
Preface 

The current collection of essays on writing across the curriculum 
(WAC) defines terms, presents helpful suggestions, even provides 
models for useful documents (everything from workshop evalua­
tion forms to contracts for visiting consultants), and in short, 
makes everyone's work easier. As I read the manuscript, I found 
myself often agreeing, sometimes disagreeing, but always wish­
ing that somehow this book had existed in 1974 when many of us 
were first embarking on the collegial enterprise now known as 
writing across the curriculum. 

In the mid-seventies, a few colleges provided space and time for 
composition instructors to exchange ideas with colleagues in other 
disciplines. Often these conversations began as confrontations at 
meetings of curriculum committees, with instructors from "con­
tent" disciplines offering diatribes on the various failings of En­
glish 101. Carleton College (Northfield, Minnesota), under the 
academic leadership of Dean Harriet Sheridan, was the first insti­
tution that I know of to move the venue of these cross-curricular 
exchanges to the more civilized setting of a summer workshop. 
With modest funding from the Northwest Area Foundation, Carle­
ton College instituted the first faculty writing workshops during 
the summers of 1974 and 1975. These workshops included under­
graduates who were later designated "rhetoric fellows" and dur­
ing the academic year were assigned to assist instructors of writ­
ing-intensive courses, performing the functions of what we today 
call writing fellows or writing associates. (In 1979, when Harriet 
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Sheridan became dean of the college at Brown University, she 
moved quickly to establish the well-known Brown Writing Fel­
lows program, which she had already conceptualized and imple­
mented at Carleton.) 

In December of 1975, immediately after Mina Shaughnessy's 
stunning talk, "Diving In," at the m ting of the Modern Language 
Association (MLA) in San Francisco, I had the great good fortune to 
meet Harriet Sheridan on a cable car heading for Fisherman's Wharf. 
Before that cable car ride, I was one of many beleaguered and very 
junior composition instructors who had spent the previous au­
tumn as flak catcher for the faculty's frustrations over student 
writing. After that cable car rid , I had in my posse sion ome-­
thing that could transform angst and indignation into productiv 
collegial exchange. I had what we then called "The Carleton Plan." 
That plan had the seeds of all the basic principles of writing across 
the curriculum: 

• Faculty writing workshops can create a nonhierarchical setting for
real dialogue across disciplines.

• Curriculum change depends on intellectual exchange among faculty
members.

• Faculty members must feel a sense of ownership in a WAC program.

• Collaboration is the k y to success, among faculty m mb rs and
among tudents.

• Undergraduates can be integrally involved in commenting on work­
in-progr sand can take al ader hip role in a WAC program.

• Writing across the curriculum is built on a definition of writing as a
complex process closely related to thinking.

• Writing across the curriculum helps students to learn subject matter
as well as to improve fluency in writing.

In 1975, I was an assistant professor at a small, private, residen­
tial lib ral art college (Beaver). Today I am a dean at a larg , urban 
commuter campus (Queens College/CUNY). As I approach the 
two-decade mark of thinking ab ut writing across the curriculum 
in very differ nt institutional etting , I conclud with some con­
fid nee that the movement has created momentum for r al chang 
in th acad my. WAC is not mer ly a catch phras to d crib a 
fad of the even ties and eighties. The nineties are here, and writing 
across the curriculum is also here. 
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The current text will b normously useful to readers who are 
now planning to initiate or expand writing across the curriculum 
on their own campuses. But let me tak the privilege of the preface 
writer by adding a few suggestions on how best to use this book. 
I would strongly suggest listening to the cautionary words of 
everal contributors who warn against the quick fix and urge 

careful study of individual institutional settings. Those who would 
change curriculum must become ethnographers of their home cam­
puses. Advice in this b ok-or in thi preface-must not become 
reified. The contributors to this volume are experienced enough 
to provide frequent road signs, warning against dogmatism and 
keeping readers focused on general principles that apply to a wide 
range of colleges and universities. Wh n one author lips occa­
sionally and says, " ever do such-and-such," several others will 
remind us never to say never. On the whole, this text provides a 
useful balance between individual perspectives and collective 
wisdom. We all have too much to do to waste our time reinventing 
wheels. But we cannot forget that all wheels-even those invented 
by others- must be carefully road tested on home terrain. 

Although much has already been accomplished, much remains 
to be done. We still need a great deal more work on the place of 
the freshman English course in writing across the curriculum. 
Linda Peterson's excellent essay provides a starting point. But at 
far too many colleges and universities, a required first-year course 
often bears little connection to ambitious programs across the curric­
ulum. Whether we like it or not, definitions of writing are commu­
nicated explicitly or implicitly in a required first-year course and 
those definitions become difficult to modify later. We ought to 
give more attention to freshman composition as a road map to 
understanding complex definitions of writing in college and be­
yond. 

In 1981, in Writing in the Arts and Sciences, my co-authors and I 
presented a plan for freshman composition based on the concept 
of contextual variability. Our goal was to map a course that would 
prepare students to move gracefully and fluently from one setting 
to another, understanding differences, learning intellectual tact. 
Such tact, we thought, had the best chance of developing in stu­
dents the confidence to question conventions and to challenge 
rules. Generic approaches to freshman composition depend on 
understanding this paradox: rebels are people who know the 
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landscape and who can move easily through it. Those who would 
keep students ignorant of the academic landscape in the name of 
helping them to find their own rebellious voice do not understand 
much about guerrilla warfare. 

Whether readers ace pt my way of connecting fr shman com­
position with writing across the curriculum or Linda Peterson's 
approach or some other interesting mode of connection, we must 
develop in titutional trat gies to make this link. Yet, it i ea ier 
on mo t campu es to dev I p ophi heated approach to writing 
almo t anywh re except in the freshman compo ition program. 
On too many campu w d p nd n und rpaid, und rprepared, 
and overworked adjunct and graduate students to teach thi 
definitive first-year course. We will have difficulty in making any 
productiv intellectual connections until we address the larger 
i sues of institutional priorities. 

And, in fact, the most important theme in this collection is the 
connection between writing across the curriculum and r form in 
higher education. Changing institutional prioriti that fr h­
man comp ition ha re ources and tatus dep nds on political 
and economic reforms. We have mad v ry little progre sin th 
areas. Yet, we are beginning to recognize that a coh r nt program 
of writing instruction is fundamental to reforming undergraduate 
education. As Shirley Strum Kenny, president of Queens Col­
lege/C , has remark d, "By any standards, in any institution 
where und rgraduat education is important, writing across the 
curriculum is important." The implicit message in every essay in 
this collection is that writing aero th curriculum is central to 
improving undergraduate education because WAC gets at funda-

- mental principles of teaching and learning.
L arning occurs at th int r ection of what tudent air ady

know and what they ar r ady t learn. Writing to I am th n
b come mor than a way f r tud nt to I am n w ubj ct matt r.
Journals, letter , and oth r cognitiv writing ta k al r v al t
instructors and peers som thing f the writers' th ugh t proc
Writing to learn becom a way for instructors to I am about the
individuals seated in that classroom. Who are they? What do they
already kn w? What will c nn ct th m vitally to the ab traction
in our 1 s on plans?\Writing across the curriculum means involv­
ing students in their own learning, enabling students to establish
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dialogue with each other, with their textbooks, with documents of 
their culture, and with the world. 

The years of faculty work hops, writing intensive courses, writ­
ing centers, and all the other projects described in this book have 
led us to understand that writing across the curriculum is about 
more than writing or reading or problem solving or critical think­
ing. Writing across the curriculum is a wedge into a reform peda­
gogy. 

Farris and Smith in this volume talk of breaking into the afe 
pattern of lecture/test/lecture. Writing across the curriculum has 
broken through this pedagogic wall. Through responding to what 
students write in a variety of contexts, instructors can break through 
the undifferentiated mass of students in a lectur hall to connect 
with individuals in all their diversity. 

Questions of text selection-the canon-often dominate our 
discussions of education for diversity. But the choice of assigned 
texts matter much le than our ability to connect tho text to 
the individual and differing mind , hearts, and life xperience 
arrayed before us in the cla sroom. Writing acros the curriculum 
implies a set of powerful ways to make classrooms interactive. 
And an interactive classroom is one that is much more likely to 
respect difference. 

Writing across the curriculum m ans incorporating student re­
sponses into teaching. When we take student responses into ac­
count, we give new meaning to teaching for diversity. A student 
born in Cambodia sits in a history clas room and write a journal 
entry on U.S. immigration policy in the early twentieth century. 
An African-American born in Jamaica (Queens) write a first draft 
of a critical analysis of Huckleberry Finn. An Italian-American born 
in Howard Beach works with the other two student in a peer 
group a igned to exchange individual approaches to solving 
caJculu pr blems. The thre students write acknowledgments for 
the inter st and attention that the other students paid to their 
work-in-progress. 

When classrooms in all disciplin focus on writing as a pr ce s 
of If-discovery and a a means for social interaction, w ar 
really attending to the voices of diversity in our classes. 

Yet, as we debate the expansion of the curriculum to encompass 
the globe, the most resilient enemy of WAC, fear over "coverage," 
gains strength. The first issue raised by wary faculty members had 
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always involved the "C word." And the obsession with covering 
material is often more to bolster the professor's sense of self-esteem 
than it is to benefit students. Often we race through material, so 
that instructors who teach our students in later courses cannot 
accuse us of neglecting to mention something. If students don't 
remember what we said, well, that's their problem, but we can feel 
smug about covering the material. I'm still waiting for a T-shirt 
inscribed with the motto "I know that I taught it because I heard 
myself say it." 

But in the nineties, as the academy plays a zero-sum game about 
what to cover, we need to work harder to communicate that WAC 
is a way of changing the rules of the game altogether. WAC 
provides practical means for reconceptualizing the goals of a 
course or of a curriculum plan. One of the most important out­
comes of faculty writing workshops, as the essays in this volume 
confirm, is the reexamination of practices in light of redefined 
goals-goals that are realistically directed to student learning, not 

-to abstract conceptions of what should be covered in a course. As
I have said very often in writing workshops, the unexamined
syllabus is not worth teaching; the unexamined curriculum is not
worth implementing.

WAC is as timely in the nineties as it was in the seventies. But
in addition to its resilience, WAC has also matured. We now have
important works of scholarship to provide perspective for ongo­
ing activities. One of the most significant scholarly works is Writ­
ing in the Academic Disciplines, 1870-1990, A Curricular History by
DavidR. Russell. Russell demonstrates that attempts to incorpo­
rate writing instruction have always been linked with reform
movements in higher education. The history of writing in the

.. academic disciplines is a story of teachers committed to the prin­
ciple that education must be respectful of students' abilities to be 
active participants in their own learning. More than a century of 
reform should encourage our efforts to make preface of what is 
past. Writing Across the Curriculum: A Guide to Developing Programs, 
to which this essay is preface, provides a road map for continuing 
reform. 
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