by describing critical and imaginative works as "strategic answers, stylized answers" to
the questions arising at the time in which a given work is created. He argues that we can
draw meaning from these strategies only when we locate them in the situations from
which they arose.
So I should propose an initial working distinction between "strategies" and
"situations," whereby we think of ..any work of a critical or imaginative cast as
the adopting of various strategies for the encompassing of situations. These
strategies size up the situations, name their structure and outstanding ingredients,
and name them in a way that contains an attitude towards them rPLF 1).
Later in the same essay, an aspect of the methodology Burke lays out for the study of
critical and imaginative works also applies to the research presented here. "I contend," he
writes, "that the kind of observation about structure is more relevant when you approach
the work as the functioning of a structure" (PLF 74). Similarly, I hope to relate the words
and actions of students to the definitions they put forth of the classroom.
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In Burke's view, we undertake those actions we consider "appropriate" for the
settings in which we find ourselves as we define those settings. Thus, our previous
experiences with and expectations about a particular setting will strongly influence what
we believe we should do in that setting.
From the motivational point of view, there is implicit in the quality of a scene the
quality of the action that is to take place within it. This is another way of saying
that the act will be consistent with the scene. (Grammar 6-7)
Robert E. Brooke, in Writing and Sense of Self, which examines the behavior of
composition students in light of identity negotiations theory, makes much the same point;
Each social interaction carries with it expectations for contextually appropriate and
inappropriate behavior which produce a range of roles a person might take. Each social
group, however, has its own expectations for what roles its members will play in different
contexts. . . Thus, whenever individuals engage in social interaction their particular
history surrounds them with expectations which delimit the range of roles they might fill
in that interaction and the values of those roles for the groups that are important to them
(17).
In this study, I take the same approach toward the symbolic acts of students in a
first-year composition classroom. I do not want to make the argument that all of our
actions are "texts," and therefore open to the same interpretative process that we use on
works of literature, though I think that argument could be made. Instead, I borrow the
concepts of Burke and Brooke because they match my experience of the strategies
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students use. I believe that we can gain insight into the writing and classroom activities of
our students if we consider them as "strategies for the encompassing" of the situation we
call first-year composition.
When students request specific instruction in grammar, when they demand
explicit rules that will produce good writing for all occasions, when they resist moving
beyond the tight structures of expression to which they have grown accustomed, when
they argue strenuously, as students once did in an advanced composition course I taught,
that their essay grades should be based on grammar and spelling, not the level of
engagement or interest created for the reader, they are in effect arguing for a framework
that will make their experience in the classroom manageable. I begin with the assumption
that they are searching for a frame of reference, for a familiar way to defme the space
within which they find themselves, not just trying to get the highest grade for the least
amount of effort.
Other researchers into writing have studied frames of reference or frames of
acceptance. As Thomas Fox notes, "In most research, the use of the term interpretative
fi'ame refers to assumptions that are unconsciously or habitually drawn upon by speakers
or interpreters (5)."
Berthoff calls translating "the most basic form of interpretation," and my
translations of the symbolic actions of the students constitutes this study (Meaning 46). I
fmd the translation metaphor helpful because it brings in the idea that we are not after
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some literal recording of events—a literal translation—but a rendering that captures the
spirit of the original filtered through the translator, in this case, the investigator; me.
Like Burke, I comend that every act—every dance, every drama—has its scene, a
context that informs the actions that occur there. The actions and responses described in
these case studies occurred at a particular time and place in the lives of the students, the
instructor, the institution, and me. We do not teach tendencies or trends; we teach living,
idiosyncratic people with histories and purposes of their own, and we teach them under
the particular constraints of the schools that pay our salaries and, to a greater or lesser
extent, script our steps. If we want learning that transforms teacher and student, we must
first learn to embrace specificity.
No research method links meaning to the specific more than the cultural
ethnography of anthropologists such as Clifford Geertz, Renato Rosaldo, and Victor
Turner. Like rhetoric, ethnography draws us to the details of the various relationships in
an attempt to understand how participants see themselves and see their situation.
Ethnography attempts to explain, in Burke's words, "what kind of scene it was that called
for such an act."
Perhaps no one has put forth a stronger argument for the meaning to be found in
the specific than Geertz, who, in Works and Lives, his study of anthropological writing,
names Burke as "the man, nowhere cited in the body of the text, who has had no direct
connection to it or me, but whose work has served as its governing inspiration at almost
every point" (vi). In The Interpretation of Cultures. Geertz describes the three main
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characteristics of ethnography; "(I)t is interpretive; what it is interpretive of is the flow of
social discourse; and the interpreting involved consists in trying to rescue the 'said' of
such discourse from its perishing occasions and fix it in perusable terms (20)."
His goal, Geertz asserts, is to examine humans in operation in cultural situations.
If we want to discover what man amounts to, we can only find it in what men are;
and what men are, above all other things, is various... We must, in short, descend
into detail, past the misleading tags, past the metaphysical types, past the empty
similarities to grasp firmly the essential character of not only the various cultures
but the various sorts of individuals within each culture, if we wish to encounter
humanity face to face (52-53).
The object of this work, he tells us, is to attempt to understand others as they understand
themselves. "The trick is to figure out what the devil they'think they are up to (Local
58)." And he takes great pains to point out the difficulty of that work. "All we can hope
for, which if it were to happen would be that rarest of phenomena, a useful miracle, is
that we can devise ways to gain access to one another's vocational lives (Local 160)."

In my mini-ethnography I hoped to "get at the truth" of how students see
themselves and their writing. What frames of acceptance, I wanted to know, guide the
actions of students in a first-year composition classroom? What I did get was something
both less certain, and, I think, more valuable than some sort of "real story" expose (I feel
my past as a journalist on occasion trailing behind me and tugging at my pants leg from
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time to time). For a number of years, one of my favorite quotes was by the Pulitzer Prizewinning journalist Richard Ben Cramer, who once said (or perhaps is reputed to have
said?), "In details, there's the truth." I had fallen into the trap of conflating detail and
specificity with "the truth" or "reality." This despite my awareness that during the past
several decades such positivistic notions of what the anthropologist describes, of what
gets represented in an ethnography, have been called into question, largely by
ethnographers themselves.
Rosaldo's Culture and Truth takes as its subject the need to abandon the idea of
ethnography as the "capturing" of some bounded (usually "primitive") culture and the
objective representation of that culture for others outside of it. In particular he criticizes
the notion that all the people within a given cultural system share a common perspective
about that system. "All of us inhabit an interdependent late-twentieth-century world
marked by borrowing and lending across porous national and cultural boundaries that are
saturated with inequality, power, and domination (Rosaldo 217)."
Particularly during the writing of my study, I realized how easily the judgments
upon which my data were based could shift from moment to moment. For many months I
considered this a central flaw in my research and became so discouraged that I despaired
of being able to write any text at all until I realized that this very flexibility of
interpretation can be the key to effecting transformations in our teaching. Perhaps
because it requires the interplay of various levels of writing (fieldnotes, transcription,
summaries, journals, formally written ethnographic studies), perhaps because it calls us to
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see through the eyes of "others," ethnography can scramble theoretical structures and
raise interpretation to consciousness. By so doing, ethnographic research can be used to
highlight the process of interpretation itself, and when so used, it offers us the ability to
see and resee our perspectives.
This need for seeing and reseeing, for vision and revision, constitutes the central
lesson and argument of this dissertation. We teachers need to immerse ourselves in the
play of perspectives, a play that Burke calls "perspective by incongruity," what Ann E.
Berthoff means by "the continuing audit of meaning." We must leam to exploit the
shifting nature of interpretation, the open spaces into which interpretation leads us. But
we must leam to leave them open. We must leam to postpone closure as we consider
what our students are up to, and what we are up to as well. Thus I always retum to the
caveat that my representation of the students, classroom, and wider university setting are
not "natural" descriptions but constmctions developed in my attempt to make meaning
from what I saw, heard, read, and noted.

Questions of what is meaningful and what things mean can be dizzying. Attempts
to deal with these same questions have taken place across a range of disciplines including
psychology, literary theory, anthropology, education, and composition and rhetoric. The
theorists who help me define the space of this study share a desire to explore meaning in
human interactions, an understanding that meaning is embedded in the dialogue between
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action and situation, and a commitment to range as far as is necessary to bring relevant
insights to bear in the drawing out of that meaning.
Both Lev Vygotsl^ and Mikhail Bahktin studied the social origins and socializing
impact of language—Vygotsky as a psychologist examining language development in
children, and Bahktin as a literary critic and theorist of language. Vygotsky's research led
him to view the acquisition of language as the internalization of external voices. He
describes the child swathed in speech, in a whirl of words that weave their way into the
child's very sense of self and of what it means to be human. The voices around her make
her human, and she humanizes the world as she speaks back to it. Her words give
structure to the world and make it habitable and stable; she gives it form and substance;
she gives it meaning (Mind 25-29).
As the speaker moves into the wider world of language, however, the words she
speaks ~ and the sources from which others perceive her words to come — take on an
increasing social import. Bahktin contends that all words are borrowed, and they carry
the resonances of their previous existence. Hierarchy and social, cultural, racial, gender,
and political stratification enter into the ways these words are received. The blessing of
words which the learner of language bestows on the world may soon be met with curses,
and her future language uses will depend upon the strategies (and traditions of strategies)
she draws on in response to the world's response to her speech (293-294).
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So Vygotsky and Bahktin focus on different partners in the dance between the
individual and social, but each theorist recognizes the significance of both partners.
Whether or not language is biologically present in each individual human from birth,
language possesses no meaning outside of a social scene and interactions with others;
however universal language may be in humans, meaning is specific, localized, particular.
Rosaldo's insights have been crucial for me in taking these concepts to the
classroom, for he reminds us that even within a given culture, context is not the same for
all participants. The context shifts depending upon the social status and investment of the
people involved, so that in a given situation or setting, multiple contexts and perspectives
coexist and compete. He warns anthropologists to attend to the variations when they try
to account for the motives and meanings of the various participants (105).
"Meanings are relationships," BerthofF writes in The Making of Meaning (42).
This brings us to the concept of a "scene" (Grammar 3). We now have a space we have
defined and in which we consider certain people, events, and actions appropriate. How
we evaluate the quality of the scene, and how we respond to what goes on within it,
depends upon our definition of what is appropriate. These are the frames of acceptance
or, later, terministic screens, upon which Burke focuses so much of his attention. They
are the individual's sense of order (derived from the integration of experiences and
beliefs), which reveals itself in the behavior we each define and act out as "appropriate."
These appropriate actions not only articulate the sense of order; our behavior structures '
our interactions with others and limits the kinds of relationships in which we engage.
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(Un)doing the research

Extensive research has been devoted to understanding how students produce texts.
Studies have included the landmark work of Emig, Flower and Hayes. The bulk of the
research on student writing thus far has dealt with students' composing processes or task
representations outside the context of the classroom. This study departs from previous
ones in two ways. First, it attempts to deal with students in the context of their
composition classes. Second, it focuses not on student writing processes but on their
attitudes toward writing and towards being writing students. These attitudes, I believe,
are embedded in the frames of acceptance or rejection which students adopt.
I had begun in an attempt to understand what aspects of the way students conceived of
writing and writing classrooms interfered with their more active investment in their
writing classes. I had observed during the several years of my teaching — and my
observations were confirmed in discussions with my teaching colleagues over the years —
that college composition students often resisted student-centered teaching strategies.
Borrowing from identity negotiations theory, Brooke identifies three responses to the
roles individuals are offered in a given situation, particularly a situation which they
cannot escape;
For any role, I may embrace it (doing my best to be evaluated as a "good"
performer of this role), I may reject it (doing my best to avoid the role whenever possible
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and, when forced to take it on, to do it badly), or I may comply with it under duress
(functionally doing it competently as something necessary but not central to how I see
myself)-1 may even swing between these positions as time passes, sometimes embracing
a role, sometimes merely complying with it, occasionally even rejecting it (22).
His defmition of resistance applies well to the behavior that spurred me to undertake this
research and to the behavior in the course of the study that I would label "resistance."
According to Brooke, resistance stems from "the need of people on the margins to refuse
to assent to definitions of self and reality which dominant institutions seek to impose on
them (122)."
I wanted to explore the possibility that this resistance was the product not of
apathy but of alternative views about the nature and uses of writing and of classrooms. I
wondered if students might resist these strategies because they did not consider them
appropriate for a writing class, not simply because they found these strategies more
demanding than they had expected. I hoped I could gain a clearer understanding of the
views of students and then suggest strategies teachers could employ to persuade students
to become more active and engaged in their writing and their classes.
In Attitudes Toward History. Burke defines the basic attitudes humans take
toward the world as acceptance and rejection, yes or no. When confi'onted with a set of
circumstances, individuals must choose either to accommodate themselves to those
circumstances or resist. Burke uses the term "frame" to characterize the rationale behind
one's decision to accept or reject the terms one uses to justify that decision. A fi'ame
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explains more specifically the attitude of the actor and can help us to understand what
might otherwise seem contradictory actions. It might also help us to see how a
consequence that a teacher would expect to change the student's attitude ends up being
used to reinforce the student's beliefs. In particular, I wanted to connect each student's
frame of acceptance to his or her interactions within, and writing, for the course. I hoped
to be able to describe what type of behavior and writing each frame allowed or
encouraged and what type of behavior and writing each frame prohibited or discouraged.
Early on, I decided that qualitative research methods could best generate the kind
of data I sought for the descriptions and evaluations I hoped to produce. A qualitative,
and particularly ethnographic study would allow for the complexity I expected to find in
answer to my questions. Learning is a complex process involving the interplay of a
variety of factors. I wanted to try to identify some of the more significant factors and
describe how they might contribute to the attitudes of the students. That is, I believed that
these student frames could best be understood not in isolation or in the abstract but in the
context of a particular classroom.

Hammersley and Atkinson describe ethnography as a social research method in
which "the ethnographer participates, overtly or covertly, in people's daily lives for an
extended period of time, watching what happens, listening to what is said, asking
questions; in fact collecting whatever data are available to throw light on the issues with
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which he or she is concerned (2)." Ethnography, like any research method, has its their
strengths and weaknesses. As Hammersley and Atkinson point out,
(I)t cannot be used to study past events; its ability to discriminate among rival
hypotheses is weak by comparison with the experiment; and, in contrast to social
survey, it is poor at dealing with large-scale cases such as big organizations or
national societies. (237)
For the kinds of questions I wished to approach, however, ethnography offered several
significant advantages.
It generates descriptive accounts that are valuable in their own right and it also
greatly facilitates the process of theory construction. Ecological validity of the
findings produced is probably better on average than that of other methods, and
the diversity of data sources allows triangulation, enabling some check on, and
perhaps control over, the effects of various aspects of the research process on the
data. (237)
That is, what ethnography lacks in breadth, it can make up for in depth, especially with
its use of triangulation in which the researcher draws on multiple sources in order to gain
multiple perspectives of the situation under study.
To further focus my questions, and because of the constraints on my time and
resources, I conducted a limited number of case studies of particular students rather than
attempting to carry out a full-blown ethnographic project on an entire composition class
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of twenty-plus students. In addition to my practical reasons for using this method, case
study research also fit more appropriately with the aims of my project.
Nonexperimental or, as it is often called, descriptive research is undertaken when
description and explanation (rather than prediction based on cause and effect) are
sought, when it is not possible or feasible to manipulate the potential causes of
behavior, and when variables are not easily identified or are too embedded in the
phenomenon to be extracted for study. The aim of descriptive research is to
examine events or phenomena. (Merriam 7)
The goal here, then, was not to predict behavior or create some taxonomy of student
frames. Rather, I wanted to see, in action, the frames of some students and see what
illuminations these frames might yield about how students make sense of their
experiences. I wanted to bring to the surface some of the influences to which we teachers
might attend as we respond to our students' classroom and writing behavior.
The case study method is not unique to ethnographic research, as Merriam goes
on to point out. Case studies may be carried out from various disciplinary perspectives,
including historical, sociological, medical, legal, and psychological. Ethnographic case
studies emphasize the cultural. For me, these disciplinary divisions did not parse quite so
neatly. We can distinguish culture from psychology to the extent that we define
psychological states as something "in" the individual and culture as consisting of those
social factors "outside" the individual, but such defmitions strike me as simplistic.
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Indeed, I began with and maintain the premise that a student's (and a teacher's)
understanding of classroom culture is not merely an internal, psychological construct but
is (in part) shaped by and (in part) shapes that culture. I wanted to understand each
student's individual "frame," but I also wished to describe something of the educational
landscapes in which these frames operated and which gave them meaning for the
students.
Thomas Newkirk discusses the difficulties of case study research in his essay
"The Narrative Roots of Case Study." He contends that case study research draws its
force from the way in which it draws on conventional dramatic forms, such as the
conversion narrative or the narrative of missing voices. This, he argues, is the danger and
salvation of the case study;
After all the interviews were transcribed, all the drafts examined, all the revision
noted, after the methodological machine had come to a halt, I still had to find the
narrative thread that led me through the material. I had to "intensely consult and
intensely ignore," keeping the data I needed, putting aside the rest, grieving a bit
for all I had to leave out. It is a lonely feeling, and for an while an empty feeling.
But I was not totally alone because I had patterns of other narratives to draw on
(150).
As Schriver points out, however, ethnographic or contextual studies of writing
have rarely focused on writing classrooms as the context. "Less than 10 percent of the
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published research between 1984 and 1989 was carried out with the intent of studying the
contexts of the classroom (201)."
Yet the context of the classroom is crucial to an understanding of why students
behave as they do. In particular, we need to understand, if we are to communicate with
students effectively, how they perceive their classrooms. What kinds of places, and with
what kinds of purposes, do they take their particular classrooms to be. As Thomas Fox
notes, "Both students' and teachers' language in the classroom grows from expectations
of what is appropriate, and these expectations, in turn, are shaped by our past experiences
in classrooms" (1).
I chose a classroom study as the place to look at the connection between scene
and actions because education's most persuasive cultural influence is in the way it
constructs teaching and learning. The most common responses I receive when I introduce
myself as a teacher involve people's anxiety over perceptions of teacher authority.
Sometimes the authority is mine ("You're not going to correct my language are you?" or
"I better watch how I talk."). Often they recall the authority exercised over them by the
teachers they remember and the subsequent evaporation of their interest in reading and
writing. They rarely talk about what they like to read or the writing they like to do. They
don't ask about me as a reader or writer. They don't talk about language except to lament
its demise in their own lives or in general, and they rarely discuss any ongoing, personal
connection to reading and writing unless it is to refer apologetically to some book they
may have that they feel they shouldn't be reading in my presence (and of which they

74

seem to think I will disapprove). Schools constitute the earliest, the most structured, and
the longest-lasting encounter with an institution that we experience in this country.
Lifelong friendships come about because of the peer age groupings, or the ability
groupings of school tracking, or being in classes because of course groupings,
particularly in college (What's your major?).

I conducted my research from January to early May of 199S at the University of
Arizona in Tucson. The university is a 35,000-student, land-grant, research institution. At
the time, I had already completed more than two years of graduate study toward a
doctorate in composition, rhetoric, and the teaching of English. Those first two years also
had included teaching in the composition sequence.
The University of Arizona is located in a state with a high Hispanic and Native
American population. The University occupies a substantial portion of the center of a city
with a metropolitan population above 500,000 people. Though the university is one of the
community's major employers, the city is in no sense a "college town." A military base
and various service and tourist businesses also have a significant impact on the city's
economy.
At about the time of this study, the state legislature had increasingly pressured the
university to commit more of its faculty and resources to undergraduate education. At the
same time, cuts in funding from the state had restricted hiring and caused some increases
in class sizes, particularly in the English, mathematics, and foreign language courses
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first-year students are required to complete. University administrators responded to these
pressures by criticizing departments for a perceived failure on the part of tenure-track
faculty to teach undergraduate courses and by a round of recommended cuts and
eliminations of various departments and programs.
The composition requirement at the university consisted of a two-course
sequence; English 101 and 102. Students could also take an honors version of these
courses, English 103 and 104, or an accelerated, one-semester version, English 109. An
equivalent version was also offered for English as second language students, English 107
and 108. The University Composition Board determined where students would be placed
by factoring in high school grade point averages, standardized test scores, and scores on
the Freshman Placement Exam, a wholistically-scored, timed essay written in response to
a common prompt. Entering first-year students took the placement exam during
orientation sessions in the summer or at the beginning of the fall semester. Native English
speakers whose scores were not high enough to place them in English 101 were required
in the fall to take English 100, a three-credit course which counted toward their load as
students but not toward their graduation requirements. After passing English 100, these
students then moved into the 101-102 sequence in the spring semester of their first year.
One quarter to one third of first-year students place in a "basic English" course, English
100. Nearly all of the students in the section of English 101 under study placed in English
100 and completed it in the preceding fall.
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In the years immediately preceding and following this study, English 100 became
the target of highly-placed administrators at the university who questioned whether
students who needed the course should take it elsewhere, such as the large community
college in the same city. To date, English 100 has survived. In that same period, however,
the maximum number of students in composition courses, once as low as eighteen, had
risen to twenty-fiye students. Despite this, composition courses remained among the
smallest that first-year students would take.
One of the required texts for all of the classes beyond English 100 was A
Student's Guide to First-Year Composition. This guide was written and edited by three
graduate student co-editors under the auspices of the English Department and
Composition Program. The Guide contains an overview of the composition sequence, tips
from instructors and students who have previously taken these courses, information about
basic classroom issues such as attendance, plagiarism, and grading; descriptions of each
of the courses; advice about the writing process; descriptions of the types of essays
assigned in each of the courses; and sample essays and final exam responses. Each of the
three guide editors serve overlapping two-year terms, and at the time of this study, Phyllis
was completing her first year as one of the co-editors.
In particular, Phyllis edited the section of the book dealing with English 101 (as
well as English 103 and 109, the honors version, and English 107, the ESL version). In
her introduction to this section, she emphasized the idea of students pursuing their own
interests in terms of subject matter for the essays they will be asked to write.
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In this course, you will be able to explore ideas and issues that you may have long
wanted to write about. You will choose topics for most of your writing and you
will be encouraged to write about issues that have affected you in some way.
(Guide 114)
The aim is to encourage students to invest themselves in the writing they do for their
composition classes.
Usually people write because they have something compelling to share or because
they want to reach someone through their words. In our First-Year Composition
courses, we hope you will see writing essays as more than academic requirement.
We hope you will see writing as a way to explore ideas and communicate with
others.(Guide 114)
In other words, the Guide and the course ask students to take something other than a
"strictly classroom" approach to their writing. It asks them to think about the context for
their writing, what they hope to accomplish with it, what purposes they hope to fulfill.
As we consider this, however, an inescapable irony arises; the rhetorical situation
in which the students write their work, the "real world" context of their essays, is the
classroom. Their primary audience is the teacher, and their purpose, in addition (perhaps)
to improving as writers, is to demonstrate proficiency that will earn them a sufficient
grade to complete their requirement and keep their grade point average high enough for
whatever undergraduate or graduate study they may wish to pursue later.
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I saw my familiarity with the department, the university, and the composition
program as a potential hazard and an advantage. I knew that having taught the same
course that I would be observing might blind me to problems students might encounter,
that it might cause me overlook alternatives to the structure and assignments of the
course.
Because I wanted to understand the specific senses of order of individual students,
I needed to work in depth with them as individuals; I needed to understand their
background, their values, and their goals as writers and as students. For me, the ultimate
question was, and remains; How might we construct the scene so that different acts are
called forth from the agents than those which now take place and with which we are so
dissatisfied?
One of the ongoing difficulties of teachers, of course, is that they aren't just
dealing with the scene of the current composition class. They must also deal with the
previous scenes of writing classes in the experiences of each of the students. All teachers
interpret their current scene through the layering of the earlier scenes that have passed
before their eyes. And it is for precisely this reason that I wanted to focus on the
perspective of individual students, that I wanted to use the ethnographic case study. The
connection of an act and agent to a scene makes them historical, political. It places them
in a context.
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I used the following data collection methods;
•

daily participant observation in a first-year composition course.

•

collection and review of the documents produced by the teacher including
syllabus, assignment sheets, in-class activity sheets, and course texts.

•

collection and review of documents and artifacts produced by these students,
including in-class writing, peer comments, journals, drafts, and graded essays of
the class as a whole.

•

following Seidman, multiple interviews with each case-study student.

Analysis
Using indexing methods described by Merriam, e^ly in my data collection, I
began to read and reread the written material that the students in the course produced, as
well as my field notes and in and out-of-class comments on my observations. As I read
the students' writing, I made lists of themes mentioned and used those lists to generate
possible categories for analysis. I also frequently discussed the day's occurrences with the
instructor immediately after class both to check my sense of what had occurred in class
and to get her thoughts on particular students.
When I reached the point of more intensive data analysis, I recopied the data into
separate bits of information on the computer, printed out the information, cut up the
quotes, and grouped them according to subject and themes. Those themes were previous
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experiences, purposes of writing and education, writing expectations and desires, use of
questions, and attitudes toward other students.

The Narrower Scene

The university's Engineering Building sits just to the west of the Student Union,
in the heart of the campus. Room 203 is on the second floor on the west side, just above
the wide, gray concrete steps that lead up to the building entrance. The door to Room 203
is dark brown and wooden with a panel of frosted glass centered in the door's top half.
The room's false ceiling consists of ten rows of dingy, white panels with five panels to a
row. In three of the rows, translucent glass filters fluorescent light down onto the beige
walls and dark, wooden desks of the classroom.
The entire front wall is taken up by a green chalkboard; a retractable screen hangs
above the middle of the board. From the student's view, the door and a small, gray
wastebasket take up the comer to the right of the chalkboard. In the left comer sits an
overhead projector and cart, bound to the metal chalk tray with a thick cable to prevent
theft. Two large, paneled windows dominate the left wall; the beige blinds for the
windows are nearly always raised. During the course of the semester, as the weather
shifts from the intermittent rains of winter to the bright heat of spring and early summer,
sunlight splashes through the trees and into the room.
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Phyllis Mentzell Ryder, the instructor for the course, was at the time of this study
a doctoral student in the English department's composition program. She had taught
writing at various colleges and universities for ten years. She holds a master of fine arts
degree in creative writing and specialized in poetry and has subsequently completed her
Ph.D. in Rhetoric, Composition, and the Teaching of English. I decided to make Phyllis's
course the site of my research because I knew that our acquaintance would give me
access to her classroom. I had known her since we took two graduate courses together in
the fall of 1992. Since then, we had become both professional colleagues and friends. I
also knew that she had an interactive philosophy of teaching and I wanted to see how that
would play itself out in her teaching practices and especially in students' response to
those practices. That is, I suspected that her more interactive methods would differ from
their previous experiences, and I wondered how they would respond to that change in
expectations.
This section of English 101 met Monday, Wednesday, and Friday mornings from
10 until 10:50. The first class was January 13, 1995, and the last day of class was held
Wednesday, May 3. Excluding the week of Spring Break in March, and nine class
sessions canceled for group conferences concerning drafts of papers and a professional
conference the instructor attended, the class met thirty-nine times. I attended twenty-eight
of these class sessions and four group conferences as an observer-participant.
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My participation included periodically speaking during whole-class discussions,
contributing written work to a class exercise Phyllis conducted, lecturing for
approximately fifteen minutes on interviewing techniques as students prepared to conduct
interviews for one of their papers, and distributing and collecting the midterm essay
examination. Both on the first day of class and several weeks later when I passed out
consent forms for the students to review and sign, I explained to the students that I was
there only to conduct research and would play no role in their grading. 1 also told them
that I would not share information gained from my observations or interviews with the
instructor until after their grades had been calculated. Throughout this text, I have quoted
student writing verbatim, without corrections. The names of all students identified in this
study have been changed to ensure their confidentiality.
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CHAPTER THREE: "NO NEW STEPS"

He was watching the professor intently. His notebook was open in front of him.
His pen was poised. But he wasn't writing. Nothing. I'd look back during the
hour: still attentive but still no notes. I caught up with him after class...and asked
how he liked the lecture. "Interesting," he said. So I asked him why he wasn't
taking any notes. "Oh, well, 'cause the teacher was just talking about people and
reading letters and such. She didn't cover anything important." For Bobby and
lots of other freshmen in lots of other colleges, history is a chronicle. History is
dates and facts: Who invaded whom? When? With how many men? And Bobby
could memorize this sort of thing like a demon. But social history, the history of
moods and movements and ordinary people's lives, left Bobby without a clue (4).
Mike Rose, Lives on the Boundarv

Arriving at some sense of limits, borders, definitions, is one of the primary acts of
human perception. Without limits, we can feel overwhelmed, like those early white
settlers who came to the Great Plains and were nearly driven insane, some of them, by the
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endlessness of the prairie. The question, then, as I learned in my early days of teaching, in
my explorations of race, and in my long, slow circuit away from and then back toward
religion, is not whether to have limits but rather, what kinds of limits ought we to have?
What differences do the various ways of limiting and naming our experience make?
Following the Burkean path, we can discern that the first difference limits create are
those which cause us to say yes or no. An individual's way of defming can make the
difference between whether one accepts or rejects what is presented. As we will see from
examining the experiences of Linda and George, however, acceptance or rejection, yes or
no, is only the beginning. It matters a great deal not just whether we say no but how we
say it. Our motivations and our manners as we engage in the act of rejection can reveal
vastly different sets of beliefs and can have serious and long-lasting implications for the
directions we will travel.

At first glance, Linda Hansen and George Ludwig would seem to have very little
in common except their distinctiveness. Indeed, I initially expected that I would be
placing them at opposite ends of whatever continuum of student beliefs and behavior I
eventually constructed. As was often the case in my research, I was quite wrong.
However, my reasons for making that assumption were certainly sound.
From the first day of the semester, I selected Linda Hansen as one of my case
study students. This was because I recognized a difference between her and the other
students that would provide a clear contrast with their attitudes, and with the attitudes of
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most of the students I had taught in my own classes. I wish that I could say I singled her
out because of some hint in the way she carried herself, some aspect of her demeanor or
dress or gesture, but in simple truth she overtly stated a purpose for the class and for
education different from that of her student colleagues.
As that first class began, Phyllis introduced herself, then wrote the following on
the board;
Name
Mailing Address (& zip)
phone # (May I give to your classmates? Y or N
goals for this writing course (What areas of your writing do you want to develop?)
What is the purpose of getting a university education?
What should be the purpose "

"

"

"

After giving the students time to write the information and answers, she asked each to go
to the board, write and say his or her name, and write answers to the last two questions
she had posed. Most of the students, in answer to the question about the purpose of
education, wrote "career" or "job." They wrote that the purpose of a university education
should be to gain "knowledge." Linda, however, wrote that the purpose of a university
education was to leam "critical skills," and she believed that an education should make
students "well-rounded," a phrase she returned to several times in her class journal and in
the interviews I conducted with her. Her in-class writing elaborated on these comments:

86

- My purpose of receiving a university education is to enhance my critical
thinking, problem solving and writing skills.
- The purpose is different for everyone, however, I think that the majority of
students share the same beliefs about receiving a solid well-rounded education. It
should be an experience of people, places and events.
I responded to her answer on the board as would any gullible teacher who sees his values
parroted: I was impressed by her intelligence and sensitivity. It occurred to me — both at
the time and later — that Linda's response was calculated to create precisely that effect,
though after reading her work, watching her in class, and talking with her, I don't believe
that to be the case. Even, however, had that been true ~ even had she been "laying it on a
bit thick," the fact that she was the only student in the class with the presence of mind to
do so meant that she merited further attention.
Linda could not have been more wrong, at least in the case of George Ludwig,
about what the other students in the class hoped to get out of English 102. In response to
the same two questions that had elicited such a positive characterization of education
from Linda, George exhibited a much more pessimistic view. In response to the question,
"What is the purpose of getting a university education?" George wrote "waste of time."
In answer to the question about what the purpose of education ought to be, he simply
said, "It should not be a waste of time." As I had felt with Linda, I knew immediately
from George's response that he was someone I wanted to include in the research, and I
was mentally mapping an arc that would lead fi'om George as "problem student" to Linda
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as "hope for the future." In my notes that day, I even described Linda as being "at the
other end of the spectrum" from George.
By the end of the semester, however, I recognized in them a common frustration
with the class and with their writing in it. Both felt constrained by what they perceived to
be the arbitrary limits the course imposed. Both ultimately rejected the class, Linda
because of her perception of the course's limited forms and because of her fhistration
with her student colleagues, George because of his perception of himself as someone
unable to write well and his notion of the class as a situation incapable of altering that
state of affairs. Their rejection, and the conceptions of the class which prompted their
rejection, limited the ability of both students to achieve greater success in the class, but
their rejection also flowed from a strength as much as from a weakness, which
complicates how we as teachers might effectively respond to their attitudes.

Identity Beyond School
Linda Hansen is a white female (nineteen-year-old at the time of my study) from a
metropolitan area in the upper Midwest. Her parents are college-educated professionals
(her father majored in English), and a younger brother is a college student in Linda's
hometown.
She was specific in her career plans, intending to become a clinical psychologist.
She already had begun her psychology course work and told me that she enjoyed it very
much. She expressly refused to identify herself as a feminist. As the eighteenth statement
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on her list of "I Believes" put it, "I believe in women loving women, not the term
feminism." As the first portion of the statement indicated, however, she expressed strong
support in her journal for women's social, political, and economic equality. Her
seventeenth "I Believe" read, "I believe that a woman would make a better leader." She
had read several works on this topic and in one journal entry was highly critical of several
women's magazines and their sexually-focused depictions of, and advice, for women.
I think that all these magazines do is promote passivity of women, tell women
how they should and shouldn't act towards their man and essentially plants the
idea in women's heads that they should lead subservient lives in order to be
involved or if they are presently involved in a relationship...The ideas that were
expressed in these how-to-please-your-man articles really angered me.
Linda had also explored gender and language issues in her psychology coursework, and
she discussed how that experience had made her more aware of gender differences in
language use:
I specifically remember a situation in which I was in a room with a number of
students. There was a guy and a girl in the front of the room presenting some kind
of information to us. Both the guy and the girl began to speak simultaneously and
of course, the girl stopped and let the guy continue. She didn't do this out of the
kindness of her heart, rather it was a learned behavior that society has planted
unconsciously into the minds of all women.
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In a variety of ways, Linda presented herself as a person involved in questioning her life
in general. "I think that education should promote the desire and drive to question more,
leam more and not only listen, but hear more." Religious and moral issues constituted an
important area in which questions remained for her. She vsrote in her journal about
reading feminist theologian Ute Ranke-Heinemann's Eunuchs for the Kingdom of
Heaven, a history of the Roman Catholic Church's views on women and sexuality;
I have been raised Catholic but I don't necessarily agree with it, believe in the
morals and values of the Catholic Church. The author of this book sheds light on
the arguments regarding the Roman Catholics. It seems very interesting but some
of the concepts and biblical terms makes it more difHcuIt to understand. I think it
will give me a bigger picture as to how I view myself as a woman, my ov^
sexuality and my religious beliefs.
Her exploration of gender also had begun to overlap her interest in language, as she
related in a journal entry in which she discussed Tannen's You Just Don't Understand.
This book is being used for a Gender of Psychology course that I was going to
take. I ended up deciding not to take it, but I did, however, decide to keep this
book which was a required text for the course. I'm reading it because it interests
me and I want to be more aware of the language I use in conversation.
In all of these areas, she presented herself as someone actively attempting to make sense
of her experience and someone confident in her ability to do so. "Right now I am an
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independent, mature woman," she wrote in her journal. "Even though there is still a great
deal for me to learn, I have my feet on the ground and a strong head on my shoulders."

Identity as Student
After her first semester at the University of Arizona, Linda had decided to transfer
to another school. She had applied to another large research university near her native
state and to two small universities on the west coast. During the semester in which this
study took place, she was waiting to hear which of the three schools had accepted her.
Much of her dissatisfaction stemmed from her discontent with the university's
atmosphere, especially the attitudes of other students.
She was unique in her characterization of, and reaction to, her fellow students'
attitudes. Linda articulated this response almost from the beginning of the semester and
returned to it often over the course of the term. "I was shocked," she wrote in an early
Journal entry, "by the number of students in our English class who were taking it because
they had to.' What has happened to students who take courses because they want to leam
more about the topic or leam more about themselves, more importantly."
She was even more pointed in some of her later her criticisms of students she labeled
"complainers."
I really think people who complain are true comedians. They get up, they come to
class, then they sit in their chair and complain. They continue to complain for the
entire class period. Who is forcing them to stay? Do they come to class out of

91

obligation? And if so to who(ni) do they owe their education? Actually in class
last Friday when we broke up into small groups to review the bibliographies, I got
stuck with a complainer. I was rather surprised, I didn't think she was the
complainer type. The only thing she was able to contribute was her opinion of
how she thought the activity was "so stupid, this is so stupid. Why do we have to
do this?" I asked her why she didn't just leave and after that she didn't say
anything at all. (Oops, I didn't mean to shut her up completely.)
Though she spoke well of both her English 100 instructor and of Phyllis, particularly in
terms of giving the students the opportunity for discussion and interaction, she criticized
her fellow students for their failure (in her eyes) to fully exploit their opportunities. She
also believed that students did not fully utilize the resources available to help them with
their courses in general and their writing in particular.
[F]or most students there must be some type of incentive or reward in order to
encourage them to seek help on their own. As it is, I feel that the university has
done a good job presenting the various resources available to the students. Yes,
we were given pieces of paper which reminded us or possibly helped us recognize
our strengths and weaknesses. Yet how many students will take advantage of
what is put in front of them?.. .If you were to take a survey of how many students
actually took advantage of the resources available to them (which in a sense you
did in class) I think you would find that the most productivity that occurred was
through recycling the paper!
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Her criticism of student attitudes spoke to a feeling that students would need the skills
they were neglecting in the class. "If these students dont do it now," she wrote in one
journal entry, '*they will find themselves back in the classroom in a few years." She also
expressed bewilderment that students did not seem interested in learning for its own sake;
"I don't understand why people don't want to further themselves."
Though she was disappointed in the university for not providing more ethnic
diversity on campus, she was more critical of students for not displaying more diversity
of thought and more interest in the world beyond the university campus. As she talked
about her reasons for transferring, she spoke often of her disappointment with many,
though not all, students.
When I walk on the mall and around campus, sometimes I'm actually impressed
by the people I see and hear conversing and other times I'm disappointed and
discouraged. I worry about some of the students who don't take their education
seriously. I've even more disappointed once I get in the classroom. I'm not saying
that the majority of students are like this, or even that the majority of my classes
have these types of students, however, I have experienced both the positive and
negative aspects.
Despite Linda's disclaimer that she did not wish to characterize a majority of students
this way, her repeated return to this theme in her journal and interviews suggest that the
attitudes of the other students troubled her deeply. She noted that earlier in her education.
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she, too, had been hesitant to ask questions in class. Over the course of the semester, she
was more active that most of the students in the course.
Because of her combined rating from her high school coursework, standardized
tests, and the freshman placement examination, Linda had been required to take English
100 in the semester before her enrollment in English 101. Despite her initial
disappointment at that placement, she said, she decided that she would "get something
out of it."
Linda performed well in English 101. She earned high grades on each of her
papers. She demonstrated in her journals, drafts, and comments on the papers of other
students that she understood the writing concepts Phyllis emphasized. She was one of the
few students who performed well on the second graded essay ~ the contextual rhetorical
analysis — in particular. Though many students in the course, and indeed many students
across different sections of English 101, struggled to understand the audience and
purpose of this essay, Linda showed an ability to identify different argumentative
strategies and to present those strategies to a well-conceptualized audience.

Identity as StudentAVriter
Unlike many of the other students in the class, who complained — sometimes
bitterly ~ about the journal requirement, Linda had no problem meeting Phyllis' journal
quota of three pages per week. She also made more use of questions in her journals than
most of the other students. Linda's journals reflected on a range of topics that interested
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her, as well as on the reading and writing for the composition class. This was evident in
the earlier examples of her journal entries on issues of gender and her questions about her
allegiance to Roman Catholicism. In any event, she had no trouble seeing the journal as
something which she could make her own.
When I asked about her early writing experiences, Linda said she remembered
little either in or out of school. She recalled that at some point during her schooling she
began asking her parents' advice on how to begin her papers, and she expressed regret
that this made her less independent as a writer, though the main function they served was
to "just try to give me ideas and get me started." She attended a public high school which
she described as "fairly competitive" and "hard." Her courses and the writing she did for
them involved composing research papers and essays that were highly structured, and the
responses of her teachers tended to focus on grammar and other mechanics. She noted
that writing courses at the university were drastically different fi'om the ones she had
taken in high school.
"Since I've been at the University of Arizona, I haven't found any similarities
between my high school writing classes and the writing courses I've taken here," she
wrote in one of her early journals. Yet this change in the nature of her writing classes, far
from disturbing her, excited Linda and made her eager to want to range further in her
writing.
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Identity as Writer
Based on her previous experiences in writing courses and on her judgment as a
reader, Linda had developed certain expectations about the kind of work she would be
doing in English 101: chiefly "structured papers and essays." In addition, however, to
these expectations and goals, Linda had an another set of goals for the writing classroom,
and they involved a more open exploration of style than she seemed to believe the
composition classroom would allow. Sometimes, Linda would refer to this exploration in
ways that related to specific assignments for the course. For example, she wanted to
"experiment more with different writing techniques" in narrative, and she related that to
the first, self-exploratory essay assignment. (In the self-exploratory essay, the first in the
English 101 essay sequence, students were to write about an event or experience of
personal significance to themselves in a way that made it significant to the reader as well.
They would further explore the issues raised in this essay in their subsequent essays.) In
response to a reading for the course, she wrote about communicating "more efficiently"
and improving her "rhetoric sensitivity." She also identified developing her
"organizational and work choice skills" as a significant goal for the course.
However, at other times, Linda expressed fixistration with the limitations of the
writing for the course. "I realize," she wrote, "that anyone who wants to succeed in the
real world must have good writing skills, but when will students be given a chance to
write in their own style, about whatever it is that interests them?" She stated in another
journal entry, "Give more freedom to the mind and the hand."
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In addition to her expectations about the course and the kind of writing she would
do for it, Linda also expressed in her journal and in the interviews expectations about
what constituted quality in writing. She mentioned structure, organization, and word
choice or vocabulary as three aspects of her own writing upon which she hoped to
improve. In particular, the idea of "intelligent" or "educated" language recurs in Linda's
comments on good writing. In a journal entry in which she specifically commented on
what she valued in writing, she again highlighted structure and organization. At several
places in her writing, Linda was critical of texts that she perceived as too overt in their
persuasive intent. She also valued writing that could capture and hold the reader's
attention.
As I began reading student journals for the class, I noticed early on that Linda ~
in addition to the copiousness of her entries — often raised very direct and specific
questions about writing assignments. Her questions, unlike many of those asked by
classmates in their journals, came before the assignment had been turned in and graded.
That is, they were not questions raised to complain about one aspect or another of Phyllis'
evaluation of her work. Instead, they aimed at clarification of the essay assignment while
she was still working on it. Linda asked for specific "suggestions or advice" about how to
begin the first draft, about how to prepare for the in-class midterm essay, about Phyllis'
grading criteria on specific assignments, and about how to consider audience for one of
her essays.
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Significantly, her attachment to writing went beyond writing for school. No
matter what her ultimate career, she wrote, she believed she would use writing both in
and her work and for herself. She described how she and her mother would share their
writing, critiquing it and offering each other suggestions. Further, she discussed how
writing would help to explore and consider different aspects of her overall identity.

The demeanor of George Ludwig, and especially his attitude toward writing, was
a completely different matter. I deeply misread him in those early days of Phyllis' class.
My initial reasons for this are purely defensible. He appeared in class on that first day in
what looked to many of us who taught at Arizona to be something of young men's
uniform (or at least it did in the early 1990s; by this time, the appearance I am about to
describe may well be passe); basketball shoes; long, loose, baggy shorts or slacks — not
jeans — black or daiic brown or blue; a short-sleeved T-shirt, sometimes striped,
sometimes covered by an oversized basketball jersey; and, the crowning piece of the
ensemble, a baseball cap pulled low over the eyes so as to render half of the student's
face invisible after he slouched down in his seat and tucked in his chin. Unlike the
baseball caps we wore in my youth in the late 1970s and early 1980s, these were
emblazoned, not with the name or mascot of a professional sports (usually baseball)
team; the caps these young men (and women) wore more likely bore a clothing brand
name or symbol like "Nike" or the Nike "swoosh" or "Stussy." George had the walk to
match the outfit as well — a slow, almost side-shuffling saunter, shoulders and head held
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low and nearly weaving back and forth with each step, like a boxer performing a sloweddown, pre-fight pantomime.
For all of these reasons, I did not notice him in particular when he entered the
classroom that day and took a seat in what would become "his" area; near the door on the
left-hand wall from the teacher's perspective, across the room from the bank of windows.
He looked to me like dozens of other young men I had seen sauntering about campus and
tucking themselves away in the backs of classrooms and in other nooks and crannies,
obtrusive by their unobtrusiveness and their studied disinterest. These are the thoughts I
would have had about George had I paid much attention to him when that first class
began, but at that point, I was paying no such attention. It had occurred to me, as I
considered the "types" of students that I would want to have represented in my research,
that I might need someone from this group, but at the beginning there seemed no more
reason to choose him than any one of a half a dozen others.
But later, George seized my attention, inveterate and adept Seizer of Attention
that he was (and aware as he was that the giving and receiving of attention always takes
place on someone's terms, and determined as he was, in light, I believe of his past school
experiences, to ensure that the terms would be his). The content of his first performance
initially struck me as typical of a certain group of students, but in retrospect I recognize
the singularity of it so that by the end of that first class period I had decided to use him as
one of my case studies, though it would be months before I could begin to articulate why.
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years — not until the writing of this text — before I could come to a deeper understanding
of what made him such a singular figure in that class.

Identity as a person
George was a native of the urban East Coast, where his father worked as a dentist
and his mother worked in his father's dental practice. His only sibling, a sister in her
early 20s, was also studying to become a dentist. Though his own upbringing was middle
class, George had grown up in an ethnically and racially diverse atmosphere. In part as a
result of this, and in part because of conscious effort and encouragement from his parents,
he was verbally and socially adept. That is, he expressed comfort socializing with people
with experiences and backgrounds different from his. In his journal, he discussed the
connection between his ability to use words and his ability to socialize and interact. He
recognized this verbal ability as unique and as an important advantage both in the present
and in his future. He also reflected on how he had come to possess these skills;
To argue is something I do very well. I can make an arguement out of any
subject...! think that is why I'll make a good politician. I think that where I was
brought up is where I got the skill to argue from. People where I am from are very
agressive. So if you weigh 150 pounds you better be able to talk or you are going
to be taken advantage of Ever since I was a young lad I have been the smallest
and the muscle were not through on me. So the way I protected myself was I
talked. And it worked 99.9% of the time.
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He also discussed in his journal how his verbal abilities had allowed him to enter settings
and had made possible relationships that otherwise would have been culturally off limits
to him. In particular, he discussed his friendships with African American high school
classmates in which his language facility was key;
I could walk down the middle of Brown Town the place where all the Afncan
Americans live an be the only white that would never get hassled because of

.

He was about S'7 a ISO pounds and as Hard as they come. The only reason he
liked me so much was I saw through his Hardness. I never let him or any of his
friends intimidate me. They pull a gun to shock. I would say "nigga put that
away" and they would say "Jew boy you better settle down." I trust those guys
with my life. True to the end.
Clearly George took pride in this ability to use language verbally. He spoke of it as one of
the central aspects of his identity. He also made it clear, however, that this facility with
language held true only with speaking. Writing, to George, was an entirely different
matter, and he drew distinctions between the two again and again.
George also participated actively in social aspects of campus life. He had been
elected to office in the student government organization in his dormitory. He also played
on the university's lacrosse team, something he had enjoyed from his high school days in
the east, where lacrosse was a more popular sport. His journals indicated that he made the
usual rounds of attending parties and frequenting the bars scattered around the campus
and across the city.
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Identity as student
From the very beginning, George's behavior in class indicated that he envisioned
himself as an active, engaged student. Early in the semester, when the class read an
article by bell hooks advocating more confrontational pedagogical styles, he approved.
His desire to be an active student was also reflected in an early journal entry in which he
characterized the difficulties of the large lecture classes he had encountered (sometimes
containing hundreds of students). He complained that these courses consisted mainly in
taking notes and that there was no time for questions.
For the first time this semester I have classes that are over 70 people and are
lecture hall. A matter of fact 3 of my 4 class are over 400 people. I sit in them and
take notes with so many questions going through my head. But, no time to ask
them just write that is what I do...1 even had a professor say these are my office
hours but don't come.
George raised these critiques in his journals and in class discussion early in the semester
about the meaning of education and of writing courses. In part, also, his level of
engagement flowed from his view of himself as a student who was already beginning a
few steps behind his peers: "1 have a hard time with reading and writing. I have always
had to work harder than your average student to do well."
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George also clearly expressed, however, that he saw new possibilities in college.
He saw room for openness and transformation of himself that had not existed in high
school because of the more rigid structure of earlier schooling. He made reference to
those earlier experiences in a journal response to a comic strip called "Life in Hell" by
"The Simpson's" creator Matt Groening. In the strip, which appeared in the
Conversations reader Phyllis used for the course, Binky, the strip's rabbit/hero sits in
class going through a series of questions silently in his mind, but doesn't ask any of them
aloud. When he finally does voice a question, the teacher's response, predictably, is
"No." George reflected on the strip as demonstrating the contrast between high school
and college student agency:
...(T)his is the classic high school student. If you feel this way in college you
should drop out or transfer schools. In high school, you have no chance to transfer
and if you drop out you are guaranteed not to be anything. I have played the role
of that character [Binky] for thirteen years and now I can't even ask questions.
In part because of these expectations, and in part because of his experiences reading and
adapting to different cultural situations, George articulated some insightful and pointed
critiques of his classroom experiences at the University of Arizona up to that time.
Yet, in contrast to his expressed desire that college be an invigorating and engaging
experience, he also approached his coursework with a certain level of cynicism. He
possessed as much awareness as anyone that, at least at times, he was primarily going
through the motions, playing something of a role in a drama or game.
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In my last journal I wrote about how I am only in Arizona for the connection. I
am a true believer init is who you know not what you know. The people I meet
here will be my friends for the rest of my life. They will have east coast
connections and I will have a plethora of west coast connections. I will have a
place to stay, a person to visit and maybe employment through these people as
will they.
In the first class, George indicated that based solely on personal preference, he would
have attended a technical school or community college rather than a university to pursue
his studies. But he decided to pursue a university degree because he believed it would
carry more prestige with prospective employers.
At the same time, he acknowledged that his cynicism was borne in part from his
fear of failing at Arizona. "I have a bad outlook right now only because I'm scared about
the future," he wrote immediately after commenting on the uselessness of his
coursework. "I look forward to get the most out of my schooling. But, we will see."
During that first week, George expressed impatience with reading about racism
and forms of oppression. "1 think they are killing the subject," he wrote in one journal
entry. However, he managed to mark even this response, not unique among some of the
students, with a kind of singularity.
Like Linda, he seemed to be keenly aware of the exploratory possibilities college
held, but he recognized the emotional danger and struggles inherent in those possibilities:
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"I think that students and especially freshmen are waiting to feel something maybe not
pain but something and I think we are all a little scared that we aren't going to have any
feeling."

As student writer
Throughout the semester, in our interviews and in his journal, George seemed of
two minds about himself as a student writer. On the one hand, he would denigrate the
writing demands and chafe under the strictures of the class, particularly of the journals.
"I'll tell you the truth if we were able to write anything we wanted instead of what we
read (in) past English classes this journal would be a lot better."
Yet it seems that at least one element of his criticism stemmed from his
uncertainty over his own ability as a writer. In one early journal, he criticizes the three
page weekly requirement, complaining that the requirement is simply too much. "I am
going to say now that I think that a page of journal per class day is a lot considering as of
right now I am just babbling to fill up space." His attitude toward the Student Guide over
the course of the semester also reflects something of the conflict he seemed to feel
concerning his place in the class as a writer (as contrasted with his place as a student,
particularly in the classroom itselO- When the course began, he spoke in his journal well
of the Guide, calling it "a great way to understand the course." In one interview near the
end of the semester, however, he was much more critical of the Guide's use in the course
and felt it was a text that need more elaboration and discussion in class.
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He was no more complimentary of his high school English courses, describing
them as a waste of time because of the constant criticism, the lack of compliments, the
lack of freewriting—an activity he enjoyed at times in Phyllis' class.
In high school the teacher would always tell you what was wrong with what you
wrote and never give any compliments. High school teachers were always giving
you assignments on what you have to write about. There was no such thing as free
writing you always had a topic. As a high school student you always had to have
at least a certain amount of words. No exemptions. I feel that high school english
is just a waste of time.
He had come to enjoy writing more since coming to college in part because of the
freedom to choose his own subject matter, the opportunity to rewrite assignments, and the
lack of sharp criticism. As he attempted to work his way through assignments, he often
made use of his journal to ask questions of Phyllis about what she expected. He also
asked her about how he might find a topic to write about.

Identity as writer
Most salient about George in English 101 was his failure during the semester to
find some way to see himself as a writer in any way other than the coerced writer within
the four walls of the classroom. He expressed the belief in his first journal, as he would
later in my interviews with him, that he would never have to use writing once he finished
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school. This attitude flowed in large part from his earliest experiences with learning to
read and write;
My history as a writer is not very good. I did not learn to read and write until I
was in second grade. The reason for this is because I am dyslexic. When I learned
to read and write I hated it. I still kind of still do hate writing. I was always in the
lowerest reading group and my writing grades were and are still not very good.
My hand writing is terrible and my grammer is terrible. I personally just want to
get throuth my english requirements.
The diagnosis of George in second grade as dyslexic, and the teaching methods employed
in response to that diagnosis, had led to a heavy emphasis on the technical aspects of
writing. In interviews, he described in detail being drilled in letter sounds and
pronunciation for hours at a time. He recalled having to fill out workbooks into junior
high school and early high school. Yet, far from showing resentment about these
educational techniques, he expressed gratitude for having been exposed to them and
credited these teachers with giving him the ability to read.
Even more strongly, George asserted his belief time and again that once he
completed his composition requirements, he would never have to deal with writing again.
That is, he saw no identity for himself as "writer" beyond his identity as "student writer."
"But I know for a fact," he wrote, "that when I get out of high school I will not have to
worry about grammer or handwriting. That is the reason I am hear to learn about
computers and how to make enough money to get a Secretary."
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Later he expressed his concern that, because his writing classes only served the
purpose of moving him closer to his college degree, if he didn't complete the degree, the
time spent on English would have been useless. "That is the worst pan of this english
class. What happens if I decide to dropout and go to work. Then this has been a total
waste of time. But if I stay in then what did these english classes do for me."

Frames of Rejection
What, then, are we to make of these two, very different students? What justifies
placing them together in their response to the experience of being in English 101? The
answer to these questions has two parts. First, both students in an important sense,
rejected the validity of the class. George's rejection - his distancing of himself from any
identity as a writer - is clearer, and the potentially negative effects of his rejection appear
to be more damaging to him. Most of Linda's rejection was expressed in the criticism of
the students, but it also revealed itself in her fhistration with the limited writing styles she
believed were available to her in the course. Because she ended the semester - indeed
probably began the semester - able to write to acceptable academic standards, we might
see her as accepting the situation. However, if we consider the attitudes toward writing
and in particular toward the writing classroom, we can see frames of rejection from both
students. Furthermore, the two share a common reason for their rejection; Both suffered
from an inability to re-imagine the writing class and their roles in it.
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To a large extent, Linda's sense of what constituted "good writing" coincided very
well with the institution's expectations and definitions, and this became apparent early in
the semester. Linda saw it as her role to adapt to the structures and demands of the
writing course and teacher. Though she had her own desires as a writer, though she
wished to explore other forms and techniques for writing — and though she expressed that
desire in her journal and interviews ~ she did not deviate from standard models and
structures to pursue those desires. Linda expected to write academic essays in standard
English, and she performed those tasks well. Despite her expressed fhistrations, she never
asked that she be allowed to do otherwise.
Her use of questions in the journal (and to a more limited extent, in class)
reflected a desire to understand and accommodate her writing to the specific assignments
for class. Except on those few occasions noted, she did not call into question the work of
the course. That is, she asked "how" rather than "why" questions. Since this is clearly not
because she had not considered other forms of writing, Linda's use of questions indicates
an acceptance of the institution and the teacher as the ones to set the parameters for the
work of the course.
To the extent that she did express dissatisfaction with the conduct of the class, she
tended to direct that dissatisfaction toward her fellow students rather than the instructor
or the university. She did criticize the size of university classes, the emotional distance of
some of her instructors, and what she perceived as the university as a whole's heavy
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emphasis on science as opposed to humanities. However, her strongest and most
consistent criticism of the writing class itself concerned her fellow students. In part, her
difficulty understanding the passivity of other students toward writing stemmed from her
strong interests in the social consequences of language. As some interested in
psychology, and in particular in the psychological and social effects of gender, Linda
understood that language constituted an important tool for how people think of
themselves and think of and interact with others. She recognized the power that language
possesses to shape human thought and action.
She envisioned the teacher's role as the provider of opportunities for interaction;
the students' role was to exploit those opportunities. Because she had been able to create
a sense of purpose in the writing classroom for herself — including both professional and
personal interests that writing could serve ~ she had little patience for students who had
been unable to find that purpose. Neither could she articulate a role for herself as a peer,
or for the instructor or the institution, to work to create such a sense of purpose together.
In one sense, Linda's experience in English 101 was a distinct success. By her own
account, she performed well in the class and gained experience and confidence as a
writer. In another sense, however, Linda's presence in the class represented a lost
opportunity. She remained within the constraints of genre (the academic essay) and style
(clear organization and support, "educated and intelligent" vocabulary) that she had
anticipated, despite her desire to try different forms and techniques. Most importantly,
however, her frustrations with the course, whether it be the writing limits placed on her
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work or the attitudes of her fellow students, never found their way into the kind of
communal expression that might have translated them into action because Linda had no
experience with that kind of transformation in a class. As a result, the class never became
a community for her, and she never achieved a deeper level of critique that might have
informed the work of all the students in English 101.
She placed heavy emphasis on correctness and adherence to the standards of the
class as they had already been constructed. Though she also had her own agenda, and saw
writing as a way to develop herself, to a certain extent that development was limited by
her allegiance to the set-up of the course. And her fmstration over this dilemma seems to
have been directed toward her student colleagues.
If the purpose of education is to have students acquire various skills, then these
missed opportunities are not significant, and Linda's experience is an unqualified success.
If, however, we wish to take a more Freirian view of successfiil education, if we wish to
help our students learn to transform situations and not merely accommodate themselves
to them, then we need to consider ways to tap into the critical and interactive potential of
students like Linda.

At one point in Strictly Ballroom, the film borrows the old device of the spinning
newspaper which stops to reveal the stunning headline, "New Steps Rumoured." Before
this moment, the hero has decided that he will perform his innovative dancing style, even
if it violates the ruling expectations of ballroom dancing. Another swirling newspaper
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almost immediately follows the first, and this one reads, "No New Steps." We laugh at
the notion that a conununity could go so far as to "outlaw" steps, but of course the
rhetorically efTective community need not do so. In such a community, the members will
regulate their own steps before they even make them.
Exactly this took place in the classroom I studied. Linda yearned for a freedom
that she was perfectly capable of giving herself. That is, she could have chosen the issue
of writing or language itself as her subject of study during the semester, or she could have
dealt with the interactions she saw among the students around her. She could have gone
after the very attitudes toward being in a writing class and being a student in general that
bothered her so much. Instead, she criticized her fellow students for not exploring more
actively diverse ways of thinking and being. In short, Linda embodied the very problem
which she found so vexing in her classmates, and her difficulty gives us insight into
theirs; She could not imagine a classroom in which she might act to alter the atmosphere.
For her, a classroom differed from the "real world," in which she intended to be an
active, vocal participant.
In the "strictly classroom" world, performing to expectations and receiving a good
grade, not writing itself, mattered most. For a student writer such as Linda, however, who
valued writing in and of itself, accepting this situation exacted a price in the form of
fhistration, and Linda required some frame of acceptance for channeling that frustration.
Using the Burkean terminology, we can place her frame of acceptance in the category of
the satirical. Burke's description of someone viewing the world through this frame should
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sound familiar to many of us; "For the satirist attacks in others the weaknesses and
temptations that are really within himself (Attitudes 49, emphasis in original). She
attacked the very quality in her classmates that, within herself, gave rise to her own
fhistration; the failure to envision a class that required a different level and kind of
investment.
The satirical frame is also significant by its emphasis on rejection, and ultimately
Linda did reject the course and the university; She "voted with her feet" by transferring to
another school. In a sense this allowed her to accept and reject the class at the same time.
By reaffirming the institution while criticizing the students, she adopted an approach I
have seen many of my graduate student colleagues (and professors) employ. The ritual
ridicule of students by instructors becomes particularly ironic coming from graduate
students who are in essence—like Linda—cclleagues. The common denominator of the
student experience asserted itself to me in a graduate seminar I took in which the
professor asked us to produce three pieces of writing which he defined rather loosely.
Rather than simply plunge in and explore the forms that would emerge from our writing
and thinking, many of us in the class pestered the professor for more specific constraints.
Rather than seize the "freedom of the hand and eye" we had been granted, we graduate
students behaved much like the students in Phyllis' English 101 course: We insisted on
more clearly defined parameters; we rejected the freedom that had been offered to us.
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I don't mean to conclude that we were necessarily wrong to ask our professor to be more
specific. I merely point out that many of us teaching assistants lamented similar behavior
on the part of our composition students. Such criticism is at the heart of Burke's
definition of the satirical. We sought to fend off the precariousness of our own situations
as graduate assistants and paper over some of our own careerism by poking fun at those
same characteristics in the very people whose experiences most resembled our own.
Indeed, in so doing, we distanced ourselves from the very identity of "student." At the
same time, we failed to take the opportunity to imagine a new classroom, one in which
the distances and distinctions might be drawn differently.
Linda's experience, and that of my seminar, illuminates two components
necessary for one to accept freedom. First, we must have faith in our imaginative and
adaptive abilities; we must trust our ability to grow and leam. Otherwise, we will see
little incentive for taking risks. Second, we must come to terms with the authorities to
whom we feel we must answer, either by de-emphasizing that relationship or by trusting
those authorities to accept our explorations. Linda was able to do the first but not,
ultimately, the second. In short, we and our students must believe that we can be different
from how we have been and that the situation can be different from the way in which we
have perceived it. Both imaginative acts are acts of faith, acts of belief in ourselves and in
the world.
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As I indicated when I first introduced George early in this chapter, I originally
expected to find in him the embodiment of the unreflective, resentful, apathetic
composition student. In fact, what I came to believe about him is much more complex.
His attitude toward the class certainly contained elements of cynicism, but both in class
and in our interviews, I found him to be intelligent, thoughtful, engaging, confident, and
eager to leam. As is evidenced by his comments about education in general, he was
aware that the structure of secondary and higher education contained messages about
what those institutions valued. He understood the precariousness of his place in those
institutions, and he sought to make his way through them to his best advantage. His
attitude toward writing, it seemed to me, constituted a unique blind spot in George's
educational understanding. He could not see the increasingly critical role writing would
probably play in his college and even his professional career. I began to wonder if he
could not allow himself to see the value in writing.
At some point, might it have become necessary for George, in order to maintain a
positive sense of himself and his abilities in the world to develop a limited sense of the
importance some the things he had difficulty performing in school? He would have to
admit to himself that he was not good at reading and writing — well, no one is good at
everything. But he could come to terms with this shortcoming by diminishing the role
that reading and writing would play in the world at large, and in his world in particular.
His strengths in the areas that "counted" would outweigh his perceived weaknesses in
areas that, beyond the confines of the classroom, didn't matter so much anyway. And
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might not this vision have become so important to him ~ given the level of his difficulty
with reading and writing, and given the weight of the threat that such difiHculty might
pose to the sense of identity of anyone living in a society so writing-driven as ours — that
the weakness would have become as important as the strengths? Might not the
weaknesses give the strengths much of their meaning? In such a situation, he might
become very attached to viewing himself as a bad writer, as someone who had "never
really read a book all the way through (as he told me in one of our interviews)." He might
even develop a certain admiration for his own ability to come as far as he had without
reading a book.
Whether because of his learning disability or the cultural environment of his
youth, he had developed an understanding of the constructed and performative nature of
language, and in oral settings he enjoyed participating in that construction and
performance. The trauma of his relationship with the written word, however, prevented
him from engaging in the play of writing, or, perhaps more accurately, prevented him
from figuring out that play in writing might be useful and valued. It did not seem to occur
to him that the playfulness of some of his journal entries could be brought to bear in his
analyses.
Perhaps Burke's notion of the burlesque best descnbes George's approach to the
class. The burlesque as described by Burke caricatures all around it; it drives the targeted
activity to its "logical" — more often absurd — conclusion. This attitude accords with
George's perception of the entire English 101 enterprise, and reading and writing
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generally, as a game to be played, and one toward which he felt chiefly disillusionment,
especially as the semester progressed. His writing, too, reflected this caricatured,
burlesque, quality. Unlike the writing in his journal, George's writing in his papers could
be read as a parody of "classroom English."
We can see this contrast in a comparison of one of his journal entries to his
writing for one of the formal papers. First, the journal excerpt:
As of right now I have watched a basketball game. And I went to a bar. If you
think about it a bar just sets you up. The only reason you go there is to drink you
can say you are going to the game but the truth is you can stay home and watch
the game. But, I rather go to the bar and take the risk of the evil bar tender taking
my ID away. You go up to her and say Can I have a bud light. She says "CAN I
SEE YOUR ID." That is the best part of the night. The risk of her taking away
your ID. The she looks and gives it back. From that time on it is all down hill a
beer here a pitcher there. By the time you know it you are pretending to be able to
play pool and your losing.
Contrast this with the beginning of his contextual rhetorical analysis essay, an essay in
which Phyllis asked the students to analyze the rhetorical strategies of various sources of
information about their subject (for his subject, George has chosen to write about students
with learning disabilities since it was an issue with which he was familiar). As with many
of the students, George discusses the information these different sources offer rather than
focusing on their strategies for making their information convincing. Beyond that,
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however, George's voice - the voice that gave life to his comments in class and the voice
that informs the preceding journal entry, in this introduction is absent;
As we all know students have many things they have to deal with throughout their
schooling, for example should they do drugs, have sex, drink alcohol and so on.
From day one of first grade students have to cope with many pressures, both
social and. scholastic. Students have to leam how to deal with keeping up with the
rest of the class, how to handle parental pressures, and other things such as
dressing in a way that is fashionable so that their peers don't make fun of them.
Finding out that you are learning disabled during the years of schooling is just one
more pressure put on those who are diagnosed Learning Disabled. There are
certain things that parents and teachers of LD students should take into
consideration to help these children and students most effectively.
George begins with a standard, distanced, generalized introduction, hoping that by
clinging to the conventional form he can overcome whatever confusion he might have
about what the essay is supposed to do. In fact, his notion of what it is supposed to do is
to approximate the formal demands he has had to meet in academic settings too often.
This reflected his difficulty in re-imagining writing as an activity which he might put to
use for his own purposes, not merely as an exercise to satisfy the academy.
So it was that these two students, whose beliefs and interests diverged in so many
ways, shared this common conception; A writing classroom is a static place, a proving
ground. At best, it offers a chance to acquire and display skills that will be useful later on.
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At worst, it is a mechanical exercise, a game to be finessed and, perhaps, with luck and
bluster, won. In either case, the reward is escape, and the freedom to do real things with
words.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FRAMES OF ACCEPTANCE; PASO DOBLE
The Paso Doble originated in Spain, the basic steps being essentially a type of
march, or One-step, expressing the music which was composed to embody the
colour and excitement of the bull ring (147).
Imperial Society of Teachers of Dancing

We have seen in the previous chapter some of the different ways an individual
may frame the rejection of her situation. Each of these ways has it problems and
weaknesses, and each includes accompanying strengths. In the same way, the various
fi-ames of acceptance - the motives and strategies for saying "yes" to a situation - contain
their own pitfalls and perils, as well as their own possibilities for redemption. At the same
time, however, and as we have seen with Linda and .George, some frames possess a
greater flexibility of identity that others. They give their framers more room for
adjustment, and can encompass a wider variety of situations, than others. This difference
in degrees of flexibility applies to acceptance frames as much as to fi'ames of rejection,
and we can see this in the attitudes of James Fernandez and Angie White.
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In many ways, the student I stniggled the most to understand was James
Fernandez. I selected him from one of a group of students who often sat together, most of
them Hispanic, all of them virtually silent, all of them hovering at the "C" level in terms
of grades. So my initial difRculty deciding what to make of his role in the class and
determining his "frame of acceptance" may have been that I did not see and select him
for his individuality. To a certain extent, this was also the case with Angie White, whom I
also will discuss in this chapter, but even there I had noticed some activity in her journals
that raised interesting questions for me. James came the closest to my notion, coming into
this study, of the average, recalcitrant but not hostile student. He never seemed to resent
being in the class; he didn't even resent the persistence of the "c's" he received on his
journals and papers. I thought that his silence on these matters bordered on apathy. I
struggled against the temptation to think of him as "along for the ride" in the class, as
someone who had essentially given up on getting anything out of college English. I
noticed little in his classroom actions or in his writing to persuade me otherwise. I could
not have been more wrong.
In fact, James possessed strong ambitions for himself as a student and as a
professional. As I discovered in our interviews, for James the classroom was not a place
for passivity or resignation. Rather it was the site of serious cultural and intellectual
work; he considered the classroom the staging ground to prepare him to pursue the
educational and professional goals he had set.
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Identity as a person
As with all the students in this study, James is the child of college graduates, and
he was bom while his father was working on completing his bachelor's degree. In our
interviews, I found James quiet and deliberate, choosing his words carefully. He had
extensive exposure to higher education virtually from birth. His father and mother had
met while the father was a graduate student at the University of Arizona earning a
masters degree in business administration. At the time, his mother held one in a series of
administrative jobs at Arizona universities. James was the oldest of three siblings. His
parents were fluent in Spanish and English, but did not speak Spanish to their children.
He had a strong interest in health and science, and during the time of the study, he was
considering a career in physical therapy or sports medicine. He hoped to be in a position,
at the end of his undergraduate education, to apply for medical school. Thus, contrary to
my impression of him, James had set very high academic goals for himself, and he came
from a family which had expected him to pursue higher education and expected him to
succeed. He was anything but apathetic.

Identity as student
James served as an important example of how we can misread students' attitudes
when we take the specific part for the whole picture. I had been disturbed by James's
willingness to accept negative assessments of his writing in Phyllis' class (which I will
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deal with in more detail below). Part of my error was to draw conclusions without talcing
into consideration the experiences that had contributed to his earlier success as a student,
his previous experiences as a student, and what they had taught him about how to succeed
in the classroom. His previous schooling had been primarily teacher-centered, with
interactions highly structured and one-way. He had come into English 101 expecting that
the teacher would indicate to him specifically what she wanted done, what she wanted
him to leam.
I also focused too narrowly on his behavior as a student in the writing classroom.
Though he took writing seriously, James believed that his real strengths were in the
sciences. At the time of these interviews, his major was undecided, but he was leaning
toward declaring a pre-med major. In pursuit of these goals, James told me, he had hired
a tutor to help in a math course with which he was having difHculty. Characteristically,
when he talked about the calculus class in our interview, he blamed neither the teacher
nor hinted at any intellectual shortcomings on his own part, but indicated that the
problem was his inability to understand that specific teacher. The tutor, by giving him
another perspective on the subject, was helping James to overcome his lack of
understanding.
But even more significant than his previous experiences and the seriousness of
his goals was his clear belief that he could perform well if he applied himself diligently
to his work. (In this way, he provided a sharp contrast with George, who believed that no
matter how much he tried, he would never become a proficient writer.) His references
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during our interview and in an early journal about a history course he had taken in his
first semester exemplify James' attitude. He expressed disappointment with the "C" he
had received, but he neither criticized the instructor nor interpreted the grade as evidence
of limited of intellectual ability. Instead he faulted his attitude and his preparation. In our
interview he pointed to his weaknesses as a writer — weaknesses he intended to continue
to work hard to correct and which he believed himself capable of correcting — and in his
journal, he wrote about what he had learned from his experience about the importance of
his own attitude: "I was very disappointed with the course and the grade when I should
have been disappointed with myself. Had I gone into the class with a better outlook on
the course, I would have received a higher grade."
These comments set a pattern for the source to which James would attribute his
performance, whether good or bad: himself. After setting out his goals for English 101 in
that first journal entry, James concluded, "Anything less than these goals means I did not
put enough effort into English 101." In our interviews, he similarly highlighted the
importance of his own initiative. He told me that his sense of responsibility concerning a
group project in his English 100 course the previous semester had helped secure him an
A for the course.
Even when the blame was not entirely his, James had a tendency to take, at the
very least, his share of the responsibility. For example, one April day Phyllis walked into
class and had students form the customary circle, then began asking questions about the
two essays she had assigned for that day's reading. Within a few minutes, from the lack
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of response, she had surmised that no one had read the two essays, and, in an expression
of annoyance that startled the students (and me), she tossed her own text to the floor and
shifted to other matters she wanted to discuss. In a journal entry turned in several days
later, James began, "First I would like to apologize for not being ready for class on
Wednesday, April 12.1 only read the first essay but not the second...I feel bad because
you were unable to give your lecture on the subject talked about that day."
Given his general silence in class discussions, it seems unlikely that Phyllis had
expected to hear much fi-om James anyway, but despite this, his sense of personal
responsibility prompted him to make this confession and apology.

Identity as student/writer
James's first memory of formal education was learning phonics in elementary
school. Along with that, however, he also remembered his early grade school teacher
being creative and allowing the students to combine art, reading, and writing.
She just liked us to, you know, I guess make up stuff. She just liked us to use our
imagination and that was my kindergarten and first grade teacher...She was like
my favorite teacher.
Beyond that, James's memories of early school involve workbooks and filling out
exercises that tested comprehension of the stories read.
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His initial discussion of his educational background focused on the kinds of tasks
he had had to perform in his English classes. He had less to say about how he had feh
about the classes and whether he thought they were worthwhile. When he began to
discuss Phyllis's class, his first comments concerned the grades he had received up to that
point and his desire to raise his average.
James's picture of himself as a writer in school was not strong. He characterized
himself as someone who had never performed particularly well in English. "Throughout
my education writing has not been a strong subject for me. I received good grades but
never was a strong writer." He said that the freedom that Phyllis had given the students to
choose their own subjects, and the fact that he was able to write about something other
than literature ~ in which he was marginally interested — increased his appreciation for
the class.
Yet none of this captures what I found most interesting about James Fernandez.
At a certain level, he fHghtened me in his acceptance. There was nothing slavish about it,
but when he expressed gratitude for the grades he had received so far, gratitude despite
his dissatisfaction with those very grades, I began to fear that he was the kind of student
who had so thoroughly adapted to the needs of the academy that he no longer knew who
or what he was. I feared that he had become, in a word, colonized.
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I'm glad she's telling me I'm doing basic work, you know she writes on there, I
don't know if you've ever read, basic stuff and then she'll give you her grade and
I'm glad she wrote that because it makes me realize I'm not at an advanced level.
The notion James had received in earlier English classes concerning the nature of writing
also contributed to his way of interacting (in the form of a reluctance to do so) in the
class. "When learning how to write, I remember a lot of rules about sentence structure,
paragraph structure, and a formal way to write a five paragraph essay." This expressed
itself in a tendency James had to talk about good writing in absolute terms. In journal
comments on King's "Letter from Birmingham Jail," James generalized King's
introduction as effective not only for the situation but in a general way: "He straight out
tells what he is to write about and what his essay is concerning...By straight out telling
the reader what the letter is about, the letter is more likely to be read to the fullest."

Identity as Writer
The image James held of himself as a writer related directly to his notion of what
writing was like for "good" writers and of the kinds of texts these writers produced.
"Images that come into my mind when I hear 'writer' are people who write good novels,
essays, and poetry. No, I do not believe I am a writer, because my writing is not up to
standards of good writing. I look at myself as somebody who always does enough just to
get by."
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Whatever James thought about himself as a writer — and his thoughts on the
subject were highly critical — he had come to believe strongly that his future interests and
work would require that he could write well. Writing did not constitute a part of his
personal identity, but it clearly constituted an integral part of his life as a working person.
Along with this, and connected to it, James pictures himself as someone who could and
would respond to the demands placed upon him. Whatever it took to achieve the goals he
had set for himself, he was determined to do, and if writing was a part of the mix, then he
would master writing to the extent necessary. "Writing will be needed for the remainder
of my college and working years," he wrote in an early journal entry. "I know I will have
to be a good writer if I am to be successful in school, communicating, and later on in
life."
With each essay, Phyllis had the students turn in a self-evaluation form. James's
evaluation of his first essay, "An Essential to a Longer Life," revealed several key points
in his conception of writing expectations in the class. In the section in which Phyllis
asked the students to describe the strong points of their essays, James focused on
information contained in the essay rather than the way he presented this information. "I
see my strong points as my grandfather's death and how he struggled the last few years of
his life because he did not take care of his health," he wrote.
Phyllis had also introduced and discussed with the students the terms basic,
complex, and sophisticated as corollaries for C, B, and A grades, respectively. The selfevaluation asked students to describe their essays in these terms, and James described the
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strong point mentioned earlier as "complex" because "it gets what I want to say across to
the reader." Under the "concerns" section of the evaluation, James made more reference
to writing issues, but continued to emphasize the information contained in the essay:
I'm worried about not using enough description so the audience can "see" what
I'm trying to say. These areas are between complex and basic because I do use my
life as (an) example to describe to other people what I am talking about. If I had
more time I would try to narrow down my topic to a disease rather than exercise
and health in general.
Throughout both of these sections, James defines high quality in the writing for this class
in terms of clarity, and he sees the reader's clarity about the information as a "complex"
goal. In short, if the reader merely understands his points, then the essay is complex and
should receive no lower than a "B," as he indicated on the part of the form where students
identified the grade they believed they deserved. "It is good enough where I get my
points across but it wouldn't make anyone get out and exercise after they read it, but it
will make them think about it," he wrote.
In his second paper for the class, the contextual-rhetorical analysis, James
encountered the same problems that caused many of the students to struggle. As I
mentioned earlier, instructors in first-year composition developed the analysis to get
students to focus on the strategies writers use to persuade and the relationship between
the strategies and the context of a given piece of writing. In other words, the assignment
asks students to examine how texts say what they say and why. Difficulties continually
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arise when students focus on the information contained in the texts without discussing
how the texts present that information. James offers a textbook case of this problem.
It is as if, asked to teach someone to waltz, James had instead described the score
of "The Blue Danube." To extend (if not belabor) the metaphor, teaching someone to
waltz would involve considering their physique and capabilities, knowing what kind of
music would be appropriate for a waltz, and knowing the steps involved. James had a
clear sense of the first (he knew to whom he wanted to write) and the second (he had a
good understanding of, and extensive information about, the issue or subject at hand). But
he lacked an eye or vocabulary or both for talking about how the persuader might interact
with the subject in the medium of writing.
His self-evaluation demonstrates James's misunderstanding. The key verb in his
statement of purpose is "to inform," but he wants to inform the reader about the subject
(exercise) not about the strategies used in the texts. The second question asks how he
intends the audience to use the essay. He writes, "I hope they use it as a informative
wakening so they no longer hurt their body by not exercising, or exercising too much."
Under the third question on the form, "How have you presented yourself to your
audience? What strategies did you use to ensure that they will trust you?" James wrote
nothing. He seemed to lack a way of thinking about the very issues that were supposed to
form the heart of the analysis. Asked to describe and evaluate the strengths of this essay,
James wrote, "I have lots of information, fi-om research, that is good persuasive material.
I believe that most of my material is complex and a little sophisticated" (emphasis mine).
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The Tragic Frame
Now let us examine the key question I have posed in this study. An incongruity
made itself apparent between James's expectations and definitions about good writing in
English 101 and the definitions advanced by Phyllis (and used by her to evaluate his
work). How did James respond to this conceptual gap? How did he explain it in a way
that allowed to him live with himself and live with the class? How did he manage to
accept himself and continue to accept the class? I suggest that James adopted what Burke
would call the tragic frame of acceptance.
In Burke's scheme of frames of acceptance, he marks the tragic frame as one
(along with the epic and comic) that emphasizes the framer's acceptance of the situation,
rather than the emphasis on rejection I identified in Linda's response to the class. James
did not rail against the class, the instructor, the other students, writing, his career, or
previous teachers. He recognized that his ideas and his teacher's were at odds and
determined that he must alter his conceptions to meet hers. It is not unusual for students
to make such concessions for the purpose of a given class, but James made it clear that he
intended to pursue transformation. More than once during our interviews, James
mentioned that he wanted to take additional writing courses beyond the two-semester
requirement, despite the fact that his placement in English 100 meant that he would
already have one writing course beyond the requirement.
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James was clearly seeking transformation—even transcendence—from his present
self, at least in terms of writing and language. Only this can explain an acceptance of the
grades Phyllis gave him that goes beyond resignation into gratitude. James expressed a
desire to be disciplined, and in that discipline to be remade. He seemed reconciled to a
notion that some part of his present self would have to be sacrificed in order for him to
succeed.
Only in retrospect does this notion of sacrifice, of some kind of cleansing for
transgression — no, more of clearing one's self for future possibility — hold any appeal
for me. At the time of the interviews, to be honest, James's attitude troubled me. I believe
now that I saw in him too much of how I imagine I might have been at his age. No, of the
opposite of how I was. I accommodated myself, but always in a way that managed to
leave room, even a millimeter, for what I wanted to bring to my writing. The difference,
of course, was that I already considered myself a writer; I already enjoyed playing with
the sound of words. I took the disparate writing requirements of my high school and
undergraduate college career as occasions to play. Serious play, to be sure. Play that
could and would have consequences. This recognition of the seriousness often caused me
such anxiety that I put off assignments as long as possible. Only by writing at the last
possible moment, when little or no revision was possible, could I persuade myself to
banish or at least muzzle the ubiquitous censor.
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James, it seemed to me, had given his writing over to that censor, had surrendered
his sense of play, of pleasure and enjoyment in the sound and sense of words, to the judge
before he even put them down on the page. During our interviews, I did not consider that
this might be a productive act, that his censor might not be as well developed as mine.

An Alternative Acceptance
Angie White constituted the other half of my safety net, the first half being James
Fernandez. By this I simply mean that I settled upon them last as students to use for my
case studies, and I chose them because up until that time, they had done little to
distinguish themselves from the large group of students in any class who more or less go
along, more or less quietly, doing the work set out for them by the instructor, not always
happy with the work, not always happy with the grades they receive for that work. They
speak when called upon, volunteering perhaps occasionally, keep up in the readings and
assignments, appear attentive daily in class, and their grades hover in the "B" to "C"
range.
I felt the need for a safety net because I had my reservations about how I was
going about doing the entire study. I had pretty easily chosen the first students: Linda
based on her strong expressions of commitment to writing and learning and George for
his strongly expressed lack of commitment to English 101. Each of these first two
represented the attitudinal extremes I had encountered in much of my own teaching, the
kinds of students who stood put to me and remained strongly in my memory. I suspected.
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however, that most of the students in a given first-year English course fell into neither of
those extremes. I suspected that most had fairly mixed motives and attitudes, and I felt
that in the interests of being able to defend my research, I should take a stab at trying to
characterize those students as well. So after a good deal of hemming and hawing, flipping
through journal entries, watching and waiting, I chose James and Angie.
I couldn't help but feel slightly guilty about my reasons for choosing them less for
their individual qualities and more for what I thought they would represent. I learned, of
course, that the subject's revenge is to turn out to be much more complex than you can
initially imagine, and in that sense, Angie has wreaked ample revenge upon me.

Early in the semester, along with and similar to the "I Believe" exercise, Phyllis
had the students perform an in-class/out-of-class writing activity called the
"communities" exercise. As with the "I Believe," she passed out a list of communities to
which she belonged and had the students take turns reading one of the communities from
her list. She then directed them to compose lists of their own. Phyllis said that her desire
was to help the students think of interests and topics for the series of papers they would
write over the course of the semester. My reflection on Angie and her frame of
acceptance begins with this excerpt from her journal;
After doing the community assignment, it made me realize how many "groups" I
belong to. I never though of being a white female as being a group. On the other
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hand, I do consider being a member of the International Arabian Horse
Association as being part of a community.
I do not think there are any communities that I feel uncomfortable in. Either, I
belong to a group that I want to be a part of (voluntary) or it is a group that I have
been raised in or have been a part of all my life. For example; I am an only child,
I am a female, I am the daughter of two accountants, etc. People can choose what
community they want to be in and as for communities that one is brought up
being in, one should be happy with that choice. After I finished my list of twenty
communities, I realized that I was happy with every community and I did not feel
the need to change any of them.
Angie's communities came in two varieties; communities of choice, which
autonomous individuals freely select, and communities of birth, which members should
"be happy with" because they can do nothing to change them. The International Arabian
Horse Association and vegetarianism constitute her examples of communities of choice.
People decide for themselves whether to join these communities. About the second kind
of community, people have no choice, and these they must learn to accept. These include
communities of race, gender, family.
As is often the case with a dichotomy, however, if we look closely at this one, a
third, and less certain kind of community emerges between the two; communities in
which we are raised but which we don't find fulfilling. Because I was raised as a Roman
Catholic, should I be forever content with that path? In her marginal comments, Phyllis
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gave the example of a white supremacist community. Must the member of such a
community also be happy with it because she was raised within it?
Angie further complicates the issue with the division she sets up. "People can
choose what community they want to be in, and as for communities that one is brought
up being in, one should be happy with that choice." Angie's doe not clarify what she
considers a "community that one is brought up being in." She does not distinguish
communities of which I am a member because of my physical or biological
characteristics from socially constructed communities, those I belong to purely because
of my upbringing.
In essence, Angie does not make clear the relationship of past to future
communities. To what extent, and in what way, should the communities into which I
have been bom determine who I will be? In many ways, Angie's ability to choose to
become a member of the International Arabian Horse Association and a vegetarian is
made possible by her membership in the community of middle-class, white females. She
might still have chosen those voluntary communities had she come from a different
economic, social, racial, and gender community, but her membership in the voluntary
communities would have gone through a different process and have a different meaning - at least to her.
Angie also highly idealized both kinds of communities, and did not consider in
her journal that people might be bom into bad communities, communities that might be
damaging or destructive. She also didn't seem to take into account that people might
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mistakenly choose communities that they later found uniiilfilling. In her discussion of
communities, as with much of Angie's overall outlook, acceptance appears uppermost.
Like many of us, she preferred to define community itself in universally positive terms.
According to the definition she gave, "bad community" would be something of an
oxymoron.
As a teacher of rhetoric, I could not help but hear a note of either falseness or
inexperience in her comments. However much some theorists of rhetoric may work
toward communion, when differences do not exist, there is no need for rhetoric. So her
ideas about communities, besides seeming a bit too good to be true, would also put me
out of business.
But I examine Angie's comments about community so intently because they tell
us about her notion of the classroom, which, as a community in which students have
chosen to place themselves, should be accepted for what it is. Once someone has made
the voluntary decision to join such a community, he or she must live with the
consequences, in Angie's conception, and I can see merit in this idea, which does not
surprise me since I have delivered virtually the same sermon to my students in various
classes over the years. You made the choice to be here, I have told them, so don't blame
me if you're unhappy that this isn't what you expected.
From a very different point of view, I can recognize another important — and
perhaps unintended ~ point Angie makes about the communities "that one is brought up
being in." At least part of her message here is that we cannot escape the communities into
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which we were bom, so we might as well come to some terms with them. In the broadest
view, can we really reject aspects of our past, however negative, without rejecting aspects
of ourselves? This interpretation comes closest to Burke's "comic" frame of acceptance
in which we "make use of all that there is." Burke intends, by this attitude, to render
productive the rich store of the world's error.
(At moments like this, I begin to feel a bit nervous. I have taken a few of Angie's
words, written — probably quickly — for a journal for a first-year college class, and
developed them into something of a world view, and taken her to task for them to boot. It
is enough to send me scurrying to my files: Do I have a copy of her signed consent? Did
she really understand what the consent meant? How would she respond to my
interpretations? How would her parents respond? How would my committee or a jury
respond if she publicly took issue? I begin to understand why anthropologists travel
halfway around the world and observe "primitive" cultures. The expenses of travel can be
easily made back in the savings in anxiety and legal fees.)
Of course, Angie renders her pronouncements a bit trickier by emphasizing not
acceptance but happiness. So, to step back a bit, if we focus on these emphases from
Angie, we get the picture of a student eager to fit herself into communities, one not
awfully mindful of the tyranny communities can hold over their members, someone who
has attended to the positive aspects of community but hasn't considered the downside
very carefully, one who speaks of community in the ideal. Thus Angie tells us that once
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you pick your form of order (or are bom into it), you'd better be prepared to live with it
for good, and stop your whining.
We would not be surprised to find of this Angie that structure constituted her
shibboleth, her magic term, the open-sesame. She used the term structure not only to
evaluate her writing but also the writing classroom. Her English 100 instructor, she said,
was a nice enough person, but unstructured. Phyllis, by contrast, was structured, knew her
stuff, as was a teacher Angie had had in her first year of high school. From the structured
teachers, Angie had learned to discipline her own voice in a way that rendered it audible
and coherent to others.
One of the communities I chose I feel more people should be aware of. . .this is
the issue of vegetarianism. I have already written on my feelings on this issue but
this is the one community I wish more people would be involved in. The
communities did not help me decide on a topic for my essay since I already have
one picked out but I enjoyed seeing things I belong to and have in common w/
other people.

Angie is the child of accountants who was not, herself, good at mathematics. So
she had decided to go into her mother's first career, nursing. She had been raised as an
only child though she had a half-sister more than ten years older who was grown and
married. Angie was bom and raised in the San Francisco Bay area. Her early school
experiences with reading and writing were, on the whole, fairly conventional: reading

139

short stories, writing book reports. But some of her classes provided exceptions. In junior
high school, her class read a series of texts which she remembered as the Junior Great
Books. Teachers asked them to respond differently from the books reports she had done
earlier.
"I just remember having to do discussions and it was kind of more in-depth,"
Angie told me. "Teachers would ask questions that would make us think — not just
general questions off the story, but it would really make us think. It was hard." She
reported little emphasis on writing apart from responses to books, and the writing she and
her classmates were asked to do involved standard school forms: two to three page "introbody-conclusion" essays, grammar including sentence diagramming.
Perhaps because of this experience with explicit structures in her earlier school
writing, Angie generated numerous questions in her journals in an attempt to make the
assignments explicit.
At the same time, in our interviews, Angie said that she had long enjoyed writing
and especially reading. She expressed her wish for the time to read more creative works.
Like Linda, Angie said she wanted to be more creative, to be able to write poetry or
fiction. Unlike Linda, however, Angie clearly did not identify herself as a writer; her
writing experiences, and her feelings about writing, placed her beyond the bounds of her
definition of how writers felt and what they did.
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While I was growing up, my parents always thought that writing was important.
They knew that I would be using it for the rest of my life and it was necessary to
leam.
Despite not being able to see herself as a writer, however, she could invest herself
in her writing because she believed that it would important and useful in her life. This
belief came mainly from what she had been told by parents and teachers. She had a
difficult time saying herself exactly what writing would be useful for after she left
college. "I think it's important," she said. "You'll always be writing something. It looks
better if you have correct English and its organized so people understand it."
Yet this same student, who considered structure an essential element to a quality in a
classroom and in writing, could feel constrained by "a bunch of rules." I can only take
this apparently contradictory statement to mean that Angie expected her structures to
have meaning. They should not exist simply for the sake of any order—or worse, for the
appearance of order—but for the sake of use, for the sake of achieving something of
value. "My fnends thought about the same as me; It was stupid to follow a bunch of
rules. Why can't we just write?" she wrote. "Why do we have to worry about doing it this
way and doing it that way." As far back as junior high school, Angie's teacher had taught
her about outlines, but not until college did she employ them because not until then did
she need them.
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Angie said that she much preferred the assigmnents in English 101 to those she
had completed in English 100. She had been unhappy with what she considered the lack
of structure in English 100, and she had not considered the assignments very helpful to
her writing development. Again, structure was the culprit, and in particular the problem
of structure revolved around the teacher.
He was just kind of there. He was very laid back and he was just kind of
Whatever goes' kind of thing...We could talk about anything; he was like one of
us. He didn't care about his language; he didn't care about anything. And so it
was just kind of like, it was a free day basically every time. And sometimes he
had to go hunting or something so he'd just cancel class. He cancelled class most
of the Fridays of the semester. It was very laid back. It wasn't a struggle at all.
She described this class to me, very nearly apologizing for revealing it, as though she felt
she were telling tales out of school. Only by comparison with Phyllis, or in the second
interview when we spoke less about the teacher and more about the class generally, did
she feel free to be actually critical of English 100. But when she did evaluate it, her
disapproval of it and her disappointment about what she had gained from it came through
clearly.
Also like Linda, Angie was one of the few students who understood, and carried
out with some success, the second essay for the course, the contextual-rhetorical analysis.
She recognized that the bulk of the essay should deal with strategies used in the texts she
had chosen to analyze and evaluate whether those strategies had been effective. She also

142

understood the kind of audience she was supposed to address and its relationship to her.
As a result, her essay names various strategies, discusses their effectiveness, and provides
examples of these strategies at work. Angie accentuated terms such as "audience," and
"strategies" rather than the terms "information" or "facts." Her growing sense that her
writing could speak to real audiences, not merely graders of her technical proficiency (her
adherence to rules), made for a major breakthrough in her conception of her writing.
She noted this first when talking about her journals and Phyllis' response to them
during one of the interviews. When I asked how she knew Phyllis would be a good and
difficult teacher, she responded.
You just tell by the way she taught, and I was impressed because when I got the
journals back she always had written so much, and I though that was so neat
because there were so many times when I turned in journals and the teachers don't
respond at all and it's like, "Why did I write this? I don't even know if they're
reading it." And 1 thought it was so neat the way she had so many comments and
that 1 knew she was reading and responding to them, so I felt like I was doing it
for a reason.
Having a sense of audience gave Angie a sense of worth in relation to her writing. What
she had to say mattered because somebody would be reading it and writing back to her.
She had similar comments about the contextual-rhetorical analysis, at which she
succeeded because she realized who her audience was supposed to be. She also stated this
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explicitly when she discussed her final paper, a persuasive essay she addressed directly to
the Congressional representative from her home district in California.
Like my last paper I spent a lot of time, and I was like, "I like this paper. This is a
good paper." It was set up in a unique way because I wrote it directly to the House
of Representatives...since it went directly to (her congressman) it made it really
different. I could think about him directly and how he would affect the issue. It
wasn't just an essay; it was an essay-type letter.
This notion of an audience that could be affected by her words provided Angie with a
different sense of the significance of her writing; indeed it reinforced the notion that her
writing could be significant, that it mattered.
Angie also put great weight on the "effort" she put forth in her papers. Her
disappointment with her grade on her first paper had a great deal to do with the amount of
work she believed she had put into it. Likewise, in the self evaluation form for her second
essay, after she had indicated that a "B-" was the grade she should probably receive, she
completed the sentence Phyllis had provided "It should not be lower because..." with the
comment "I put a lot of effort into my paper."
Angle's early journal focuses on two issues related to her identity as a writer. First
she deals with the restrictions of forms and rules she has encountered in her previous
writing experiences. Like Linda, however, she has not internalized these restrictions. That
is, she has maintained a conception of writing that is outside those forms. She imagines
that writing can be something other that what she had been taught.
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Her peers have been instrumental in maintaining that notion, as her earlier
reference to her friends indicates. Angie's comments also suggest that her feelings about
writing have changed over time. Where once she might have accepted that she was not
one of the "talented" people, she now believes that her writing can at least improve given
time and practice.
When I first started writing I would become real fi^strated and come to the
conclusion that writing was a talent given only to some people. Now that I am in
college and have had more experience with writing, I feel differently. I have
watched myself improve over the years and I feel that with more practice I can
become an even better writer. I know that it will not happen overnight, but the
more writing I accomplish, the easier it will get.
The second issue Angie deals with concerns her relationship to the subject matter of a
given piece of writing and how that influences the ease — if not the quality ~ of her
composition. Later Angie links improvement in writing with increasing ease in writing.
She expects that as she becomes a better writer, the act of writing will become less
difficult;
Sometimes I like writing and sometimes I can't stand it. I enjoy freewriting
because it gives me a chance to let out my feelings and stir some ideas around in
my head. When I have to write on a topic I do not particularly care for, it turns me
away from writing. Then, I usually procrastinate until the day before the paper is
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due. Since I am choosing the topic for the paper, I will be motivated to write a
good essay.
Angie did not relate to her writing through technique ~ at least not through
technique alone. She had, or desired to have, an emotional relationship to her writing. She
wanted to combine her feelings and ideas, and in those circumstances where she could
not, she had difficulty committing herself to her writing. She believed that this
commitment bore a relationship to the quality of the writing she produced as well as the
ease with which she produced it. This attitude marks a clear limit to her ideas about
structure. Though she considered structure important to the quality of her learning and
her writing, she also wanted to have room for choices, and she was prepared, even eager,
to exercise that choice. This may have been why she found some of Phyllis' early
semester exercises interesting but unnecessary in terms of topic selection for her. Though
she talked about moments of concern about how well her topic would work, and though
she raised those concerns with Phyllis, the fact that she had a topic to which she could
commit herself allowed her to move past her uncertainties. "I took the chance to see if it
would work out and it did," she told me, laughing.

Two persistent notions attached to Angie's ideas about improvement in writing.
First, she believed that she could improve; she even came to expect it. She either had no
that doubts that she could get better, or she didn't allow those doubts to interfere with her
commitment to working hard. That is, I cannot say whether she persisted because she
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knew she would get better or had simply committed herself to working hard regardless of
whether her writing improve. In a practical sense, in terms of her actions, the distinction
made no difference. As with her choice of subject, Angie made an imaginative leap: She
chose to invest herself in the work.
I suspect that confidence played a key role in her ability to make these
investments. From those nights of hearing her mother and father read to her, she had
forged an attachment to the world of words. She could associate written words with
pleasure, family, and intimacy. She could picture herself reading books she had chosen in
the comfort and security of her own bed. (No doubt some of these images also help to
explain my affmity with Angie. Though my parents never read to me, at least not that I
can remember, I always saw them reading. I can also recall long, leisurely summer
afternoons wandering through the stacks of libraries, examining whatever books caught
my interest, and sitting up late at night, either under my sheets with a flashlight or in the
bathtub, the door closed and the light leaping off the white tile and porcelain, reading
against the backdrop of a house filled only with the sounds of sleep. I felt my mind free
to wander and play without obligation to any authority.)
Angie also consistently held the belief that writing improvement would
necessarily mean increasing ease in writing. Whether she discussed her own hopes for the
class, as she did in an early journal, or talked about how much the class had helped her at
the end of the semester, improvement always came, in part, in the form of ease. She says
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she feels more comfortable when she receives an assignment, more comfortable when she
has an essay examination.
Now I run into difficulty here because I always cringe at the notion that good
writers have an easy time of it, or that we write better when it feels easier or when we are
more comfortable with ourselves as writers. I fall somewhat short of the notion that
writing must come in the form of agony, that writing must be suffering, but I have
developed a sense that successful living in general (and here I mean spiritually not
materially in the acquisition of, say, a house in the country) should mean an ability to
maintain faith through difficulty, not an escape from difficulty. My dilemma comes in
how or whether to reread Angie's desire for greater ease as a desire for greater faith in
her ability to work through the hard times. Does she want the writing to be easier or does
she want to feel confident in her ability to eventually make her writing work? She wrote
in her journal;
Basically, my main goal as a writer is to be able to write with ease and not feel
choked up every time I hear the word "essay." I want it to be like any other
assignment where I start it and finish it and most importantly, feel good about the
whole time.
This comment would seem to settle the matter. After all, she explicitly uses the term
"ease" here, and she places an emphasis on her desire to "feel good" about her work as it
progresses.
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Let me, however, offer an alternative reading of her comments. I base this
alternate reading on her description of her writing process for her English essays and on
the feelings she expressed about that process. After she first receives the assignment,
Angie spends several days thinking about an outline for her paper. Often, she says,
procrastination takes place here, but her description makes it sound more like reflection
than the avoidant that drives procrastination. "I usually procrastinate on the outline
more," she said in our second interview, "just because I don't know; I have to think about
what I want to do and how I want to put it." After she completes her outline, she writes
her first draft in longhand. Depending upon the length of the essay, she may write the
draft all at once or spread the composing out over several days. "I have to write it out,
scribble all over, put things in and take things out." She then types the longhand draft into
the computer, sometimes making additional changes as she types. She describes the
printed copy of this version in the computer as her first draft. Her revision from this point
involves rewording — usually shortening ~ her sentences and occasionally expanding on
some points.
This is not an "easy" process, yet Angie expressed strong satisfaction with the
nature of the writing she had done for English 101. She criticized English 100 because it
did not demand enough from her, and she praised 101 because that class forced her to
work hard. Angie's description of her ideal classroom also included a teacher who would
"make the students work for their grade." I could say that what she desires in a classroom
experience does not necessarily correspond to what she ultimately wants in a writing
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experience, but I think my sense that Angie wants something more than an easy time as a
writer comes through as well in her choice of the subject that she would explore in her
writing for the class. She discussed the importance of selecting the right topic in her
response to an essay from the Conversations reader:
I can relate to Mary Kacmarcik's essay, "A Writer is Formed." There have been
many times when I would "agonize over blank pages," be "afraid to begin," or
"afraid of saying the wrong thing." When I write on a topic I do not care for I tend
to stare at the paper and do not write anything down. This is one of my biggest
problems but once I get going and know what I am going to say, I have no
problem filling up the page.
While some students chose a subject because they felt they had expertise in that
area, Angie chose her subject based on the questions she Had about it. She saw writing
about the subject as an opportunity to leam more about it and form her opinions rather
than as a chance to express opinions she already held. Through the process of working on
her essays, her ideas and curiosity did grow; she developed a greater interest in ways
related to how she would write her papers or what she would say, and, tellingly, she
became interested in how she might make issues about the homeless a larger part of her
life:
I do not have any more questions about my interview because all my questions
were answered but now I would like to find out more on my own (just out of
curiosity) I think it would be interesting to tour a shelter and see how things work.

150

Some shelters say their place is "home away from home atmosphere." I wonder
how homelike their place is. I found out a lot of interesting facts but I would love
to learn more. This is an issue that I am not real familiar with which is whv I
picked it. I feel that bv the end I will be more educated about the homeless and
mavbe want to help them out in some wav. (emphasis mine)
In sharp contrast to George, Angie saw a relevance of the class to her eventual
field ~ nursing — because of the potential usefulness of rhetoric. In her journal, she
discussed occasions when rhetorical ability would enable her to deal with doctors and
patients.
Angle's exploratory attitude allowed her to select as her subject for the semester
not something at which she was expert but something about which she was ignorant, and
it allowed her to view this ignorance as an opportunity rather than as a shortcoming.
Certainly each of the students tried, in Burkean terms, to "cash in on" his or her assets,
but they differed sharply in their ability to recognize what would and would not be assets
in the context of the writing classroom. In that sense, Angie's recognition that she could
turn her lack of knowledge about a subject into an advantage strikes me as the kind of
breakthrough toward which we should draw our students.
As I consider Angie's possible motives from this point of view, it occurs to me
that her emphasis on the effort she had expended for her papers constitutes something
more than a self-serving grasping for a higher grade. Her decision to choose a subject
about which she was less familiar constituted a risk on her part, and that risk suggested
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with it a level of commitment to use the writing class as something more than a showcase
for what she had already learned. Certainly she was not pushing the writing classroom as
far as she might; however, she was pushing it much further than was absolutely
necessary.
Her questions about the grade on her first essay may have constituted a request for
reassurance that her risk would not be punished if it resulted in a less controlled text. In
return for her willingness to give up control, she wanted to know that Phyllis would
reward her exploration and discovery, her commitment to the broader spirit of the class. I
find it difficult to blame her for wanting that reassurance. Students willing to take risks
may find themselves between the scylla of the grade and the charibdis of learning. That
very dilemma, I think, fueled Linda's criticism of her student colleagues. Someone had to
be responsible for the gap between the idealistic stress on learning and the practical
emphasis upon the grade. Someone had to be gumming up the works so that school was
not the way it ought to be. Linda seemed ultimately to look to the students to take up that
slack spiritually, by entering into their education with a different attitude. Angie, on the
other hand, looked squarely to the teacher. If you want me to try something different, if
you want me to leam something, she seemed to say, show me that it matters to you.
I do not mean to suggest that Angie was completely correct in her challenge. It is
certainly possible for a writer at any level to work quite hard and produce writing that
does a poor job of speaking to readers (sometimes including the writer herselQ- This is
the very dilemma of the writing classroom. How do we evaluate (grade) students'
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products—as our institutions and colleagues demand that we do—without discouraging our
students from taking the risks that will help them produce better writing in the long run?
How can we ask students to ignore the imperatives of grading when we know that the
institution, and we as institutional representatives, will not?
Angie's ideal classroom involved much more than lecture. She had little interest
in a one-way transmission of information or skills from the teacher to the student. This
reminds me that when we consider what it means that someone desires to be coherent, it
matters what kind of listener they have in mind. Angie gave me reason to think that her
listener in the classroom was not merely the authoritative teacher but the other students as
well. She desired not merely to be accepted by authorities but to be understood. Her
desire for clarity in discourse stemmed from a desire for a useful and interesting dialogue,
not a closed monologue. She didn't just want to be told; she wanted to tell.
She indicated this in her images of the ideal teacher and the ideal classroom. The
writing for the ideal classroom would include a variety of essays, but it would also
involve the use of journal writing so that the students could become more comfortable
with expressing themselves in writing. It would give the students the chance to reflect on
serious issues and experiences they had faced. This came up in her description of her
English 100 teacher:
I was hoping to get a little more about of writing than I did. He's a good teacher
and he helped me to think more on my own...Just to be able to elaborate, expand
and say more instead of just stating the idea and that's it...But he wouldn't have
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set plans when he came to class. It was just "whatever," you know. We'd talk
about whatever came to mind. And he didn't push us real hard.
She wanted to be pushed; she wanted demands to be made of her. Interesting,
though, that she seems to not want to find fault with him. She began with negative
comments about the class, with a sense of disappointment, then immediately shifted to
positives about the teacher, immediately talked about what she learned from him.
Elaboration. What does Erasmus call it? Copiousness. Developing a subject. An
important ability. Only then did she critique his teaching. What was she missing without
the set plans? What bothered her about the lack of structure?
Angie talked about her ability to generate material in informal writing. Journal
writing came easily to her in this class, and she gave the impression that this was usually
the case for her. She even mentioned using writing to deal with unpleasant experiences.
However, along with this ability to release herself into words came difficulty bringing
those ideas into an order that would render the writing meaningful for others. She seemed
to have a clear understanding of this distinction. That is, she wasn't one of those students
who believed that the meaning of a piece of writing resides solely in what the writer has
placed there. She understood that in writing for others, an element of construction has to
enter into the text. Without structure, the reader lacks a way to make sense of the text.
We could think of structure as context internalized. Since the structure acts on the text to
give order to it and to give meaning to its elements, and context, well, what does context
do? If I know the context, I can understand the act (in the case of writing, a symbolic act);

154

that is, the circumstances give the act meaning. Structure seems to achieve the same end,
not through information but through form, through sequence and relationships. Structure,
by revealing to me what relates to what, cues me about what something means. Structure
replaces the temporal with the spatial. Things that may not have happened together in
time can be juxtaposed in the space of the text and made to give meaning to each other.
I digress, but only slightly. I can read Angle's preoccupation for structure as a recognition
of the need for context so that students can make sense out of an act or text. She
understood that meaning does not come packaged with information. Teachers and
students, readers and writers, must build meaning, and structure constitutes an important
tool for doing so.

I once wrote, in response to something of Burke's comments about courtship in
his Rhetoric of Motives, that courting begins precisely at that moment when we realize
that the other is neither my mirror image nor my opposite. The other and I both touch and
depart from one another. This moment also marks the beginning of what I would not call
love, as opposed to infatuation or obsession or desire. What we would truly court ~ as
opposed to simply manipulate ~ we must love more than a little. Perhaps I am suggesting
that there are elements of each of us in each other, but we must not mistake these
elements for a complete correspondence of the other with ourselves. At the same time, I
must not dismiss those elements that we have in common. I must not behave as though.
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or imagine that, we share nothing. Either choice entails danger, to a certain degree for
both, but even more for the one of us that has less power.
What has this to do with Angie? Of the four students I have discussed, Angie
came the closest to understanding this tension of similarity and difference. She came
closest to understanding that writing is romancing the other, not enslaving one's self to
the other; not coercing the other; neither triumph nor capitulation, but negotiation. She
expected teachers and fellow students to be neither extensions of herself nor "others"
whom she could then either despise or worship. She imagined her relationships with
those with whom she shared the classroom as transactions, interactions.
In Voice Lessons, writer Nancy Mairs talks about the act of writing as an act of
seduction. She describes reading as an erotic act, not in the sense of sexuality, but in the
sense that it must invite the reader in, must speak to the reader's desire in order to
succeed. Roland Barthes, in The Pleasure of the Text, takes a similar approach. Many of
us have such a deep fear of eroticism (and given the power dispsuities of the academic
environment, often rightfully so) that we can only conceive of the relationships between
students and teachers in terms of efficiency, productivity, outcomes that we can
objectively assess, "blind" evaluation. We have difficulty revealing the pleasures of the
classroom and of the connections we forge with words on the page. Yet pleasure can be
one of the most meaningful of our motivations. I move in the world of words because to
have done so well, even about painful subjects (perhaps especially about these subjects).
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helps me to feel better about myself Indeed, it helps me to know myself and with that
knowledge to accept the triumphs and shortcomings of that identity.
Ultimately, this kind of pleasure attracted Angie most to the class Phyllis taught.
For this reason she found the discussions and journal writing to be activities of value.
This constituted the other side (I feel tempted to say "underside") of her appreciation of
structure in English 101. Contrasted with the classrooms of her earlier education, in
which "we always sat and faced the teacher and it was a lot of just listening to the teacher
and there just wasn't as much interaction," Angie enjoyed the discussions of Phyllis'
class. She admitted that it took time for this enjoyment to develop, that initially she
wanted to know how the discussions related directly to what was expected for the course.
"But after I started doing it, I though (the discussions) were really neat because I thought
about things that I didn't think about before and it made me think more about myself and
my values and my beliefs. It made me sit down and think about myself"

Baz Luhrman's film Strictlv Ballroom turns on the determination and ability of
the young dancers-Fran and Scott~to perform the paso doble, a passionate dance in
which the partners mimic the movements and matador and bull. The dance is, of course, a
highly stylized rendition of that violent encounter, but the stakes for the dancers, though
not life and death, remain high. For Fran, being able to perform this dance in particular
means making a place for herself in her family and her culture; immigrant Spaniards in
the alien culture of English speaking Australia. It is when she leams the paso doble, a
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dance her father and mother once danced together, that her father displays his first signs
of tenderness toward her. For Scott, the performance means stepping out of the shadow
and rigidity of his mother's dance school and style. It means creating "new steps" and
dancing them with confidence and joy. But, as with Fran, Scott also must look to the past
to find the courage to take these steps. He must discover the tragedy of his father's
decision to conform when faced with a similar choice a generation before, and the regret
and diminishment his father has felt since. Both Scott and Fran must learn about, and
come to terms with, their own personal histories before they can act out the identities they
imagine for themselves. The price of finding a space on the dance floor is daring to
imagine that such a place might belong to them, daring to imagine that all of where they
have come from and all of who they are might belong on this public floor.
"Show me your paso doble," Fran's father challenges the couple, and he laughs at
the stiffness of Scott's rendition. Then her grandmother opens Scott's shirt and with her
palms taps out the rhythm of the dance on his chest, as if to imprint the history on his
heart. Only then do they begin not merely to know but to feel their ownership of the
dance. That is, they can only dance when they have embraced their own histories, their
own rhythms, their own identities. If we want to help our students see writing as
something which they can own, as something other than a response to external,
universalized, ahistorical, and stylized forms, then we must ask ourselves how we can
help to make their own journeys through histories and identities to passionate encounter
with the audience.
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CHAPTER FIVE; DANCING IN THE STREETS

I have spent the majority of my life constructing histories. As a child, I told
myself stories to shut out the difficulties of growing up in the domestic battleground of
my parents' home. I told myself these stories because without them survival seemed not
only impossible but pointless. If this was the world within which I would be immersed, if
life was to be this random and chaotic, then why continue to live? My answer—the
answer that held my life together for more than two decades—was that the tumultuous
events in which I was caught up only had the appearance of chaos. In truth, they were
part of a larger historical imperative as yet unknown to me. They were a kind of test, a
preparation for some future physical or, more likely, artistic or spiritual heroism. I had
been marked for distinction, and the violence around me was a test of my worthiness for
that distinction. At times, particularly in the midst of the hours of shouting and broken
objects, I considered whether I wanted this distinction. Even in those moments, however,
this master historical narrative gave meaning to what I experienced; my projected history
of necessary suffering provided me with a way to accept that over which I had no control.
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that which I could otherwise not have endured. I speak from this history when I say now,
quite literally, that words can save lives.
It is also true, however, that words can enclose lives, that a history can limit our
sense of what is possible, and certainly they served that function for me. I grew older and
left my family of origin, but I carried the same story with me, and this story told me that
however special I might be, I was also helpless. My job was less to seek my purpose in
life than to accept difficulties and unhappiness and wait for the moment when the nature
of my distinction would be revealed to me. I would spy the burning bush; a voice would
rumble down upon me from the sky; a great light would blind me or some unseen power
seize me, and I would be transformed. When, over time, these moments failed to
materialize, I came to wonder whether I was being not prepared but punished, whether I
deserved not some special distinction but some special penance. I found myself buffeted
for years by depression, by self-doubt, and even by self-loathing. I still saw myself as part
of some grand scheme, but the scheme was tragic rather than heroic, an object lesson
rather than a story to be emulated. Only slowly, and haltingly, did I realize that if I were
to survive, I would have to revise my history. I must write a new narrative, not one borne
of helplessness and isolation and desperation but one that would provide a place for me to
act in the world.
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Histories Toward Attitudes
No less than my own life, this research study, too, is an exercise in historical
constructions. Each student, both those in the case studies and, I suspect, the other
students in the class, had her own sense of her history and used that history to make sense
of what was happening to her, both in English 101 and in the world beyond the
classroom. It has been my contention in here that what marked most of these histories
was the boundary between how the students perceived their identities in the classroom
and how they defined themselves outside the classroom. For most of the students, how
they behaved in the classroom was largely unrelated to how they would behave in the
wider world, even if the skills they were learning in English 101 might apply to other
activities in their lives. The overlap between their classroom stories and their life stories
was limited. What happened to them in the classroom was "strictly classroom."
As with my life, however, and as with the film fi-om which this study takes its
name, every history reaches a point at which it no longer accounts for the imperatives and
realities of the present. The history must then be revised, expanded, and rewritten, or it
may come to so dominate the life it attempts to explain that it squeezes the energy from
that life. When this occurs, we pay more homage to our conception of history than to our
lived experience. The climax of the film Strictly Ballroom turns on just such a moment.
The night of the Pan Pacific Grand National Ballroom Championships arrives, and Scott,
believing in a false narrative of his father's past, has abandoned his quest with Fran to
perform "new step" and re-envision ballroom dancing in his own way. He has been

161

convinced that taking such risks led to his father's failure as a ballroom dancer, and he
hopes to make amends for his father's mistakes by adhering to convention and tradition
as they have been presented to him. At very nearly the last moment, however, Scott's
father relates the true story of his artistic failure; It was by submitting to convention that
he lost his opportunity for greatness. The film, in short, depends on the examination,
correction, and expansion of one historical narrative. This recovery of what previously
has been silenced creates the possibilities for change that ultimately take place. Scott and
Fran dance their paso doble.

In this chapter, I will argue that personal writing histories—our students' and our
own—in the strictly classroom world can ossify into constraining master narratives or can
be made to create a greater sense of possibility in writing and in our students' lives. We
can and should encourage our students to articulate their own stories, not simply to tell
them for the sake of telling them, but to use them as a rhetorical tool both for selfunderstanding and to connect with the experiences, ideas, and beliefs of others. Toward
that end, I want to discuss in this chapter ways in which the stories of Linda, George,
James, and, to a lesser extent, Angie, limited constructive classroom identities actions for
each of these students. I will then discuss the process by which stories can be
transformed. Finally, I will refer to transformational moments in my own classroom
narrative and suggest that in order to help our students cany out these narrative
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constructions, reflections, and transformations, we must engage in them ourselves, in
terms of our identities both within and outside of our writing classes.
Further, I contend that we need to systematically incorporate into our composition
courses histories about ours and our students' development as writers. Such an
incorporation would achieve serve several purposes for teachers and students.
First, and on the most basic level, if we conceive of classrooms as rhetorical
situations, drawing out our students' the use of personal writing histories serves the
rhetorical purpose of helping us to understand the attitudes of our audience; the students.
While learning about students' experiences, teachers gain some insight into how students
view writing and view themselves as writers. This insight can be crucial as we try to
persuade students to develop more complex views of writing.
Second, as we teachers reflect on their students' histories, and particularly on our
own, we can come to a better understanding of our own attitudes toward writing and how
those attitudes developed. The better teachers' understanding of our stances toward
writing, and the processes by which those stances came about, the better our ability to
articulate those positions to others.
Third, this sharing of histories can demonstrate to students, through the
perspectives of their teachers and their classmates, that alternatives to their own attitudes
about writing exist. The awareness of these alternative attitudes can help to create the
cognitive dissonance that can be a precursor to development and change. Once students
see that their own attitudes are not self-evident, natural, or universal, then they can begin
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to consider the relative value of various attitudes. We cannot bring our students into a
dialogue until they recognize an other (in this case, in relation to theories of writing) who
might complicate their theories, attitudes, and actions. Our narratives can help make that
other familiar enough to engage in dialogue.
Fourth, the act of writing these histories can model for students how meaning can
be constructed and reconstructed using writing. As students write, then reconsider and
revisit their histories, they may come to recognize the relationship between the way a
story is told and the meaning one draws from that story. The aim is then to have the
students retell their own stories to see how an emphasis on different aspects might alter
their attitudes toward writing itself.
Finally, these histories demonstrate our ability to choose from the range of our
experiences, both inside and outside the classroom, to discover how the world as a whole
influences our writing, and how our writing can influence the world beyond the
classroom.
The argument that histories of writing can achieve these ends assumes that there
exists a need for such achievements. That is, it assumes that this writing will accomplish
something not being accomplished to the same extent in current composition classrooms.
I contend that two failures constitute obstacles to the kind of development and growth
which personal writing histories might make possible.
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One obstacle is that teachers often fail to see that their students approach their
composition courses with a consistent and complete view of writing. In short, we often
treat our students' disagreement with, and resistance to us as ignorance. As a result, we
often dismiss our students' views and beliefs about writing without ever exploring or
understanding them. This leaves students with the options of rejecting their own views in
order to succeed in the classroom, maintaining their views and resisting the course, or, on
their own, attempting to make complex accommodations fi-om the often contradictory
attitudes they and their teachers hold (Durst 2).
The second failure is that students, sometimes in response to their teachers'
dismissal of student beliefs about writing, sometimes at the overt request or command of
their teachers ("Forget what you learned about writing in high school"), separate writing
in school from other aspects of their lives. This contributes to a definition of writing that
discourages their integration of writing into their lives and their development as writers.
In response, many students develop a "strictly classroom" mentality.
The question, of course, is how the construction of personal writing histories
might productively intervene in this situation, how it might help students take an active
role in reconsidering their attitudes and developing new and more complicated ones. In
order to answer that question, we must define what we mean by personal writing histories
and we must explain how they might operate.
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Of what are histories made? Of those elements, drawing on Burke, to which I
referred earlier in this text. A history calls for an arrangement in some order. That is, it
offers US some sense of what leads to what; it points to certain occurrences as key and
others as secondary. Second, that arrangement pays homage to some concept, to some
piety. In the selections that give the history its form and meaning, some moments or ideas
are protected, evein enshrined, while others are laid open to scrutiny and question. Finally,
a narrative creates an attitude, a frame of acceptance (or rejection), toward that which it
reveals. It seeks not only to present a series of events but also to condition or predispose
us toward some emotional and/or evaluative response to those events. It points our
feelings in a particular way and attempts to foreclose other attitudes.
From this definition, we can begin to discern how histories of writing might help
us achieve in writing classrooms some of the aims we have identified as desirable. If the
structure and emphasis of a history imply and have beneath them certain beliefs, then
perhaps by shifting the sequence or focus of a story, we can suggest other values or
beliefs. Every history has openings, or possibilities, and constraints, depending upon its
focus or key events. It is this ability to shift in meaning, to suggest new possibilities,
which makes histories rhetorical entities. Let us call this shifting of focus an attempt at
conversion. It is precisely in this way that I have attempted to use the histories that
constitute these four case studies.
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We can see each of these historical elements in the stories of Linda, George,
James, and Angie. These stories offer us insights concerning the teaching of writing.
They ask that we engage with and convert them, and ourselves. They remind us that this
conversion must be achieved by attending to what have been defmed as the key moments
or characteristics in the story and shifting that emphasis. Finally, in my view, they require
that we court those whom we would teach.

Student Attitudes and Histories
In his recent book Collision Course: Conflict Negotiation, and Learning in
College Composition. Russell Durst contrasts what he terms the pragmatic or
instrumental motivations of students in writing courses with what he describes as the
more philosophical motivations and aims of many composition teachers. He criticizes the
tendency of composition teachers to dismiss or ignore student motivations, and he calls
on teachers of writing to recognize both the presence of instrumental aim in our own lives
and careers and the potential value, even if only partial, of entering into dialogue and, to a
certain extent, accommodation with students concerning the purposes for studying
composition.
Durst performs a valuable service in encouraging student-teacher dialogue about
the attitudes and aims we bring to writing classes. However, he seems to oversimplify, in
light of the case studies I have presented here, the motives of the students. Not only do
we need to question the extent to which students' aims are, indeed, instrumental; we need
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to note that the specific reason for whatever instrumental attitude may be present can
exert a significant influence on how that instrumentalism manifests itself in writing
classrooms and whether it indeed constitutes an obstacle or conflict for teachers and
students. That is, we need to complicate our definition of instrumentalism and consider
that motivation in relation to competing and sometimes conflicting aims students may
also possess. The.conflict of aims exists as much within each student and each teacher as
it does between students and teachers.
Brooke's research into identity negotiations in composition indicates that the
difficulty of student-teacher relations in the writing classroom reflects the tension
between the roles of student and writer. The student role, especially as many first-year
students perceive it, asks that the student be submissive and accepting, that the student
approaches as an emptiness to be filled. The writer role, however, asks that the student
take risks. It focuses on the relationship created through the text rather than on the grade,
which becomes the focus in the student role. A writer relates form to function (What are
you trying to do?) while for the student that function is reduced to the mimicking of the
teacher's template. Context here is key, because the context for the student is strictly
within the confines of the classroom, at least as many students (and often teachers)
perceive it. The context for the writer identity, however, ranges much more widely. The
writer's context encompasses whatever people may be involved in the rhetorical
situation, wherever they may be.
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Let us now reconsider the students' attitudes in light of the histories of their
writing to gain some sense of how the one influences the other, keeping in mind that my
labeling of these frames as those of rejection or acceptance does not indicate a "purity" in
any frame; each rejection is an also an acceptance of something, and vice versa.
However, these case studies and histories do show how the emphasis on certain personal
historical moments can lead to emphases in attitudes or frames.

Linda's satiric rejection

Linda, in particular, became trapped in the conflict between identity as student
and identity as writer. She had a clearly expressed desire to take her writing outside the
classroom context. She talked about, and used, the journal writing in the class as a way to
explore deeper personal issues and to reflect on her social identity and place in society,
and she expressed a desire to continue to do so even after she had completed her
composition courses and her education. Her ability to think about writing in such terms,
however, did not enable her to forge a satisfying role for herself in the composition class.
In the context of the classroom, the student role dominated. She articulated a strong
desire in her journal and our interviews that someone in the class should do something
differently, but she seemed not to consider the possibility that that someone might be her.
Though she saw the implications that her writing for the class might have on her life
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beyond the class, she did not see the connections between her interactions, that is, her
role as student in the class, and her life outside of it.
To explore her response to the class using our key terms, we could first say about
Linda that she possessed several clear beliefs. She believed that writing mattered to
herself and should matter to others. First it mattered to her personally, as a way to know
herself and to make sense of the political and cultural forces with which we all have to
deal. She also believed that writing mattered in professional life, as a way of reflecting on
work and as a way of communicating meaningfully with colleagues and others. For
Linda, the forms that ineaningful writing might take were various. She did not believe
that only one way of writing was significant. In short, Linda's conception of, and
investment in writing was rich, complex, and deep.
Coupled with these beliefs about writing, however, was a strong sense of the
order and decorum of classrooms. She believed that the teacher should set the agenda and
activities for the class and that the students should commit themselves to that agenda,
however much (or little) they agreed it. Because of this, she also believed that she needed
the teacher's explicit permission to be more exploratory in her own writing, and she did
not consider the essay a form granting her that permission.
To call into question in an active way the authority of the teacher or the structure
of the writing would have required that Linda alter her sense of classroom order. It would
have required that she see herself in the classroom as one who might take it upon herself
to explore, as one who might herself re-conceive the classroom and writing situation and
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act on that new conception - with or without the teacher's permission. Because of her
sense of classroom order, however, because of the piety or devotion to which she paid
that order, she did not believe that she could give herself "more freedom of the hand and
eye." Her sense of writing demanded that she reject the situation, but her sense of order
demanded that this rejection focus not on her conception of the her teacher's limiting
forms, but on her student colleagues' unwillingness to act as she had, to accept what they
did not wish to accept.
Rather than challenge her sense of obligation to the classroom order, she shifted
her discontent to her classmates and satirized their inability to engage and act. She set
aside their frustration as she had her own.

George's burlesque rejection

George suffered from a different problem. His role as an engaged, interactive,
probing, questioning person, a role he also enjoyed outside the class in his activities and
interests, made up a crucial part of his in-class identity. That is, his personal, overall
behavior in and out of class was highly consistent. However, his identity as student
writer, and in particular as learning disabled student writer, prohibited him from making
use of any of his active, engaged, language-play abilities. In George's narrative, you
could "be" who you were whether inside or outside of the class, but writing was different.
Writing involved acquiring certain skills, and he believed from his past experience that
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these skills were beyond his ability to master. The skills George imagined as writing
required not play, not an ability to shift according to your circumstances, as speaking and
acting in the world did. Writing, in his view, was much more constrained and constant in
its look and feel, in its operation. George's story of reading and writing involved the
tedious and tortured repetition of letter sounds, the hours spent being drilled in the
elements of written language rendered static and consistent enough for someone with the
"limitations" his teachers believed he possessed. Only in his journals, and only there in
moments of virtual desperation, in frantic attempts to "fill up space," did he allow himself
to enter into his writing in the same way he entered into the world.
The crucial portion of George's narrative encompassed those years of elementary
school, when he became convinced that written words would never come easily to him.
His story of being held back in the second grade was at once a story of rescue and of
rejection. As George's complex views of education demonstrated, he had come to see
school through this experience as a place that created possibilities but so policed those
possibilities that they were almost foreclosed again. He walked a tightrope of
ambivalence, and this revealed itself in his pointed in-class critiques of college.
George's overall story gave rise to a potential conflict. On the one hand, he quite
accurately believed himself to be a young man of considerably ability. Not only had he
managed to negotiate the constricting world of school well enough to get himself into
college, but he also had significant social and leadership skills which others clearly
recognized and admired. His overall sense of himself was positive, but his identity as a
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perpetually, even congenitally, dysfunctional writer contradicted that overall image. He
resolved this conflict by coming to believe that writing was useless, by defining writing
as an insignificant activity, an empty exercise carried out purely for the classroom.
His need to come to this conclusion rested on a single but deeply entrenched
piety; that he was not, and could never be, a good writer. This he knew from years of
experience, from years of formalistic training, from his acceptance of the labels that had
been applied to him concerning his use of written language. Small wonder, then, that in
order to preserve his overall identity, he rejected the importance of an activity in which
he believed he could never succeed. He saw the demands of writing as emblematic of the
institutional game that he considered much of education to be. If the game asked of him
that he operate using particular forms, then he would give them formalized writing, and
this was quite all that he would give.

James's tragic acceptance

James Fernandez operated at the other end of the spectrum in many ways, yet in
others he arrived at the same place as those who rejected the class. Like Linda, he
accepted the demands and authority of the classroom situation. He also accepted
writing's usefulness to the rest of his college education and to his professional life after
college. While he had little or no personal investment in writing, he committed himself to
exploring it and to developing as a writer. In other words, James was an extremely
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accommodating writing student. However, his willingness to virtually erase himself in
whatever way the course asked of him gave him virtually no place to stand as a writer He
could collect information and present that information to the reader, but he had difficulty
connecting this act with any desire of his own, and therefore possessed no internal guide
to help him shape his communication to his potential readers.
James' sense of order in school dictated that authority flowed exclusively from
the teacher. In courses, such as the sciences, in which the focus was on taking in data or
following relatively set procedures, he performed well. In an activity such as writing,
however, in which he supplied the information and in which the procedures were fluid
and could shift from one occasion to the next, he struggled to figure out what he ought to
be doing. James wanted to be given directions, but the directions he was given in English
101 were not the kind that could be followed step by step. He would have to adjust them
in process as he responded to his own needs and those of his audience.
His adherence to the pieties of fixed processes and teacher authority led him to
interpret the cause of his difficulties as a simple lack of previous knowledge. In so doing,
he placed himself within the frame Burke refers to as tragic. James believed he deserved
the low grades he was receiving because he had not learned (no one had taught him) the
"correct" forms for writing. Once he had command of the format, he believed, he would
be a successful writer and writing student. He accepted that this process would be painful
and difficult, but he believed in his ability to remake himself in any manner necessary to
succeed as a writer.
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James resolved the potential tension between student and writer, then, by
subsuming the role of writer beneath that of student, much as George had. The two men
differed, however, in that James believed the role of writer was one he could master,
given sufHcient time and the right information. He accorded high status and importance
to writing, unlike George, because he still believed it to be something that he could leam
to do well. In placing the role of writer beneath that of student, he also essentially
removed that element of the writer's individuality and experiences from the equation.
James' identity as person in the world influenced his choice of subject matter for his
essays (the need for exercise across all ages, from children to the elderly), but he had
little sense of anything he wanted to accomplish in his writing that was just for himself

Angle's comic acceptance

The second frame of acceptance, and the one I would characterize as the most
productive, was the comic attitude adopted by Angie. In her selection of subject matter
and in her journal reflections and questions, she probed for the writing parameters that
the class would permit. Rather than operate based on assumptions about what would and
would not be allowed, she employed dialogue through her journals and trial and error in
her writing to establish the limits. Angie had developed a sense of herself as a competent
writer, and she was committed to writing as an activity that held interest for her
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personally as well as professionally. She was eager to learn more about writing, but she
also believed that she had—or was capable of exploring—something to express.
We call this attitude "comic" because it does not locate absolute authority in any
of the elements of the rhetorical situation that constituted her English 101 course. Angie
believed that Phyllis has something to offer as a writing teacher, but based on her
previous experiences, Angie did not place ultimate authority in the teacher. She knew that
some teachers were better than others, that some teachers could help her become a better
writer, and that other teachers could not. As a result, she considered and evaluated the
instruction she received in the course, and she felt comfortable asking for clarification
when she need it.
Neither did she place ultimate authority in either her own sense of writing or the
reactions or attitudes of her classmates, although she took herself and her classmates
seriously. Instead, she placed these different perspectives in dialogue with each other,
testing the validity of one against the impressions and values of the others. Thus she
largely avoided painting herself into a comer by clinging to some notion of perfection
coming from any of these elements.
Her experiences with teachers who had been supportive and competent, and her
experiences with teachers she had found to be less helpful, had formed the basis of her
ability to discount any of the elements of the class at any given time, depending upon her
own assessment of their usefulness. Perhaps most importantly, Angie seemed to have
neither excessively internalized nor reductively overgeneralized those experiences. She

176

recognized that what constituted a successful strategy for dealing with a teacher and a
course depended upon that specific teacher and course, though she was prepared to draw
upon her previous experiences for strategies should the need arise. Angle's open-ended
attitude allowed her more flexibility and freed her to perceiving the writing for the class
more as an exploration and less as a proscribed response to a predetermined situation.

In each of these cases, it is important to note that the histories themselves do not
necessarily pose the problem. Rather, it is the way people treat those histories that
determines whether they will become occasions for developing agency or the kind of
closed systems that demand either surrender or self-destructive rebellion. Teachers and
students need to approach these histories with a dialogic attitude in order not to be made
captive to them.

Teacher Attitudes and Histories

A major problem in setting up the program is instructing the teams of
coordinators. Teaching the purely technical aspect of the procedure is not
difficult; the difficulty lies rather in the creation of a new attitude—that of
dialogue, so absent in our own upbringing and education. The coordinators must
be converted to dialogue in order to carry out education rather than domestication.
Dialogue is an I-Thou relationship, and thus necessarily a relationship between
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two Subjects. Each time the "thou" is changed into an object, an "it," dialogue is
subverted and education is changed to deformation (S2).
Paulo Freire, Education for Critical Consciousness

In February of 1996, the University of Arizona held its' annual Spring
Conference, and I was fortunate to see a panel discussion featuring Jacqueline JonesRoyster, Mike Rose, and essayist, poet, and teacher Nancy Mairs. They were discussing
teaching and our attitudes as teachers toward what we do and toward our students. One
exchange that particularly caught my attention was their discussion of "ignorance."
Royster began by focusing on the ambivalent nature of ignorance, how in that state, some
things are revealed and other cast in shadow. Rose pointed out that there is as much
ignorance in our conceptions of students as we would contend there is in their
conceptions of the subjects we attempt to teach them, and Mairs added that we often like
to define ignorance so that our students possess it and we do not.
I realized listening to their comments that it was a sense of my own ignorance that
had propelled my research, though — and this is a measure of my study's success ~ my
conception of that ignorance is much more complicated now than it was when I began. I
think I had something of the old notion that "knowledge is power," and I hoped that with
more knowledge about my students I would be able to wield more persuasive power over
them (those, of course, only with the best of intentions). I believe now that my knowledge
concerning students and their possible motivations, their "frames of acceptance" in
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relation to writing classes, has increased, but I don't feel any more powerful. I find that
this knowledge has placed me in a more tenuous, more ambiguous state.
Owing to the emphasis I have placed on space in my research and in my analysis
of it, I have difficulty now walking into a room without slipping into some kind of
reverie. I try to envision myself moving through it; I imagine distances expanding and
collapsing; I feel a growing desire to move objects and to move through them. Esoteric as
these feelings may be, problematic as they are for the day to day reality of what I want to
show my students on that particular day about audience or introductions or revision, I try
to cling to these meditations. I have become increasingly convinced that teaching is a
primarily imaginative act (indeed, I think living is as well, but I'll stick with teaching for
now).
What does this tell us about how to make good use of the space we share with our
students? For me, I must begin by realizing that whatever material rooms we cross and
recross as we pace, caged, before the chalkboard, our students see other rooms and other
teachers pacing. For each of our students the room has a different shape and a different
size and a different focus. Each student has her own angle of vision, and our first task is
to create a space together and defme the boundaries of our endeavor. Every way of
dancing is a dance. Whatever its newness, we must not delude ourselves that we have
"broken through" to "pure" movement or "pure" form.
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Derrida's notion that totalizing discourses have as their basis something excluded,
something silenced, may apply here. To what extent is the classroom based on the
exclusion of the student. The student gets allowed in the room as abstract, as object of
learning, but not as particular. Outside the classroom, the student can be particular, but
inside she must be abstract, she must speak with the teacher's voice. Thus student
resistance to more open pedagogies may flow from their recognition that the totalizing
discourse remains, from their internalization of that discourse and its norms.
In composition and rhetoric classes, this means that the discourse that "wins" is
the one that accounts for the most things. The approach to writing that is most general,
that is least situation specific, is the one with the most power and the most persuasive
ability. Our task, then, consists of persuading students to recover the particulars of their
experiences within the totalizing scheme, just at the therapist seeks to persuade the
patient to examine her experiences outside the filter of the repressive dominant narrative
she had adopted. Recovery of the repressed particulars and their story creates the
possibility for a new dance, which is made up of pieces of old dances but recombined in a
previously inaccessible space.
Teachers of writing, especially of first-year composition, often find ourselves in
the position of spectators Avith headphones watching a roomful of dancers, each wearing
his or her own headphones. We assume that the dancers hear the same music we do, and
based on that assumption we are incredulous at the gyrations, leaps, gestures, rhythms of
the people in front of us. We assume these dancers are crazed, insolent, apathetic.
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ignorant, stupid. Only when we realize that each dancer is as intently focused on her
music as we are on ours will we begin to be able to find a common language of gesture
and dance with some understanding of the attitude of the other. We must treat our
students' behavior as the legitimate symbolic acts they are.
Each student in this study set aside several hours during busy times of the
semester, with no compensation, to talk with me about a class that presented a struggle
even for those who were succeeding in it. They seriously considered and carefully
answered the questions I put to them, even when those answers did not present a
particularly flattering portrayal of them as students. They trusted me with their
experiences and attitudes, and that in itself indicates to me at the least they took this
business of being an English student seriously. Neither were these students extraordinary
as writers; Linda was not the only student to be doing well, and George not the only one
receiving average to below average grades. Yet each student managed to articulate a
coherent view of writing, its place in their studies and their lives, and its role in the wider
world. These indicate that our students ^ hear their own kind of music and respond in
the ways they have come to believe are appropriate.

Tracing a teacher's histories
How have I managed in some instances to get outside the institution's view of me,
my class, and my students? Rather than put myself in the business of justifying the scene as
the institution presents it to me, my job as a teacher is to figure out how to separate the
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negotiable from the non-negotiable demands the institution has placed upon me and within
those constraints to create a scene most conducive to my students' learning.
The history of my own teaching tells me that such negotiation doesnt occur in
isolation. In each of the situations where I radically altered my teaching, I experienced
interactions with other — either in person or through a text — and time away from day-to-day
encounters to process what I had learned and translate it into action.

Fall 1991: Guilford College
In this class, we'll explore experiences and ideas through writing. What do we
know? How? What do our experiences mean? Upon what do we base our beliefs?
How can we demonstrate our ideas to theirs? We will use writing to consider these
questions and use these questions to develop our writing. The format of the class
will be a woiicshop: We will write nearly every day; in pairs, in groups, and as a
class, we'll share and discuss what we have written, and we will revise and develop
our compositions...We will discuss in individual conferences what aspects of your
writing you want to work on, what grade you want to work toward, and what you
will need to do to earn that grade (syllabus).

All summer I waited and planned. Ever since I found out in May that I would be
teaching at this small, private college, I had been excited about the possibilities. It isn't that I
hadn't enjoyed my work at the community college where I'd just spent my first year of
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teaching. Many of my students there had been motivated, bright, talented writers, and some
welcomed approaching writing using other than the current traditional emphasis on the
modes and other more established structures. I had been given freedom to work with the
text—or even not to—in any ways that I wanted.
At Guilford College, however, I would for the first time have a space of my own
larger than a mailbox and a chance for regular interaction with my teaching colleagues.
Even more important, those colleagues and their philosophies of teaching writing coincided
much more with mine than had the philosophies of my community college colleagues.
But the most transformative experience of the summer was reading Richard
Renfield's If Teachers Were Free. In it, Renfield offers new criteria for evaluating learning
rather than simply critiquing a set of written products. His criteria set out activities to look
for in the process of learning, ways of looking at the kind of work students engaged in.
"You cannot be afi^id to make mistakes," I quoted baseball manager Lou Piniella at
the top of my syllabus. "You have got to play the game aggressively" That syllabus began
with a list of questions, and the purpose of the class, I wrote, was to "explore experiences
and ideas through writing." It was the first sustained commitment I had made as a teacher to
the workshop format, and the first time I taught without an assigned text. I had no calendar,
no due dates for papers. I delineated virtually nothing in terms of official course policies or
requirements, with the exception of the attendance policy. I also underlined my suggestion
that they come to see me about problems or questions.
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Not all the students responded positively to my course setup. Several responded to
the openness of the class with demands for more structure, and others silently withdrew, at
least at times, until my pestering in class discussions prodded back into the class. I can
remember days when my level of finstration was so high that I was tempted to dismiss my
classes halRvay through the period. One international student in particular, very bright and
very structured, continually expressed her unhappiness with my lack of specific instruction
in grammar and usage.
The key breakthrough of the semester, however, was the way Renfield's book helped
me to understand how to invite the students into the process of evaluating and grading. It
helped me return to the nagging questions about grading that had always haunted me.
Though I remained in control, and though I retained ultimate responsibility for the grade
each student received, contracting grades placed me in dialogue with my students as
individuals about what they hoped to achieve both in terms of grades and learning; we had
concrete expectations for discussing how and if they were achieving their goals.

Winter 1991-1992: Guilford Technical Community College
The class was foundering, and I was not surprised. I had taught Newswriting 220
once before, the previous year, and it h^d proved to be a disaster. That first time, eight
students enrolled in the class but no more than four ever showed up on a given day in the
white-walled, windowless, box of a room where we met. I had tried to teach journalism the
way it had been taught to me at the journalism school at the Kansas University when 1 was
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an undergraduate; I gave news quizzes that no one passed; few came regularly, and even
fewer came on time.
In my second attempt, during the wimer of 1991, things had improved little. Each
Monday, Wednesday, and Friday, I trudged across campus, through the damp, chill, late
November and December drizzle, to Furniture Hall 099A, a more spacious, well-lit room
than the one the year before, and one with a bank of translucent, waist-to-ceiling windows
on the left wall, though the bottom halves of the windows had been painted over. True, this
time I had a dozen students enrolled, and in the first few weeks, at least eight to ten showed
up every day. But their passivity dispirited me, as perhaps my fhistration did them.
Still, I didn't want to let go of teaching newswriting. Studying journalism had proved
such a crucial and transformative experience for me that I wanted to find a way to make it
meaningful for my students. I was unable to do so, I now believe, because I did not yet
understand what it was about my own learning that caused it to have the impaa on me that it
did. I had assumed that since the methods of the past had woiiced for me, they would work
for my students, ignoring the fact that they were in a different time and place, geographically
and institutionally.
I only began to reflect on my methods when I stumbled across Kenneth Macrorie's
twentysomething-year-old, Uptaupht. It immediately struck me as a book about
relationships; of teacher to student, of student to student, of each to writing, and of writing to
a wider world. I have since heard Macrorie described as an "expressivist," a term often used
to imply that its practitioners advocate a kind of solipsistic, individualistic approach to
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writing and its teaching. As I read the book then, however, and as I have read it since, I get
caught up in what it has to say about the quality of our classroom connections. Macrorie
transformed his teaching when he understood that the source of the abysmal writing his
students produced was his own teaching. His condescension and lack of trust in his students
led them in turn to distrust their own language abilities.
During the Christmas break, I devoured the book, and when we returned in January,
I told the students who remained that we were throwing out my syllabus: the various
journalistic genres, the news quizzes, the deadlines. We spent the rest of the term focusing
on writing and reading each other's writing. My students produced scenes, dialogues,
descriptions, and sketches of individuals. Each day, I read their work aloud, and we talked
about what worked and what didn't work.
I wish I could give this story a "To Sir With Love" ending. I wish I could tell you
that the class solidified and that everyone began writing wonderful pieces and enjoyed it
thoroughly, but such was not the case. At the term's end, five students remained in the class,
one of whom stomped out at the end of one day's class mumbling "asshole" under his breath
after he arrived late, as he did virtually every day, and I told him that he would have to get
from his fellow students the homework assignment I had already announced.
But the writing the remaining students produced had more vitality, more clarity and
energy, than had been even suggested in the students' previous writing. I recall the student
from Nigeria who described in fascinating detail the intrigues of the chief from his home
village; the young woman who recreated wonderful scenes and dialogue about the American
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and Australian ex-patriot communities in Singapore and Hong Kong, where she had spent
much of her youth; the funny, telling, even loving description by one woman of her minister
father trying to mow his lawn.
The resistance and passivity I first encountered from my students had forced me to
rethink my past as well as my present. I recognized that the key during my own journalism
education had been my own enthusiasm and sense of connection to the work I was doing
rather than the specific demands of the journalistic genres I was taught. The writing I did
then excited me because, whatever the demands of the form or the teacher, I always felt that
my writing belonged to me, that it was my creation.
When I applied that lesson to my teaching, when I allowed my students to share the
experiences with which they were most familiar, then they began to understand that the
ways in which we order our words create effects on others.

Coming to terms with history
The transformation of histories takes us back to the key terms with which we
began this study. We will narrow the field by concentrating on four terms in particular;
"order," "conversion," "synecdoche," and "courtship." The first term, "order," indicates
what we will deal with, what object will be the focus of our attention. "Conversion" is the
act we will seek to perform, problematic though that act might be practically and
ethically. The third term, "synecdoche," names the process by which we will attempt to
perform this act, this conversion; it describes how we will try to shift from one kind of
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order to another, or at least indicate the possibilities of other kinds of order to our
students and ourselves. The final term, "courtship," defines the attitude we should bring
to this activity. For we must move beyond a step-by-step mechanism as we think about
how to persuade our students about writing. I offer courtship—which we might also call
"romantic comedy"—as a way to help us gauge our motives and maintain a sense of
ourselves and our students that will prevent us from inflicting damage in the name of
truth and progress.
In each of the stories presented here, we have named examples of key beliefs on
the part of the student. Each student has come to hold certain of these beliefs sacred,
meaning each becomes willing to sacrifice in order to preserve those beliefs. That is, each
student has developed certain pieties (as do we all) relating to his or her identity as
person, as student, and as writer. For each student, these pieties serve to bring order and
meaning to the conflicting forces we all must face. This order provides a basis for
weighing choices and making decisions; it provides a scale upon which to balance
competing values, a format or pattern to govern the almost infinite ways in which each
person might move. Our conclusion here is that one's personal construction of history
holds the key to understand one's attitude toward language.
In arriving at this conclusion, we invert the idea advanced by Giambattista Vico
that an understanding of language is the key to understanding the history of human
institutions. This is worth noting because it reminds us that this study is certainly not the
first to draw a connection among language, history and attitudes. In his New Science.
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Vico uses an analysis of language to construct a history of human society and institutions.
For him, the history of humans as humans, that is as socialized beings, has its origins in
language, specifically poetic language. He considered the primacy of language in the
creation of society to be the master key to his understanding of human history, and he
made this concept of "poetic wisdom" the centerpiece of the New Science (21-22).
We have already made use of Kenneth Burke's concept of attitudes, as delineated
in Attitudes Toward History, as a way to characterize the approaches taken by each of the
students discussed in this study. Burke's project in that text, however, is to connect
attitudes and language to history on a broad cultural scale. Toward that end, he examines
the dialogue between prevailing attitudes in different historical periods and ways in
which cultural forces are named. Indeed, he suggests, we can mark these shifts in
historical periods by attending to the terms that dominate each period and the attitudes
that these terms name.
At some moments, the very contention that a history exists for particular uses of
language can be used as support for a shift in attitudes toward that language and the
people who use it. Within the past several decades, both Geneva Smitherman fTalkin'
and Testifying and Henry Louis Gates (The Signifying Monkev) have constructed
histories of Aincan American discourse—in Smitherman's case examining vernacular
rhetorical strategies and forms, in Gates's case looking at the African American literary
tradition—^to invite their academic readers to adopt new attitudes towards Afncan
American uses of language.
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Each of these historical constructions and reconstructions of language points to
the importance afforded to the connections among language, history, and attitudes. In
particular they are examples of the pre-eminent role order plays in our efforts to sift
through our experiences of the world.
Order is ubiquitous. It is built into the very nature of our perceptions. In the very
act of perception, in fact, we draw order from the chaos of stimuli around us. The world
constantly bombards our senses with information; lights, colors, sounds, vibrations,
motion, smells, textures. Some of these sensations originate outside our bodies; others
come from within. At still other times, the sensations seems to be a simultaneous
resonance between sources outside of us and sources within. This is the liquid that
replaces the amniotic fluid in which we first swam, and like that fluid it provides us with
virtually all that sustains us. However, without the fundamental function order performs
as we experience the world, we would drown in this flood of sensory information. Our
ability to make order out of this, and turn it into recognizable perceptions, allows us to
remain alive and sane.
Yet this same ability that order possesses to bring meaning to our existence, its
very power to fend off chaos, can also inhibit our perception of new possibilities, as we
have seen with the students profiled in the previous cased studies. We can see much of
Burke's work—and the work of such early Pragmatic theorists as John Dewey and more
recent Pragmatists as Cornel West—as an attempt to deal with this dilemma: on the one
hand the necessity and generative powers of order, and on the other the ultimately
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limiting perspective that any given order creates. Dewey attempts to solve this problem
by turning to what he sees as a dialectical process: the scientific method (2S). West
extends this process by applying to it the critical perspectives of both progressive Marxist
thought and the experiences and traditions of Afncan Americans (Prophesy 95).
Operating out of the rhetorical tradition, Vico observed the same problem of a
sense of order that claims to ground itself in absolute truth, and it was on this basis that
he attacked Cartesian duality, and the opposition it emphasized between absolute truth
and absolute falsity. He understood that in the realm of human action, the road to right
action may run through the terrain of the probable, and thus that the ability to explore a
range of perspectives, a variety of ways of ordering, would prove of more benefit that
adherence to a single way of seeing. He encapsulates this view in his definition of the
sage, the epitome of wisdom in action (and the fact that he conceives of wisdom as
something in action is significant here):
But the sage who, through all obliquities and uncertainties of human actions and
events, keeps his eye steadily focused on eternal truth, manages to follow a
roundabout way whenever he cannot travel in a straight line, and makes decisions,
in the field of action, which, in the course of time, prove to be as profitable as the
nature of things permits (Study Methods 35).
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Like Vico, Burke considers the issue of order from the rhetorical perspective.
That is, he considers how order operates in and through language. As a result, his notions
of how we might construct and reconstruct order are rooted in our ways for naming order,
in what he calls in Language as Symbolic Action, "terministic screens."
Let us now consider conversion as a means out of the dilemma order presents to
us. The ability to convert or shift from one sense of order to another allows us to exploit
the strengths that any given order provides; it does not require we try to abandon order
once and for all, that we make a fetish of chaos in the name of freedom, as I attempted to
do in my initial teaching, all the while evaluating others according to an unarticulated set
of standards. At the same time, accepting the necessity of conversion acknowledges the
limits inevitable in any way of looking at the world.
Because we are dealing with already established orders on the part of our students, I
describe what a teacher does at the most basic level as conversion: turning students from
belief in one sense of order, with all of its attending forms, to belief in another. I hope to
convince my writing students to give up a less productive way of writing for a more
enriching way. Almost immediately, though, the term "conversion" presents us with
problems. Two important settings in which we use conversion—the spiritual and the
economic—seem to suggest contradictory aims; Economic conversion emphasizes fluidity
(we value cash because it is "liquid," meaning we can exchange it for virtually anything);
spiritual conversion, on the other hand, tries to create the ultimate stability, at least to the
extent that one had found "real" spirituality and been "really" converted by it. We would
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ridicule someone, for example, who converts to Christianity one week. Buddhism the next,
Islam after that, and so on.
Conversion's economic connotations fit disturbingly well into our tendency to
characterize learning as the acquisition of intellectual capital (which we expect to eventually
convert into monetary capital). If we reduce learning to a process of gaining capital, then the
classroom becomes primarily a mailcetplace. We hear this voice of the market when a
student complains that she isn't getting her "money's worth" from a particular class because
she believes it has no direct applications on the job market; she is talking about monetary
return on her investment. This attitude brings to my mind Stanley Crouch's criticism that
many of us can no longer tell a place where souls are saved from a place where bodies are
sold (Crouch).
I persist, despite these problems, in using conversion as a key term because it
complicates my thinking about the work teachers face. If, for the moment, we imagine
conversion's economic and spiritual cotmotations complementing rather than contradicting
each other, we can see how the teacher engaging in conversion might make use of both the
fluid and the stable. As a teacher converts students, she must try to balance some notion of
an order that already exists with an order that she wishes to point her students toward. To
"turn" them from belief in one order to belief in another, she must disorient them in terms of
their current attitude toward writing while simultaneously orienting them into new attitudes.
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The idea of turning—an idea literally at the root of the word conversion-comes up in
Aristotle's Poetics when he discusses the peripety or reversal of fortune present in great
drama, but as he points out, this turn can be accomplished either simply or with complexity.
My dissatisfaction with my teaching comes from the simplistic ways I have tried to convert
students in the past. The simple conversion I have tended to employ involved swiping one
order for another, going from "Every good piece of writing starts with an outline" to "Every
good piece of writing starts with freewriting." The forms of the two orders are identical, and
they are both hierarchical; I have merely attempted to shift from immersion in one belief to
immersion in another without reflecting on the implications of belief or conversion as acts in
themselves.

A move toward conversion, therefore, raises two sets of problems, the first
practical and the second ethical in nature. First, how are we as teachers to carry out this
conversion, not only with ourselves but with our students? In a purely practical sense, by
what mechanism will this conversion work? Second, in an ethical sense, how will we
keep this conversion from getting out of hand? How, in other words, can we evaluate the
ethical quality of our conversions so that they do not degenerate into opportunistic
manipulation of others for our gain and at their expense? Of the two sets of issues, the
second takes on an particularly crucial tenor given our potential power as teachers to
shape the conceptions of our students through our authority over them.
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In answer to the first question, while this study makes no attempt to ofTer a
specific program of action, I will suggest a terminological process which I believe can be
at the center of the act of conversion. That term is the rhetorical trope synecdoche, in
which a part is selected to stand for the whole, or the whole is used to represent a part.
My answer to the second question, following Burke, is attitudinal, and I wish to call that
attitude courtship or romantic comedy.

Both Builce and Vico identify synecdoche as one of the four master tropes, along
with metaphor, meton3rmy, and irony. Burke claims that synecdochic relations essentially
deal with representation, with what stands for what, and he connects the term specifically
with notions of conversion of various kinds (Grammar 507-508). Cornel West, goes
further, and in his comparison of humanist, postructuralist, and dialectical traditions,
indicates that the trope that goes best with dialectical inquiry is synecdoche. He describes
synecdoche as "part-whole relations in which a totality serves as the context within which
complex levels are mediated and related." West argues that the dialectical is the richest of
the traditions, and he gives synecdoche a central role in that tradition (Faith 143).
For our purposes here, I chiefly want to note that, as Burke indicates with his
connection of synecdoche to representation, our representations are always partial. By the
very nature, they involve the selection of some elements of an experience, phenomena, or
history as central, and the assignment of other elements as peripheral or invisible. The
idea synecdoche can operate as a means to conversion follows from the notion that a shift
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in the elements selected for representation changes both the nature and meaning of that
representation. Depending upon what events in a history we consider essential, the lesson
that history teaches may shift accordingly.
Through our use of synecdoche, we make choices about which part of an
experience or narrative is to stand for the whole. Will I select as the representative
moment of my childhood an incident of pain and suffering, or will I choose an occasion
of the joy I discovered in my own written words? Is dyslexia the most salient feature of
George's writing identity, or does his ability to read and react to different situations tell
us what we most need to know? Has the story of James' previous success as a student
been one that underscores acquisition of information and formats, or is it a story of his
own abilities being coaxed into the daylight? The creation of each narrative offers us
choices. Synecdoche reminds us of the shaping power of those choices.

The range of synecdochic transformations I am willing to allow my students to
make is not, nor should it not be, limitless. Mindful of the fact that teachers seek not
merely to liberate or release but to turn or persuade students, we must acknowledge that
we place restrictions on the turns we permit our students to perform. In other words, our
attempts to persuade occur in situations of unequal power distribution; they occur in
situations suffused with hierarchy. The teacher's position in the hierarchy gives her a
certain authority (though perhaps not as much as her students might believe), but it also
places upon her certain obligations in her relations with her students.
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This moment, the creation of the relationship in the face of differences—
particularly differences in power—is the place at which courtship enters into the
equation. Burke's use of the term "courtship," which he defines as "the use of suasive
devices for the transcending of social estrangement," raises romantic connotations, but
more importantly should bring to our minds the connection between power and love
(Hhetoric 208-209). The differences in power between teachers and students gives a kind
of mystery to the relationship. Burke contends. For our purposes, we must think about
how to make use of this mystery, and here I would combine courtship with Burke's
notion of the comic attitude in order to arrive at a kind of romantic comedy.
Romantic comedy, from Shakespeare's Taming of the Shrew to the screwball
comedies of 1930s films to the present day, operates with two essential ingredients: the
bringing together of two people from different perspectives (racial, sexual, social,
political, or cultural) and the transcending of that difference through a kind of discounting
of each perspective. That is, what makes the relationship work is the ability of at least
one, and usually both, people to see the fallibility of their perspectives, their ability to
take their perspectives less seriously. This, I would argue, is equally essential for the
courtship which must occur between teachers and students in composition classrooms.
Stepping into the choices synecdoche offers to us, and being patient enough to
consider their significance, becomes difficult when we seek only the shortest line from A
to B. We must consider our histories not only in light of our sense of ourselves but in
light of our relations to others. This means we must operate out of an attitude of romantic
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comedy. Such an attitude requires a level of acceptance both of the other and of the self
It does not flow from an attempt to make the other identical with us or to efface ourselves
in order to be what the other might want us to be.
It is tempting as teachers to reject aspects of our students. However, rejection
directs one either to reject or defend one's self, but not to explore one's self Acceptance,
on the other hand, turns us in some fundamental back toward ourselves, because it allows
us to see ourselves as valuable resources, as beings with something to offer. Acceptance
encourages us to name what we bring to table and to place in there in front of others that
they may partake of it.
In the scene in Strictly Ballroom when Fran's father demands, "Show me your
pasa doble," the older generation laughs because their dance lacks both tradition and
passion. "How do you keep the rhythm?" Scott asks, and Fran's grandmother answers
him by patting the beat with her hands upon his chest, over his heart. To draw on the
strength of the culture, he must accept what he hears within; he must understand and
listen to what he already embodies. We must help our students to hear the syntax of their
own sentences, the music of their own words, and the force of their own rhetorical
strategies both in and out of school.
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Let's face the music and dance
In this fearful collaborative enterprise that is education, a teacher's most
important allies are arrayed in the classroom before him: the students. Whatever the
teacher is to accomplish in that course requires, at the very least, the permission of those
students. She has no control without their cooperation and no authority without their
respect, can engage in no dialogue without their voices, cannot teach without their
consent to leam. For better or worse, whether it succeeds or fails, what happens in the
class is a kind of dance, and the teacher cannot perform it alone.
Beginning with that assumption, this study has attempted to better understand the
attitudes of those others with whom we teachers dance. We have considered some
categories we might use to characterize these student attitudes, at least the ones presented
by the students in these case studies, and in so doing we have attempted to demonstrate
several points. The first of these is that students do have attitudes toward writing; they
have conceptions of writing which they can articulate when asked to do so. Though these
case studies deal only with four students, they possessed no unusual characteristics which
might lead us to assume that they would have any higher developed sense of writing than
similar students at any educational institution.
We must recognize, however, that student conceptions concerning writing are
bound up with their conceptions of education as a whole and with their competing,
sometimes conflicting identities of themselves as writers, students, and social individuals.
Students negotiate these identities based upon their earlier experiences, but based even
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more upon their interpretation of those experiences, on the lenses through which they
view those experiences. The good news is that these lenses may be shaped and altered.
The more difficult question for us as teachers deals with how we might go about the task
of reshaping.
In this chapter, I have suggested a way to conceptualize this task, but none of this
will matter if teachers do not first reconceptualize their students, which requires teachers
to reconceive themselves. One cannot change one of the elements in a relationship and
maintain the relationship without changing the other elements. If teachers wish students
to think of their school writing as an act that reaches beyond the classrooms and into the
world, then those teachers need to do more to understand the world as students see it.
They need to bring to voice, and enter into dialogue with, student attitudes.
The breakthrough that the young dancers, Scott and Fran, ultimately achieve in
Strictly Ballroom begins with desire to explore new possibilities, but their ability to
perform their new steps and still remain ballroom dancers only occurs through the
intervention of elders: Fran's Spanish father and grandmother, and Scott's father. Of
course, they could have simply left the world of ballroom dance and performed on their
own. Or, they could have abandoned their new steps altogether and remained within the
strialy ballroom confines. Instead, with the aid of these elders, they negotiate the creation
of a new space that both remains within, and transforms the conventional ballroom.
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I believe that as teachers we must act as the kind of elders who encourage
transformation. Of course, there are other elders in the film as well, those who refuse to
sanction or even consider the possibility of negotiation. These are the elders as
gatekeepers, as preservers of established forms, and all too often this is the role we
teachers feel compelled to play. But like our students, we must realize that we have
alternatives, that there are other ways to think about what we do. This is not now, nor will
it ever be, easy because finally and fundamentally, facing the music and facing the other
requires that we face the conflict within ourselves as teachers, that we face our own
ambivalence.
Educational theorist Parker Palmer recognizes teaching as a courageous act, for it
requires us to deal with our own fear, fear of the competitive academic culture if which
we find ourselves and fear of our own inadequacy (38). However, if we wish our
students' writing to reach beyond the strictly classroom, then we must do no less in our
teaching and in our relations with them.

APPENDIX A:

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS AND TRANSCRIPT

M.A. Robinson/ Feb. 17, 1995
Draft Questions for Interview #1

Where are you from? What is your family like? What do your
parents do?

When and how did you first leam to write? (What do you remember
about learning to write or first using writing?)

What were your writing courses in high school like? What did you
learn from them? What did you think of them?

What other writing courses have you had in college?

How have you done in previous writing courses?

What was the best writing class you ever had? Why?

What did you expect your college writing courses to be like?

How would you describe the composition course you're taking now?

How would you define good writing?

How do you think people use writing in the field you plan to
enter?

How do your friends and/or people in your family use writing?

What kind of writing do you do for school? For yourself? How do
you go about it?

Some people believe that developing writing skills is one of the
most important things you should do in college. What do you think
of that?

If you could set up a writing class any way you wanted, what
kinds of things would the students leam?

What would the teacher be like and what would he or she do?

Do you have any questions or anything you'd like to add to what
you've said?
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1
April 14, 1995

M:

Mainly what I want to do in this interview, at the beginning
particularly, is just find out about your past experiences.
Just generally, where you're from, you told me a little
about where you're from.

Can you tell me more about that?

Family background, that kind of stuff.
T:

I'm from

I lived with my

mom, went to a high school that was fairly competitive, so
it was hard.
M:

Private or public school?

T:

It v/as public.

And I guess I expected more of an education

from that high school, but
M:

Let tne backtrack a little bit to your family.

What do your

parents do?
T:

My mom is a social v/orker, she works with

.

M:

J'fhat is your brother doing?

T:

My brother is going to school, he's majoring in

M:

Is he back there, where does he go to school?

T:

Yeah, he's back home,

a Catholic

school.
M:

Yeah, actually there's a, I went to a Catholic junior high
school and high school and there's a nun who taught me
English and religion who teaches college in St. Paul, I
can't remember, she really likes it and I've heard really

good things about

If it weren't

so cold I'd think about living there.
It's not that bad.
I don't know.

I lived in, I grew up in Kansas, which gets

pretty cold and I don't know if I could take it anyplace
else.

So what do you kind of first remember in terms of

writing and learning to write, early school stuff, inside or
outside of school.

What's some early stuff that you can

remember?
I remember, actually my dad was an English major and so I
remember always asking my parents to help me v/rite out my
papers because it was always really hard for me and they
never, they would, at first they would try to just give me
ideas and get me started, by them doing that I kind of
always depended on, I guess it wasn't that significant.
Do you remember any stuff from elementary school or
anything?
Not really.
What were your courses like in say junior high or high
school?

What were your classes like.

You were talking

about how you, not happy with, was it like five paragraph
essays or was it that structured or?
Yeah, it was very structured and when I did get my papers
back there was feedback but it was all grammatic.
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3

H:

Was there reading along with that, did you have courses that
were just writing courses or were they pretty much
literature and writing?

T:

I had one course that was literature and writing.
really that much writing, just like a few

.

know, more classes like that that went more

It wasn't
you

and

M:

Have you had any of the writing courses here?

T:

Mo.

M;

VJhat made you take 101 in the spring or instead of the fall
or when did you come in?

T:

Well I had 100 last semester and then

M:

Okay, yeah, I was wondering because a lot of the people who
take it, some of the people just put off loi, a lot of
people take it have taken 100.

How was 100, how did that

go, or how did you like that?
T:

I was pretty happy, I liked my professor, I wasn't really
happy with the class as a whole because there wasn't really
any class discussions and I mean that's something that, it's
up to the students.

M:

Who did you have?

T:

Professor

M:
T:
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M:

Yeah, I know him.

Well, you thought you got some stuff out

of the class, but didn't really particularly enjoy the
class?

What's the best writing class you've ever had?

T:

I would have to say up until now probably 101.

M:

Why is that?

T:

She'll do exercises in class,

What do you like about that class?
(Recorder is messing

up)
M:

Okay, it's just, voice activated, yeah, it's recording, I'm
sorry.

I guess I don't know how to use this right, yeah, it

moves when we're talking, so, yeah, you like the interaction
and the way she does the discussion, yeah, okay.

How what

did you, talking about the difference between the high
school course you had and this course you're taking now,
what kind of expectations did you have when you were coming
in, either 100 or 101, what did you think college writing
courses were going to be like?
T:

Actually, well I try to go into things not really having a
lot of expectations I guess because I don't want to be

,

when I took the placement test I found out that I was placed
in 100 I was a little — and well I'll just go into it and
I'm sure I'll get something out of it, I went into it and I
mean I learned, I learned where my weaknesses were and that
was something
K:

More writing or more reading or

T:

I guess more writing.

207

M:

Is this 100 or 101 or both?

T:

100.

More writing and it would be different and that's what

I would have liked,
M:

How about in terms of 101, I'm thinking both about the
writing that you're doing in the class but also in terms of,
because you talk about one of the reason you're transferring
is the students as well and the kind of interaction, the
interaction of 100, what kind of things did you expect or
hope for in terms of sort of what the students would be
doing in the class, what you would be doing in terms of
writing and what the teacher would be doing and how that
would be.

T:

What did you hope for anyway?

Well I hoped the students would have more concerns, after
the peer evaluation
a lack of concern,

, or no paper, I mean that just shows
she leaves it up to the students

and
M;

The interaction is a little bit different, just kind of the
role she plays.

Did that expectation come from just high

school stuff, was that kind of where you got
T:

Yeah.

M:

You touched on just a minute ago how important you think
writing is, let's talk a little bit more about that because
as you say it seems to some of the students that that is not
important, so where do you think you get that sense from and

what is that about, your feeling that writing is so
important?
A person chooses to a — field,

it's a form of

expression
Vou talk about being expression, is that sort of the way you
see it for yourself or in terms of what writing does for you
or, are you interested more in the professional sense that
you're going to have to do it in your work, in your field,
or is it more in the personal sense or is it some
combination of those two?
I guess it's a combination, I plan to go into
writing, well, letter writing, because I

personal
to learn to

express
What do you see as sort of the purpose, the purposes for
this class and what are you supposed to be getting out of
it?

What do you think you're supposed to be getting out of

it, what, do you think the university or Phyllis thinks
you're supposed to be getting out of it?
What I'm supposed to be getting out of it is

.

Okay, if you could set up the class any way that you wanted
to or set up a writing class like this any way that you
wanted to, what would it be like?

What would the students

be doing? What would the teacher be doing?
I'd set it up the same except

In terms of reading, do you think more about reading
literature or
Uh huh.
Okay.

One of the things that I noticed, like in your

journals and stuff is the number of questions that you ask
about your own writing, about, just about a lot of things,
particularly about writing them and I wondered what role do
you see questions playing in the class?

I remember at the

very beginning we did those exercises and we looked at the
macaroni cartoon and the Doonesbury cartoon, both of those
involved asking or not asking questions in class.
do you see that playing in class?
important to you?

What role

Is that something

Is that something you do a lot or what do

you think about that?
I think in the past I've been afraid to ask questions, you
know, in the 101 class it's been
Is it easier to ask those kinds of questions in the journal
as opposed to class do you think or do you see any
difference?
I don't see any difference, not for myself at least.
think there is a difference for other students.

I

I'm sure

they get a lot out of writing in their journals.
I'm trying to think if there was anything else.

There was

something, when we were talking about what the ideal class
would be like, is there anything that you would have the

zlo
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teacher do differently?

You talk about how you would have

the students reading more and reading more literature.

Is

there anything that the teacher would do differently or the
teacher be pretty much the way Phyllis has been, do you
think?
T:

I don't really know any other, it's hard to look at it
differently.

M:

It sounds like you've been fairly happy, at least compared
to your previous experiences.

The last question is, are

there any other questions that you have of me or anything
you want to add to any of this stuff that you've, any of
your answers.

Like I said you'll get a chance to add if you

want to when I get the transcripts.

Thanks.
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M.A. Robinson
Spring 1995
Questions for Interview 32

What

is your date of birth?

What

have you liked

What have you

What

most about English lOiT

liked least

Why?

about the class? Why?

has been the hardest thing about English 101? Why?

What has been the easiest

thing about this class? Why?

How do you use writing in your other classes?

How do you use writing outside

What
effect has 101 had
s c h o o 1 )?

of your schooIwork?

on other

writing that ycu

Cin or

out of

How do people you know use writing?

When you write something, how do you go about it?

How much
revising of your writing
about it?

How do you identify good

do you dc, and

hew

dc yoa go

writing (your own or sonecne else's)?

April 21, 1995
As I said, this second interview is more about how you're
using writing now and things like that, some of your ideas
about writing as it is currently as opposed to past
experiences.

But one of the things

started listening to the tapes is
people are.

I

I

realized when

I

don't know how old

So the first question this time is, I just need

to have your birthday, when you were born.
Okay, I was born, I am 19, I was born 12-16-75.
Well

So.

is one of the people I'm interviewing and he's

like in his mid-20s, so that might make a difference,
anyway, thanks.

The other stuff is about, really about this

class and about other ways you're using writing right now.
And I guess

I 'm

just curious in terms of the class what have

you liked the most about this class so far.
In terms of the writing?
Yeah, well, in any aspect that you want to think about that,
could be in terms of writing, could be in terms of just how
the class operates.
I think, well I liked the writing, how we've gone about
starting the writing process and doing things in class,
which has led to class discussions, I liked that a lot.
There really isn't anything I disliked about it.
Well in terms of starting the process, what kind of stuff
has been helpful to you?
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G:

I guess it's usually, I feel like sometimes it may be a
little confusing or not sure but we're encouraged to start a
process, we actually do something and then it becomes more
clear.

M:

So I think that's really helpful.

So there haven't been anything that you haven't liked
really, or?

G:

Not that I can think of.

M:

Well you talked, actually you just mentioned, sort of
getting going with the process, what is your process like in
the stuff that you write for this class in particular, I
guess.
you do?

What's your writing process like?

I mean what do

When you get an assignment you know, you've got to

write a paper.
G;

I usually don't really worry about making an outline or
anything, I really just start writing because usually a
little anxious about getting it all out on paper because a
lot of times I'll have thoughts and I'll forget to write it
down and then I'll forget about it and then whenever I sit
down I just type and I don't worry about that.

M:

Do you usually start, I mean how soon after you get the
assignment or before the due date do you like to try to
start and does that vary?

G:

I usually start as soon as the assignment is given and as
soon as I know what it is I'm supposed to do, I'll just sit
up and do it.
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M:

Do you write on the computer?

G:

Yeah.

M:

So after you, you kind of write out your thoughts and then
where do you go from there?

G:

Well usually, it usually comes together pretty well, there's
an awful lot that I have to go back and work on
organization, but then after the conference is when I'll
really go back and do a lot of the revising.

M:

If you have to do, if you like doing research or something,
some of these papers, where does that come in?

Do you

write down your thoughts and then work the research in or do
you not sit down to write until you've actually done some or
all the research or how does that?
G:

Well like in this class we had to do all the research before
v /e actually did the paper, so, I think I just pretty much

incorporated the research as I was writing ray thoughts,
which just came together.
K:

And as you said, the research you'd done already ahead of
time.

Okay.

So when you do sort of revise the stuff, say

after the conferences or whatever, what do you do then, what
kind of stuff do you do?
G:

As far as revising it's usually, some things are
organization and also like going back to my thesis and
making that more clear and you know, working on the paper as
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far as you know, making sure everything refers back to ray
thesis.
M:

Just things like that.

So is there much, do you add very much stuff or does it tend
to be kind of arranging things or is there a lot of sort of
new things coming in or a lot of things coming out?

G:

I don't know, I find that there are a lot of instances where
I do have to expand on my ideas, because usually my paper
turns out to be a lot longer than what my rough draft was,
never, I don't know.

M:

Oh, I see what you're saying, so you need more.

G:

Right, so, I do a lot of expanding on my ideas.

M:

And does much come out usually?

G:

Yeah.

M:

What about sort of editing stuff like grammar or sentence
stuff, is that stuff you have to do much with or where does
that fit in the process?

G:

Grammatically I don't usually have to do that, I don't, when
I've had people at the Writing Center read it that's never
really an issue but I do work, I try to work on word choice
and things that just may seem awkward.

M:

In terms of the Writing Center, what do you usually, well
where in the process do you like try to go over there?
know you went over there for the last paper.

G:

I usually go there once for each paper and I usually go
after the group conference.

I
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M:

Is that for, has that just been for the papers in this class
or has this been for paper for other classes too?

G:

I did it for 100 also.

M:

VJhat about writing that you do for other classes?

Have you

had to do very much in the other classes that you've taken?
You've talked about how it's a lot of tests, at least in
this semester, have you had to do a lot of other papers or
writing?

I mean are you still writing for those kind of

things?
G:

I don't think I've had any other papers.
English.

Except for my

I've had to do dance critiques for my dance class,

I mean that's essentially not really, relating the styles.
M:

How long are those?

Are they fairly short or?

G:

Probably about 2-3 pages.

M:

What dance class do you take?

G:

Just a ballet class.

M:

I took ballet and modern dance, many years ago, when I was
an undergrad, just for fun, when I had not had any
experience with trying

, we had to do performance

critiques too, those were fun to do actually, fun just to go
to performances.

What about uses of writing outside of this

class, or outside of school stuff, do you use writing much?
G:

Well actually I had to do a lot of writing just because of
transferring, applying to different schools, I did my
personal statement, well I ended up doing like three
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personal statements and they were pretty much the sane but
for each school I had to change it to adapt it, so, and in
that way I did and I've had to write a couple of letters
just to those people at the universities, more like personal
letters, business type letters and
M:

You were talking about how your boyfriend is away too in
school.

G:

Yeah, so I write so many letters to him every week.

M:

What about, what other stuff do you use writing for that you
can think of, I mean like lists or notes or

G:

Well yeah, I'm a big list person.

M:

Big note taking person in class?

I make lots of lists.
I tend not to be myself,

that's why I'm curious.
G:

Yeah, well I find that usually if I'm really perceptive I'm
able to go to class, get interested and listen to the
lecture, so, I usually try to listen more than write because
I think they'll come back to me rather than have to go
through my notes, but I mean I do take notes, in my botany
class for example.

M:

Yeah, I tend to be the same way, I don't have a lot of
papers and notes from classes and stuff.

What's, we've been

talking about v/hat you liked and didn't like about that
class and how you liked most of the stuff going on in the
class, what's been the hardest part about the class?
been the most difficult to do or?

What's

I think the revising process is really hard because, I mean
usually when I hand in the paper I have a pretty good
feeling about it, you know, pretty confident and but, the
writing, the last revision is hard, you're not always sure
that this is what it's supposed to be and you have
everything and
So you're thinking about that, so the revising in terms of
really try to focus it more on what the requirements are?
What do you thin)' makes that, what is it about that that
makes it so difficult?

Do you think just not being sure

what the assignment is supposed to be about or is it going
back and having to look at your ideas or look your stuff
over again or what do you think makes it so difficult?
I think it's just being unsure about ray writing in general
and not knowing if, I guess it's not questioning really what
the assignment is, but if I applied my writing in the
correct way.

I mean it's not a huge

, you know, just

Oh, just, how confident are you about your writing in
general?

Are you fairly confident you think or less now

than you used to be or moreso than you used to be?
I think moreso.

Just because, like I said before, you know

how I kind of depended on other people to get me started and
now, you knov/, I am more enforced, but it's independent.
So you feel like you can rely on your own judgment more?

8

Yes.

And I mean, and also just with the peer evaluations I

don't really, I've relied more heavily on my judgment, even
though I think it's good to have other people read my
writing, but. I think that I'm a fairly good judge, you Know,
what needs to be done.
Have those been helpful, have they been, the peer
evaluations, have those gone well for you? Or has it not
been particularly useful?
I, no, I mean I just, I think it's a waste of time, I mean I
felt that way in my 100 class also and I mean I don't know
if it's because they don't know, I just don't think it's
that useful.
Is it the comments you get or do they not understand what
you're trying to do or what kind of comments that you think
makes it ?
Well sometimes I think that they don't know what I'm trying
to do and I don't necessarily think that's, you know, bad on
ir.y part, it may just be they're not aware or they can't
recognize you know that they should and that's not
necessarily my fault as a writer, so, I mean in that way.
Has it helped, I know especially this

emphasizing

having questions for your peers to respond to.

Has that

made any difference in terms of the responses that you've
gotten?

It has, I can tell the people are trying to be more
specific, but it's always just so surface level, I mean
they're specific on that surface level but it really doesn't
go beyond that so I don't know if they just don't understand
how to or
What's been, we've sort of been getting at what's hard,
what's been sort of the easier things?

Either in terms of

writing or what you've done in class?
I think it's fairly easy for me to just to start the
assignment and get something done whereas I've noticed that
a couple of people

, it's really hard for them to start

and they're just kind of anxious about it and sort of
worrying about what they're going to write, they just need
to write something and so, I think it's pretty easy just to
write something whether or not you know, it's really going
to be, whether it's going to end up in my paper, but I mean
like class, especially for me is pretty easy,

I don't know

some people are just not very comfortable or
Do you think being in this class has effected your writing
or if so how so?
Effected it in terms of?
Do you think its effected your process, do you think its
effected the quality of your writing?
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G:

I definitely think my quality has improved.
that.

I think my process is about the same.

At least I hope
But yeah, I

think it has improved, really, overall.
M:

I guess the last one I just wanted to ask is, how do you
identify good writing?

You talked about the quality of your

writing or even the quality of other writing that you may
read or something like that, how do you identify whether
it's a good piece of writing?
G:

Maybe starting with your own.

Well I think it depends on you know, looking at what the
purpose is and does the writing apply to that, I also, I
notice a lot of times, like word choice and vocabulary,
because some of these papers I write, I mean they just,
there seems to be a lack of, and I know it's hard to
incorporate good vocabulary and still making the
concise because you don't want to sound too fluffy or too
wordy but, I look for that and just the things that we've
discussed in class like content, and the structure and
things like that.

;•!:

I guess maybe related to the previous question, has, have
the things that you've done in here sort of changed the way
you identify good writing, have they kind of reinforced some
of the things you've looked for before or have other new
things now, I guess you mentioned purpose, I know a lot of
students that I have taught have not thought a lot about
purpose before taking composition or something like that.
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so, has this class added new things to the things that you
look for in good writing or has it just kind of reinforced
the things that you looked for before?
G:

I think it has just reinforced, I think its always been
there but it just hasn't been encouraged or really, you
know, made that important.

M:

Okay, alright, well that's all the questions I have unless
there's any other questions you have or anything you want to
add to, okay, v/ell, thanks a lot.
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APPENDIX B:

CONSENT FORM

IMPLICATIONS OF A SlUDElir'S SENSE OF ORDER W IHE COMPOSITION CLASSROOM
SUBJECfisCOWSENT FORM
I AM BEING
ASKED TO READ THE FOLLOWING MATERIAL
TO ENSURE
THAT I
AM INFORMED OF THE
MATURE OF THIS RESEARCH
STUDY AND OF
HOW I WILL PARTICIPATE IN IT. IF I CONSENT TO DO SO. SIGNING THIS
FORM WILL INDICATE
THAT I HAVE BEEN SO INFORMED
AND THAT I GIVE
MY CONSENT. FEDERAL REGULATIONS
REQUIRE WRITTEN INFORMED CONSENT
PRIOR TO
PARTICIPATION IN THIS RESEARCH STUDY SO THAT I CAN KNOW
THE NATURE AND THE
RISKS OF MY PARTICIPATION
AND CAN DECIDE
TO
FAKTICIPATE OR NOT PARTICIPATE IN A FREE AND INFORMED MANNER.
I am being
invited to voluntarily participate in the abovetitled
research
project. The
purpose of
this project
is
tc
understand how students develop
ideas about writing and learning
in first-year composition classes.
I am being invited to participate
because I an a student in
an English 101 section.
If I agree to participate, I will allow the naterial I write
for the course
to be reproduced and quoted, and
I will allow my
participation
in class
to be
observed and
recorded. I
nav be
as.ked t o
be
interviewed
by the
investigator,
subject
to
my
further
consent.
I
will
receive
no
compensation
for
my
participation.
None of the published material from this study will identify
me by name, and I
will have the option to review and
respond to
any material
that concerns me specificially
published from this
study. Only the following people will have access to the research
data: Michael Robinsijn, Dr. John Warnock, Dr. Tilly
Warnock, and
Dr. Dana Fox.
AUTHORIZATION
BEFORE GIVING MY CONSENT BY SIGNING THIS
FORM. THE METHODS,
INCOMVENIENCES. RISKS. AND BENEFITS HAVE BEEN EXPLAINED TO ME AND
QUESTIONS HAVE
BEEN ANSWERED.
I UNDERSTAND
THAT I
MAY ASK
MY
QUESTIONS
AT ANY TIME
AND THAT I
AM FREE TO
WITHDRAW FROM THE
PROJECT
AT
ANY
TIKE
WITHOUT
CAUSING
BAD
FEELINGS.
MY
PARTICIPATION IN THIS PROJECT MAY BE ENDED BY THE INVESTIGATOR
FOR
REASONS
THAT
WOULD
BE
EXPLAINED.
NEW
INFORMATION
DEVELOPED DURING THE COURSE OF THIS STUDY WHICH MAY
AFFECT MY WILLINGNESS
TO CONTINUE IN THIS
RESEARCH PROJECT WILL
BE GIVEN TO ME
AS IT BECOMES
AVAILABLE. I UNDERSTAND THAT THIS
CONSENT
FORM WILL
BE FILED IN
AH AREA DESIGNATED
BY THE HUMAN
SUBJECTS COMMITTEE
WITH
ACCESS
RESTRICTED
TO
THE
PRINCIPAL
INVESTIGATOR,
MICHAEL ROBINSON, OR
AUTHORIZED REPRESENTATIVE OF
THE ENGLISH DEPARTMENT. I UNDERSTAND THAT I DO NOT GIVE UP ANY OF
MY LEGAL
RIGHTS BY
SIGNING
THIS FORM. A COPY
OF THIS
SIGNED
CONSENT FORM WILL BE GIVEN TO ME.

Subject's Signature

Date

Parent Legal Guardian (if necessary)

Date
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INVESTIGATOR'S AFFIDAVIT
I have carefully explained to the subject the nature
of t h e
above project. I hereby certify that to the best
of my knowledge
the person who
is signing this consent
f o m understands clearly
the
nature, denands,
benefits,
and risks
involved in
his/her
participation and
his/her signature is legally valid. A medical
problen or language or educational barrier has not precluded this
understand ing.

Signature of Investigator

Date
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APPENDIX C:

COURSE SYLLABUS AND EXERCISES

(Mil
Section 014 • M/W/F 10:00-10:50 ajn. • ENGR 203
Instructor Phyllis Mentzeil Ryder
Office: Modem Languages 411
Office Phone (in office hrs): 621-3153
Office Hours: Wed & Fri 8:45-9:45 a.m.,
Leave Messages: Modem Languages 445 / 621-1836
& by appointment

Required Texts:
Buffington, Ransdell, Ryder. A Student's Guide to First Year Composition .(15th Ed.)
Selzer, Jack, Ed. Conversations: Readings for Writing (2nd Ed.)
Ede, Lisa. Work in Progress: A Guide to Writing and Revising.
S t . M a r t i n ' s P o c k e t G u i d e t o L i b r a r y R e s e a r c h a n d D o c u m e n t i n g S o u r c e s OR any
manual for MLA doctimentation.
Library Skills workbook (purchase when assigned)
Photocopies of your work for peer reviews.
Course Description: Often in English classes we read other people's work and
concentrate on what they have said. In this course, we will focus mosdy on how
they say it. We will talk about the many ftictors writers must consider as they
produce successful essays, and the many strategies they can choose in order to assess
those factors. By analyzing professional and student work, you will discover writing
techniques to incorporate into your own work. In this workshop course, you will
write three main essays plus a midterm and a final. The main essays will center on
a topic of your choice, and the three essays will build towards a researched, detailed
analysis of that topic. During the course you work through multiple drafts of each
essay, creating significant revisions with the help of your classmates.
Attendance Policy: Attendance is mandatory because composition courses are
workshop courses which include in-class writing, peer group work, and conferences.
If you miss more than three classes, you may be dropped with an E. See the
Student's Guide Chapter 3 for more on this policy.
Essays: Over the semester, you will write one main essay (in parts) and several
shorter essays to prepare for it. In addition, there will be an in-<dass midterm and
final. For each of your essays, you will write drafts which will be reviewed by your
peers and/or me. Drafts should show significant changes in purpose, audience,
organization or evidence; revision means re-conceiving ideas, re-organizing
thoughts, and expanding as well as condensing your material.
On each due date, you must turn in (in a pocket folder) your final version, a
self-evaluation (to be completed in class), your drafts, and your peers' reviews. Late
work will not be accepted without penalty unless you make arrangnents for am
extension prior to the due date. Late papers will be marked down 1/3 of a grade for
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each schcxjl day they are late (That is, a B+ paper wilJ become a B after one day, a Bafter two, and so on).
All essays and bilbiographies should be typed in regular, 12-point type and
double-spaced. (See the Student's Guide Appendix B for locations of campus
computer centers). Put your name, the date, my name and section number in the
top right hand comer, sldp a few lines to write your title, and skip another line
before you begin your essay. Number your pages. Proofread carefully; use
spellcheckers!
In- Class W riting Assignments: In-class writing exercises will be assigned
throughout the course, [f you are not in class the day these are assigned, you cannot
make up this work. In-class writing will account for 10% of the cotu-se grade.

Journals: Each Friday, you must turn in three pages of an on-going journal.
Journals are not meant as diaries of your personal life, but as explorations of your
writing and communicative self. Suggestions for journal entries are included on
the course chart (attached); you may choose to write on an assigned topic, or you
may write about your progress on an essay, your experience reading or writing
anything (not necessarily related to the course), or places where you were aware of
how someone used language. In addition, if you have specific questions about the
course or an assignment that haven't been ariswered, jot down your questions in
the journal. I will not grade individual journal responses, but instead will record
each page for credit. At the end of the semester you will receive a journal grade
(10% of the course grade) based on the percentage of pages you complete. Use 8 1/2 X
11 loose-leaf paper.
Peer Rev iews: The best way to understand how your writing is affecting others is
to get feedback. We will accomplish this by exchanging drafts before the final
versions are due. You will be responsible for giving careful, close readings to your
peers' essays, and for providing specific advice in a letter to the author. This process
is crucial, as it not only gives authors' more input on their writing, but also
provides you, the reader, with a clearer sense of your options while writing. Bring
two copies of your letters to conferences—one for me and one for the author; these
letters will be assessed, cmd the total will account for 5% of the course grade. You
must bring in rough drafts on the designated days or the final grade for the essay
will be lowered a letter grade.

Office Hours and Conferences: I encourage you to discuss your ideas and drafts
with me during my office hours any week. In addition, we will have scheduled
coriferences during the semester, where I will cancel classes in order to meet with
you in groups. A missed conferences counts as an absence. Keep copies of materia]
you have turned in to me and keep all the writing you do for this class in a
portfolio—that includes essays, drafts, in-class writing, journals, peer-review letters
and self-evaluations. Bring these portfolios to conferences, and be prepared to refer
to them as you evaluate your progress over the semester.

Grading Policy: The Student's Guide explains grading policies, methods of
responding to drafts and final copies, and the standards of the Composition
Program. My comments on written work will consider the following aspects of
writing in the contexts of the specific assignment: purpose, audience, content,
expression, organization, development of ideas, mecharucs, and maturity of .
thought.
Academ ic Dishonesty and Plagiarism: All UA students are responsible for
upholding the Code of Academic Integrity, available through the Office of the Dean
of Students. Read carefully the synopsis of the code in the Student's Guide .

Deadlines ic Breakdown of Grades:
All essays and exams must be turned in to receive a passing grade in the course.
ESSAYS (50%)
10% Personal Exploratory Essay (4-5 p.)
05% Annotated Bibliography (10 sources)
Library Skills Workbook (Part 3)
15% Contextual Analysis Essay (4-7 p.)
20% Persuasive Essay (10 + p.)

Draft
Feb. 6

Conferences
Feb. 8-10

Mar. 20
Apr. 12

Mar. 20-22
Apr. 14-17

Final
Feb. 13
Mar. 3
TBA
Mar. 27
Apr. 26

EXAMS (25%)
10%
15%

Mid-term Essay Exam
Final Essay Exam

OTHER WRMNC (25%)
10% Journals
3 pages collected each Friday
10% In-Class Writing & Exercises
05% Peer Review Letters

Feb. 24
May 6

J
Grading Policy: The Student's Guide explains grading policies, methods of
responding to drafts and final copies, and the standards of the Composition
Program. My comments on written work will consider the following aspects of
writing in the contexts of the specific assignment: purpose, audience, content,
expression, organization, development of ideas, mechanics, and matiirity of
thought.

Academic Dishonesty and Plagiarism: All UA students are responsible for
upholding the Code of Academic Integrity, available through the Office of the Dean
of Students. Read carefully the synopsis of the code in the Student's Guide .
Deadlines & Breakdown of Grades:
All essays and exams must be turned in to receive a passing grade in the course.
ESSAYS (50%)
10% Personal Exploratory Essay (4-5 p.)
15% Contextual Analysis Essay (4-7 p.)
05% Annotated Bibliography (10 sources)
Library Skills
20% Persuasive Essay (10 + p.)
EXAMS (25%)
10% Mid-term Essay Exam
15% Final Essay Exam
OTHER WRITING (25%)
10% Journals
3 pages collected each Friday
10% In-Class Writing & Exercises
05% Peer Review Letters

Draft
Feb. 9
Mar. 7

Conferences
Feb. 10 - 15
Mar. 8-11

Apr. 11

Apr. 12-15

Final
Feb. 16
Mar. 21
Mar. 28
TBA
Apr. 25

Feb. 25
May 6
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English 101.14
Mentzell Ryder
In-class writing
1) Using the "I Remembers" we read aloud in class as a model,
list 20 "I Remembers."
2) Look over your "I Remembers" and choose three which
stand out to you. They might stand out because they were
particularly signiflcant experiences, ones which changed
your life in some way, or bccause they seem particulariy
clear to you. Don't assume that the moment needs to be
monumental—sometimes a very close examination of a
simple eveiung meal can lead to an insightful essay. Once
you have choscn your three "I Remembers," write 10 more'
"I Remembers" based on each of those moments. Try to
focus on sensory details—what you remember seeing,
hearing, touching, tasting, etc.
3) Look over these lists, and choose the event which you think
will be most interesting and fun to write about. Write a
one-page (at least) essay exploring this idea. The essay
does not need to be polished or profound—you arc merely
trying out an idea to see how it feels. Push yourself to be
creative and descriptive; push yourself to reflect on the
noment, using what you know now to give us new insights.
Turn in your lists and your mini-essay Wednesday.

English 101.14
Mentzcll Ryder
In-class writine
1) Using the "I Believes" we read aloud in class as a model, list
20 "I Believes."
2) Look over your "I Believes" and choose three which stand
out. They might stand out because you feel so strongly
that you want to convince others about them or because
you are not positive about them anymore and want to
explore the idea further. Once again, don't assume that the
moment needs to be monumental—an examation of why you
believe that garbage should be collected once a month could
lead to as interesting an essay as an examination of why
you believe that all men should have to take women's
studies classes. Once you have chosen your three "I
Believes," write 10 "I Remembers" in which you list times
when you came to this beleif, were forced to question this
belief, or had the belief confimied. As you come up with
your "I Remembers," once again try to focus on sensory
details—what you remember seeing, hearing, touching,
tasting, etc.
3) Look over these lists, and choose the event which you think
will be most interesting and fiin to write about. Write a
one-page (at least) essay exploring this idea. The essay
does not need to be polished or profound—you are merely
trying out an idea to see how it feels. Push yourself to be
creative and descriptive; push yourself to reflect on the
moment, using what you know now to give us new insights.
Bring in your lists and your mini-essay Friday.

English 101.14
Mentzell Ryder

tn-class writing
1. Make a list of 20 communities you belong to. These might be
voluntary associations (fraternity) or involuntary (white male).
They might be communities you are proud of or ones you arc not
sure about. They may be made up of a few people (honor students
in my graduating class) or of many people (Star Trek fans). Push
yourself to think hard about what kinds of diverse groups you are
part of.
2. Think about the lists of communities. Arc there communtieis
you are uncomfortable in? communities you feci arc_
misunderstood? communities you feel conflict with other
communities you are in? What do you most want to tell others
about one of your communities or about a combination of them.
Pick three or four communities that you feel ought to be talked
about.
3. Write a brief (one page) essay exploring this topic. You
might, for example, want to share particular moments that have
been central to your understanding of the community or an aspect
of the community. What specific events might you narrate so
your readers understand your experiences?
Your focus for this
mini-essay will be dictated by the community you choose, but here
arc a few suggestions to get you thinking.
• What do outsiders commonly misunderstand?
• What do other members of your community assume about you
that is not true?
• Are there actions you feel that need to be taken by your
community?
• Arc there some unwritten ( or written) rules that you feel need
to be changed?
• Do you have to make any obvious or subtle changes as you shift
between any of your communities?
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