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EDITORS' COLUMN 

Our field is perhaps too given to proclaiming "turning points" 
(to say nothing of "paradigm shifts"), but it was clear, to us at least, 
that some significant change was in the works by the time of the Con
ference on College Composition and Communication convention in 
Phoenix this past March. The number of sessions devoted to basic 
writing was more than triple what it had been (a mere 8 in '94 and '95, 
up to 12 in '96, suddenly 26 in '97). Further heightening this height
ened interest, this increased recognition of basic writing, was an esca
lation in declarations that it should disappear. Nothing brought these 
developments into focus like the Conference on Basic Writing all-day 
workshop on Race, Class, and Culture in the Basic Writing Classroom. 

"Workshop" is a bit of a misnomer. Oh, there were workshop
like activities, and some account of them is given here, but those within 
CBW at least realize that the "workshop" is the closest thing b!3sic writ
ing has to a national conference-and has had since the 4th National 
Conference on Basic Writing back in 1992, a conference that gave rise 
to another special issue of JBW (Spring 1993). Preparing the cumula
tive index we include in this issue, we were especially aware of that 
special issue-an awareness that no doubt had something to do with. 
our contacting Jeanne Gunner and Gerri McNenny, the CBW work
shop organizers, about the possibility of our doing a special issue based 
on the workshop. (At least we think we contacted them. It may have 
been the other way around. This issue has involved so much back and 
forth on e-mail that we despair of ever disentangling all the "threads.") 

Once in Phoenix, it was impossible to miss the sense of change 
and significance in the air. The CBW workshop came to seem like the 
nexus of apparently fortuitous events (and chains of events) of real 
import: the impressive emergence of class as an issue (something Gary 
Tate reported on at the outset, Ira Shor drove home at the end), the 
recent publication of Jane Maher' s book on Mina Shaughnessy, Victor 
Villanueva' s already intense activity as the future program chair of 
4Cs, the culmination of Barbara Gleason's and Mary Soliday's multi
year, FIPSE-funded project on mainstreaming, and, by no means least, 
the way Jackie Jones Royster, like Gary Tate, showcased collaboration 
with a new generation hard at work in basic writing, so that this issue 
also includes relatively new voices: Becky Taylor, John McMillan, Eliza
beth Woodworth. This seems especially important for the way that 
teachers' voices, especially of the sort too often silenced or muted, de
veloped a special clarity and prominence at the workshop, a centering 
of attention we believe is actually enhanced here. 

DOI: 10.37514/JBW-J.1997.16.1.01
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In developing this issue, we have asked the contributors to give 
print variants on what they presented. In some cases, the workshop 
experience is closely replicated. In others, this less interactive medium 
of print has required a different sort of presentation, and we have a 
little bit to say about that in introducing each piece. But we are struck, 
now that it has come together, by how the offerings have much in com
mon that transcends style or format- above all, a focus, often explicit, 
on the stories we in basic writing have to tell. We seem more inter
ested in narrating than classifying, more interested in examples than 
generalizations, more attuned to cases than trends or patterns- though, 
as Ira Shor reminds us at the end, these stories are situated within larger 
stories, histories: narratives of a field- and a society- and not just work 
within it. 

Of course, stories have various ways of getting told. Some re
quire more participation from the audience to fill in the gaps, make the 
connections. One such, included in this iSsue, is the first full cumula
tive index of JBW. It is not too much to say that it is the story of our 
field- or at least a story of it-and a highly suggestive, richly nuanced 
one at that, something a mere glance over the names and titles will 
convey. Brood over it as we have, and you will see that it bespeaks the 
tensions and paradoxes of a field characterized by exhaustion and enor
mous energy, continuities and discontinuities, brilliant insights from 
within and stubborn misunderstandings from without. With this is
sue, we add new names and titles - particularly impressive and sug
gestive ones-to this roster, this story, as we begin with the next 15 
volumes and step further into the third decade of JBW. 

-George Otte and Trudy Smoke 
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Jeanne Gunner and Gerri McNenny 

RETROSPECTION AS PROLOGUE 

When we approached Jeanne Gunner and Gerri McNenny about their possible contributions to 
this special issue, we didn't know if we should ask for scmething on the order of an introduction 
or something more like a postscript. It turns out they did a bit of both, composing separate but 
complementary pieces. We've decided to frontload them, though they are (as Jeanne's individual 
title suggests) afterthoughts. Jeanne Gunner, formerly of the UCLA Writing Program and now 
Core Composition Director at the Santa Gara University, Chair of the Conference on Basic 
Writingfrom 1995-1997, offers the unusual opportunity of examining the motives, personal and 
professional, for mounting such an enterprise as the workshop represents. Co-Chair of Confer
ence on Basic Writing, Gerri McNenny is Director of Composition at the downtown campus of 
the University of Houston and is hard at work on an anthology of essays treating mainstreaming 
vs. tracking BW students; she chooses to highlight the issue of class, certainly the prominent note 
struck that day (perhaps because it seemed relatively undemoticed before), and her discussion 
provides an excellent overview of and introduction to the presentations of the other participants. 

Jeanne Gunner 

Afterthoughts on Motive 
The CBW-sponsored workshop, "Race, Class, and Culture in the 

Basic Writing Classroom," at the 1997 CCCC in Phoenix, came about 
for many professional reasons. Applying for a slot on the conference 
program, Gerri McNenny and I wrote that the session would take the 
place of the national CBW conference, which was becoming increas
ingly difficult to organize and increasingly expensive for members to 
attend. We also cited the need for our members to meet as a group, to 
have a place at the conference where the discussion would be focused 
on basic writing, where the central topic would be the emerging issues 
in the field, mainstreaming being the center around which these issues 
have recently coalesced. In the session, the theory and practice of 
mainstreaming were to serve as the basis for political critique of vari
ous orders: analysis of class, identity, and cultural awareness in in
structors' own experience; presentation by CUNY researchers speak
ing from the historical site of open admissions and assessing their cur
rent mainstreaming project; and an historical analysis of basic writers' 
social and educational context, which was to serve as a basis for for
mulating one's own personal and professional stance on mainstreaming 
in relation to issues of access and institutional status. 

In inviting the workshop speakers, we were quite aware of the 
political truism that the voices heard are the voices that validate. To 
have our issues" spoken into existence," in a sense, we looked in some 
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cases to have speakers who themselves wield some professional and 
institutional power. Victor Villanueva, Gary Tate, Jacqueline Jones 
Royster, Ira Shor: were they themselves not so committed to inclu
siveness, our invitations to them would really have been a kind of ex
ploitation, of their names, status, and labor. Jane Maher brought with 
her the power and historical record invoked by the name of Mina 
Shaughnessy; if our field has icons, then Shaughnessy's image is clearly 
the pre-eminent one. Mary Soliday and Barbara Gleason provided the 
power of empirical research and FIPSE sponsorship, in their reports 
on their project. Our intentions were not elitist; Gary's co-presenters 
John McMillan and Elizabeth D. Woodworth and Jackie's co-presenter 
Rebecca Taylor are new members of the field, whose contributions to 
the day and to the national discussion were and are important. But in 
addition to the goals we reported to the ecce selection committee 
was the motive of using the workshop and its participants to signal 
the topic's importance in the profession at large, and our list of speak
ers was one element of this desire to enhance the status of the work
shop- to give it national prominence. 

For most of us, I expect the workshop served other professional 
purposes as well. In my case, I was looking for what I initially consid
ered a kind of professional synthesis. I used to define myself prima
rily as a specialist in basic writing, since my teaching, conference pa
pers, publications, and professional affiliations at one point related al
most exclusively to the BW field. As my career path shifted to writing 
program administration, however, I, with only occasional awareness 
of the fact, distanced myself from basic writing. I continued to teach 
the courses, but increasingly my professional conversations shifted to 
new topics; other, seemingly more central writing program issues de
manded my time and attention; and WP As, in conference sessions and 
journals, seemed not to address basic writing as a field. The debates 
over such BW concerns as access and mainstreaming took place in other 
professional arenas, despite the obvious connection to the administra
tors who oversee the curricular and faculty issues that these topics 
necessarily invoke. Only at the first CBW-sponsored workshop at the 
1996 CCCC in Milwaukee, organized by Karen Uehling, Geof{ Sire, 
and Sylvia Holladay, did I begin to question the seemingly 
unintegrated, parallel relationship between basic writing and writing 
program administration, and to sense a need to draw th~se parallel 
lines in the conversation into some more dialogic relationship. 

At the 1996 workshop, I served as a respondent to a paper pre
sented by Charles Schuster on the WP A and basic writing. It was clearly 
a kind of first: because most BW instructors seem not to become WP As, 
and most WP As seem not to teach BW (in each case, for fairly obvious 
reasons related to the politics of rank and subject), little opportunity 
for exchange between the two groups had ever arisen. If we consider 
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the ways in which basic writing figures into articles in the WP A jour
nal over the past decade, we see that the field and its students are de
fined in limited and limiting ways- for the most part, they are objects 
in a discussion of placement, testing, and program assessment. Only 
in the past two years do discussions and program descriptions of 
mainstreaming projects appear in the WP A literature (see Cambridge 
et al.; Elbow; Grego and Thompson; Glau). If BW occupies a vulner
able and marginalized institutional position, then surely this vulner
ability results in part from its alienation from the administrators best 
positioned to defend it. Helping to organize "Race, Oass, and Culture 
in the BW Oassroom" would be helping to bridge the two fields. 

But I have to revisit the question of motive yet again, for what I 
brought away from the actual workshop experience enables me to see 
the motives I've cited above in yet a new light. In all cases, my motives 
include in some degree a concern for status: for BW as an academic 
field, for BW instructors and students as members of the field- and 
for me as someone whose identity is to a degree bound up in it. The 
workshop helped me to see that I am drawn to BW in part because I at 
once identify with and rage against the outsider status its members 
continue to have attached to them, a position that entails a sense of lost 
agency, of powerlessness. This identification and rage, I see now, is 
personal as well as intellectual. In the presentation by Tate, McMillan, 
and Woodworth, we were asked to consider in writing how the stories 
we tell about our backgrounds influence our teaching and life in the 
academy. Part of my story reads, "I'm acutely aware of my difference 
from my middle and upper class students, who make me uncomfort
able: I am both threatened by and sometimes despising of them .... I 
grew up about eight miles from Princeton but never once considered 
applying there; it was another world that didn't exist for me. I'm con
scious always of having my degrees from what a former English De
partment colleague once called, 'Oh, your state university' .... With 
[BW] students, I'm aware of feeling relieved to deal with those who 
are also different. The marginalization of BW students has ironically 
created a safe place for me in the academy." Again writing from expe
rience, this time in response to Royster and Taylor's presentation, the 
same themes appear: "I realize my own rage at the system, at being 
disenfranchised by my rank, field, and gender." 

So perhaps my real reason for organizing the workshop with Gerri 
was an unarticulated sense of conflict over my own social position, in 
the field and outside it, accompanied by a felt desire for agency, for 
power- the power to bring about change, to regain a sense of agency. 
If in my work I have overtly protested the assigning of low status to 
BW, I have felt oddly alienated when I have moved outside it-into 
the world of the WP A, for instance, which is less familiar on the levels 
of class origin and relation to power (no surprise that my work in this 
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field is dominated by criticism of its hierarchical systems). My desire 
for synthesis of such realms reflects this anxiety over identity and sta
tus; like many BW students, I'm attempting to negotiate multiple cul
tural contexts, some of which I have experienced as conflicts of alle
giance and a hierarchizing of personal and professional worth. 

For me, the workshop was a wonderful vehicle for exploring the 
implications of the professional lives on the boundary that I and, I ex
pect, many of us in basic writing contend with. By creating a space for 
the personal in the professional discussion, the workshop succeeded, 
not only as a forum for basic writing teachers, but as a catalyst for 
those of us challenged by it toreconsider identity, action, and interac
tion; to see the boundaries that we construct, and have constructed for 
us. 
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Gerri McNenny 

Notes On the Future of Working-Class 

Studies in Basic Writing 
Since Jeanne has provided the background for the workshop, I'd 

like to discuss the future that considerations of race, class, and culture 
have in basic writing pedagogy and theory as they emerged in the 
workshop. While the impact that race and cultural location have on 
the teaching of writing has been more visibly explored in the past de
cade or so, class seems to be the newcomer. The invisibility of class as 
a site of struggle and a place wherein our students might regain a sense 
of empowerment has both historical and cultural roots. 

The denial of class has a long history. Both in and outside of 
academia, the erasure of class has served a privileged minority well, 
masking those mechanisms that support their privilege while co-opt
ing ideological frameworks in ways that are convenient to their con
tinued status. Long held values consistent with our American ideal
ism such as egalitarianism and the democratization of culture inad
vertently act to deny class in ways that are convenient to the moneyed 
classes. Michael Lind, writing in his "Notes on the Progress of the 
American Class War," underscores the ways in which classlessness is 
encouraged in our popular mythology: 

The American oligarchy spares no pains in promoting the be
lief that it does not exist, but the success of its disappearing act 
depends on equally strenuous efforts on the part of an Ameri
can public anxious to believe in egalitarian fictions and un
willing to see what is hidden in plain sight. Anybody choos
ing to see the oligarchy in its native habitat need do nothing 
else but walk down the street of any big city to an office tower 
housing a major bank, a corporate headquarters or law firm, 
or a national television station. Enter the building and the 
multiracial diversity of the street vanishes as abruptly as the 
sound of the traffic. (36) 

In effect, the invisibility of class facilitates a wishfulness that suppresses 
a critical scrutiny of the ways in which class, race, gender, and culture 
intersect and thereby shape institutions. Yet the importance of class 
distinctions on literacy development and writing pedagogy is increas
ingly apparent in a wide range of publications that seek to address the 
effacement of class from the academy. As Theodore Sizer, Jean Anyon, 
Joanne Kadi, Jacqueline Jones Royster, Anthony Petrosky, C. H. 
Knoblauch, Harriet Malinowitz and others have pointed out, the privi
leges of class and the access to resources and benefits it provides are 
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neatly structured into the very institutions that are held up as a means 
of social mobility . 

For our students, anxious to become a part of that popular mytho
logical transformation, a critical understanding of class, a sense of 
ownership for their own class affiliations, and a recognition of how 
class privilege operates may be the last thing they want. Why, after all, 
would they want to challenge that which they yearn desperately .to be 
part of? In fact, the hurdle that those of us in basic writing confront is 
our students' resistance to a critical scrutiny of the class system and its 
underlying assumptions-of individualism, free market values, and 
all the ideological baggage that capitalism packages itself in. 

Yet, as Janet Zandy points out in her book Liberating Memory: Our 
Work and Our Working-Class Consciousness, the recovery of a sense of 
class consciousness is essential in helping our students reclaim a sense 
of identity and community that has been effaced by a dominant bour
geois culture which asks our students to collude in their own loss of 
identity. The common tendency to deny working-class backgrounds, 
as something that one gets rid of, "is an assumption that reduces hu
man interaction and potential to mere commodity exchange and per
sonal enhancement" (Zandy 1). Along with the self-objectification that 
such an attitude calls upon us to enact upon ourselves, it reduces us, in 
effect, to a mindless repetition of a classist ideology that sanctions the 
forces of capitalist privilege in our culture without really acknowledg
ing or appreciating the value of our work. Moreover, it banishes the 
possibility of the development of a critical class consciousness, and 
with it a collective struggle. Zandy' s analysis of the development of 
class consciousness is especially useful here in its critique of some com
monly accepted polarities: 

A critical, working-class consciousness is both expansive 
and grounded. Individual and collective. It is an alternative 
to the bifurcation of politics and culture, work and home. It 
recognizes ambiguity and contradiction without excusing the 
damage that one individual can do to another. It is multigen
erational and historically situated, but, paradoxically, not de
pendent on linear time. This consciousness is not "success." 
It is not a safe harbor. It does not deny death. Nor is it bour
geois cynicism or despair. Working-class consciousness in
cludes identity, but it is not fixed on identity. It is an aperture. 
A radical, portable alternative to the individualistic way out. 
It is that crucial attentiveness to others that fuels and enables 
resistance to injustice. (2) 

The development of a critical class consciousness is more than a reca
pitulation of the idiosyncratic ways in which the individual elements 
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of one's own life determine one's place, as many of us experienced at 
the workshop. To recover a sense of one's class identity is to explore 
the webs of relationship that create a sense of place and identity in a 
specifically conceptualized system. By doing so, all of us, teachers as 
well as students, can begin to understand the ways in which our knowl
edge of the world is constructed and framed within class-defined as
sumptions-assumptions that determine who is empowered and who 
is not, who is entitled to a sense of agency and who must simply sub
mit to the ideological rationalizations of others, who should be the 
decision makers and who their followers. In effect, the recovery and 
ownership of a sense of class identity, along with the complexities that 
the multiple locations of gender, race, and culture contribute, enable 
students to adopt a critical perspective that would be impossible oth
erwise. 

It was toward these ends that our workshop presenters aimed. 
In their discussion of class issues in and out of the academy, Gary Tate, 
presenting together with John McMillan and Elizabeth D. Woodworth 
(also of Texas Christian University), laid the groundwork l;>y recap
ping the impact that Working Class Studies has had on Composition 
and Rhetoric in recent years. 1 McMillan and Woodworth then went 
on to discuss the ways in which academic contexts present occasions 
for the erasing of narratives that would account for the class conscious
ness that shapes our students' critical perspectives. Workshop partici
pants then examined in writing how the stories we tell ourselves and 
others about ourselves and our class locations influence our teaching 
and our lives in the academy. The result was a rich blending of narra
tives from across a wide spectrum of class locations. 

Jacqueline Jones Royster and Rebecca Taylor of Ohio State Uni
versity, in their presentation, II Constructing reacher Identity in the Basic 
Writing Classroom," then led workshop participants in what Royster 
termed "the debunking of master narratives" by inviting attendees to 
identify their locations as teachers within institutional and regional 
contexts, thereby creating" a leverage point from which to reflect." By 
doing so, we as teachers can arrive at new solutions to the difficulties 
that class differences pose in basic writing classes, with the recovery of 
location as a factor in understanding our own roles and our students' 
difficulties. 

Other workshop leaders helped to focus the dialogue by touch
ing on some of the many issues central to basic writing. Jane Maher 
shared her research from her recently published. book Mina P. 
Shaughnessy: Her Life and Work by revisiting the beginnings of the ba
sic writing movement with a portrait of the extraordinary energy and 
commitment to equal access Shaughnessy brought to open admissions 
programs. Her awareness of her own good fortune and privileged 
position strengthened her advocacy for her working-class students in 
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a revolutionary writing program that she hoped would begin to ad
dress those discrepancies. Victor Villanueva directed an exercise he 
conducts with his basic writing classes, creating word poems out of 
concepts. By directing participants to cut from their list of terms the 
number they could then use in writing, he demonstrated the constric
tions that students likewise experience when we prohibit the use of 
their home community's languages. 

Mary Soliday and Barbara Gleason from CUNY introduced work
shop participants to their 3-year FIPSE Pilot Project on mainstreaming. 
Their video of students' presentations of their writing together with 
the holistic evaluation session that they led, with participants scoring 
writing samples from students' portfolios, persuasively argued for the 
mainstreaming of basic writers in other equally supportive programs. 
Concluding the session, Ira Shor 's "Farewell to Educational Apart
heid: Basic Writing and Cultural Democracy" added an historical di
mension to the workshop, retracing the roots of the contradictory 
forces at work in the democratic impulse in education and institutional 
policies for tracking. All of us were enriched by Shor' s scholarly ac
count of the impetus for the community college movement, the "cool
ing-out function of higher education," and subsequent efforts to place 
working-class students in vocational tracks that denied them further 
social mobility and failed to recognize their potential as critical think
ers and citizens. 

Central to all our discussions was a concem for the ways in which 
academic discourse communities' mores and conventions have been 
mystified by unconscious class assumptions about agency and power. 
For our students and for ourselves, much of that can be deconstructed 
through an examination of the unmarked positions we're regularly 
presented with and through a recovery of our own class narratives. In 
her ten-year long project of collecting the narratives of working-class 
cultural workers, Janet Zandy gives us some clear insights into the 
value of autobiography in class struggles. She identifies what she calls 
"a usable past" and the value that reconstructing an account of one's 
past holds. "Memory," Zandy stresses, "has purpose. It is a bridge 
between the subjective and intersubjective-the private and unprivi
leged circumstances of individual lives-and the objective-the col
lective history of class oppression. It is a way of moving from personal 
pain to public and cultural work. The 'stuff' of one's life can be trans
formed into fruitful practices. Even grif'f can be put to good use" (4). 
As many of us at the workshop experienced, an effort to repossess 
one's origins, to see them as they were, replete with the class distinc
tions that often reproduce a classist bias, is essential to a critical stance. 
For our students, the stakes are equally high. For when they see the 
ways in which their imagined futures have been inscribed in the class 
assumptions built into the schooling and institutional acculturation 
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they have experienced, they can begin to unravel that process. With
out it, they probably won't. Whether they do so is a choice they should 
have. 

Note 

1. Especially significant is the role that the Center for Working Class 
Studies at Youngstown State University has had in foregrounding the in
fluence of class politics inside and out of academia. YSU's Second Biennial 
Conference on Working Class Lives, held in june 1995, led the way in 
promoting a dialogue across the academy, among labor studies and public 
policy professionals, literary critics and rhetoricians, historians and union 
organizers, about the ways in which class continues to be effaced in our 
culture. Their work, combined with recent publications by janet Zandy 
(Liberating Memory: Our Work and Our Working Class Consciousness, 
Rutgers 1995; Calling Home: Working Class Women's Writings, Rutgers, 
1990) and issues by Radical Teacher (Spring 1995, No. 46) and Women's 
Studies Quarterly (Spring/Summer 1995) devoted wholly to issues of the 
working class, investigate the need to understand our own class histories, 
to inquire into the stories we tell about ourselves, about where we belong 
and who we are within designated class systems whose boundaries are 
often blurred by competing and unconscious allegiances. YSU's most re
cent biennial conference, held june 11-14, 1997, strengthened participants' 
commitment to a multi-disciplinary dialogue about class, labor, and 
academia. · 
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Gary Tate, John McMillan, and Elizabeth Woodworth 

CLASS TALK 

The panel "Confronting Class in and out of the Oassroom," put together by three colleagues 
from Texas Christian University, was the first out of the gate at the CBW workshop. And the 
first speaker was Gary Tate. Autlwr or editor of such works as Teaching Freshman Composi
tion and Teaching High School Composition (with Ed Corbett), An Introduction to Com
position Studies (with Erika Lindemann), A Writing Teacher's Sourcebook (with Nancy 
Myers and Ed Corbett), and Teaching Composition (a collection of 10 bibliographic essays 
revised and enlarged to 12), Gary can be said to be the writing teacher who taught us all how to 
teach writing, so it is both heartening and thought provoking to find him finding himself-and his 
field-exploring largely unmapped territory, making discoveries both personally and profession
ally significant. Joining him in this endeavor are two doctoral students: John McMillan, a "rhet/ 
comp" specialist and areditor (with Gary Tate and Alan Shepard) of Coming to Class: Peda
gogy and the Social Class of Teachers (forthcoming from Heinemann/Boynton-Cook), and 
Elizabeth Woodworth, whose research focuses on the challenges late Victorian women writers 
posed to representations of women but who has also had a hand in directing both the composition 
program and the writing-across-the-curriculum program at TCU. What follows gives a sense 
not just of what the panelists did and said (and how they interacted with the workshop partici
pants) but the thoughts all this provoked. 

Gary Tate

Thinking About Our Class 
When I walked into the meeting room at the Hyatt in Phoenix where the 

basic writing workshop was to be held, I saw a room filled with round tables 
and chairs for participants and a microphone and lecture stand for the speak
ers. Because it seemed to me inappropriate to "lecture from above" on the 
topic of social class, I suggested that John, Elizabeth, and I ju_st sit at one of the 
tables near the middle of the room so that our voices could be heard and so that 
we would be a part of the workshop. This worked well. And the presence of 
several workshop participants at our table as we talked gave me the feeling 
that a conversation was taking place. I began by pointing out that I would talk 
for a very few minutes about social class generally and about our feeling that 
teachers must attend to their own social class before bringing class into their 
classrooms, that John would talk, again briefly, about the power of storytelling 
in discussions of class, and that Elizabeth would then act as our teacher and 
give us all a writing assignment, the responses to which would be discussed 
later as the core of this portion of the workshop. Here is what I said: 

Elizabeth and John and I are here today to propose four theses 
for your consideration: 
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1. that social class-the perennial third item in the familiar trio, 
gender, race, and class-has been largely ignored in composition 
studies and in the academy generally, 

2. that there are signs that this neglect is ending, 

3. that the neglect of class must end if we are to understand our 
students as fully as we must if we are to teach them well, 

4. and, finally, that before we can bring class into our classrooms in a 
meaningful, productive way, we must try to understand and come to 
terms with our own individual class histories, complex as these may 
often be. 

Let me say just a few words about each of these points. Our ne
glect of class is not difficult to demonstrate, although it is difficult to 
understand. It has grown, I suspect, out of that peculiarly American 
feeling-a feeling praised by those who profit from it-that we are a 
classless society and that matters of class are, thus, insignificant, even 
embarrassing. Many of us have an easier time talking about sex·than 
we do about social class. Whatever the cause, we have not attended to 
social class in the way we have attended in recent years to matters of 
gender and race. One searches in vain through composition journals 
for anything more than an occasional reference to the subject. And the 
books in the field do only slightly better. The names of Mike Rose, Jim 
Berlin, Ira Shor come to mind, but beyond that, very little. 

Fortunately, and I move to our second thesis, the situation is 
changing. Let me mention some signs. At the meeting of this organiza
tion in Milwaukee last year, there were, if I count correctly, three ses
sions devoted to issues of class: two roundtable discussions and one 
special interest group. All three of these sessions were packed-people 
sitting on the floor, standing in doorways, and so on. A good sign, we 
thought. And we were right. This year, there are twenty-one panels 
and roundtables, two special interest groups, and this workshop. (Let 
me add, parenthetically, that the number of sessions on race has in
creased even more dramatically. Last year there were five; this year 
there are forty-five: this workshop, three special interest groups, and 
forty-one panels, roundtables, forums, etc.) More evidence of this new 
interest. Last October's issue of College English (1996) featured an ar
ticle by Lynn Bloom on "Freshman English as a Middle-Class Enter
prise" and my review of two books about working-class academics. A 
few issues before that Lynn Bloom had also reviewed a book about 
working-class women in the academy. 

Not much, but certainly better than in years past. A Center for 
Working-Class Studies has been established at Youngstown State Uni-

14 



versity in Ohio, and, in 1995, Youngstown State hosted a conference 
entitled Working-Class Lives/Working-Class Studies. They will host 
another such conference this coming June. To many of us, the '95 con
ference was a revelation. As I have said many times, it was the most 
exciting meeting I have ever attended, reminding me, as it did, of early 
4C's meetings, where small groups of enthusiasts, not much honored 
back home, gathered together for support, education, good talk, and, 
indeed, inspiration. If you are free the next time this conference is held, 
find your way to Youngstown, Ohio. You will never regret it. Or go to 
Omaha, Nebraska, the next time the University of Nebraska at Omaha 
holds its Pedagogy of the Oppressed Conference. Both of these confer
ences are good signs that the landscape of class studies is changing. 

Another positive sign is that at least three collections of original 
essays on issues of social class and teaching are being prepared for 
publication: one by E.]. Hinds of the University of Northern Colorado, 
one by Sherry Linkon at Youngstown State, and the one that Alan 
Shepard, John McMillan, and I are editing at TCU. Finally, a sure sign 
that the neglect of class is ending: Benjamin DeMott has just edited a 
reader for first-year composition courses, entitled Created Equal: Read
ing and Writing About Class in America (HarperCollins, 1996). When 
publishers of textbooks for first-year composition classes take an in
terest in a topic, I think we can say with some certainty that that topic 
has arrived, late though it may be. 

Our third thesis, that we must attend to social class if we are to 
understand our students as fully as possible, makes sense to us and we 
hope that it will to you. Just as our lives and the lives of our students 
are profoundly affected by gender, race, sexual orientation, and so on, 
so they are profoundly affected by social class, be that working class, 
middle class, upper class, or whatever categories you choose to think 
in. Although the primary focus of the work I've mentioned-and of 
much of the important work being done today- is the working class, 
certainly the attitudes, linguistic habits, behavior patterns of all our 
students are influenced, in part at least, by their class histories. If we 
believe Lynn Bloom when she says that Freshman English is a 
middle-class enterprise, then we must assume that students and teach
ers from middle-class backgrounds will feel more at home in the course 
than will others. Be that as it may, there is a rapidly growing body of 
testimony about the difficulty that working-class students- and teach
ers-have adjusting to the demands of the academy. And there is some 
evidence that students from the upper classes have similar difficulties. 
One of the contributors to our book writes eloquently of her difficult 
transformation from her life of wealth to her life as a graduate student 
in English. Here are her words: "[l]n preparation for graduate school, 
I sold my Mercedes, put my Rolex watch in the vault, and boarded a 
private Lear jet [her father's] with one suitcase and my cat, headed for 
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a different life." Now I suppose that most of us would have trouble 
seeing her difficulties as equivalent to the difficulties of a working-class 
student struggling to survive, but my point is that we should not-as 
some of my colleagues seem to suggest-ignore all class difficulties 
not associated with the working class. The tricky thing about class is 
not just its fluidity, its complexity, but that it is so easily hidden. Just 
as the woman I quoted tried to hide her upper-class upbringing- not 
successfully, I can testify-so working-class students can hide their 
identities-or try to. The right clothes, the right hairdo, will hide much. 
What can often not be hidden, however, are the bad teeth, bad skin, 
the too-loud voice or brash manner (or silence), the struggle with" stan
dard" English, and a host of other signs that will not escape the obser
vant, caring teacher. 

And so we would urge you today not to ignore the class posi
tions of your students, because we are beginning to understand more 
and more about how these positions influence their lives in school, 
their learning styles, their behavior, their choices. Some of you here 
today, especially those of you from working-class backgrounds, could, 
I am certain, join me in remembering the pain and estrangement we 
have felt, as students and teachers, as we have attempted to "fit into" 
this strange and often hostile world of higher education, a world that 
has caused many of us to deny our past and to resort to coping de
vices of a sometimes dangerous kind. Drugs became my favorite cop
ing device for many years, the dirty secret behind a career that has 
looked, on the outside, to be moderately successful 

This brings me to our last thesis: that before we can make pro
ductive use of our knowledge of students' class positions, we must 
seek to understand and to come to terms with our own. And that is 
not easy to do, especially for those of us who have been hiding our 
past- from others, and, more important, from ourselves. Or we have 
been fooling ourselves into thinking that we have left all that behind. 
As my ten-year-old granddaughter is fond of saying, airily, when I 
ask her if she still likes a certain kind of music or a certain kind of 
jelly, "Oh, I've moved on." The question is, can we move on? The an
swer, I think, is only a little. I very much like the way Janet Zandy 
puts it when writing about the working class in her anthology Calling 
Home (Rutgers UP, 1990): "If you are born into the working class and 
are willing to change your speech, your gestures, your appearance
in essence, to deny the culture of your home and the working-class 
self of your childhood-then you might 'pass' as a member of the 
dominant culture. But you will never belong there" (2). 

So the question is: Where do we belong now? Where have we 
belonged? Who have we been? Who are we now? How we answer 
these questions depends, as Carolyn Steedman points out in her bril
liant book Landscape for a Good Woman (Rutgers UP, 1987), not so much 
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on what has actually happened to us in our lives as on the stories we 
tell ourselves about what has happened. As I have begun to try to 
come to terms with my working-class past and to see how it has influ
enced my life, I realize that I have suffered not so much from the actual 
circumstances of my life, but from the stories I have been telling my
self about those circumstances, stories, that in my case, left out entirely 
anything about social class, stories that had me struggling alone, the 
victim of my own personal weaknesses, my own ignorance, my own 
loneliness. Slowly, I have begun to tell myself different stories and it 
has made an enormous difference- in how I think, how I teach, how I 
live. 

And so, this morning, it is to narrative that we must tum, to 
storytelling. Back to our very beginnings. 

John McMillan 
Silos in the Suburbs 

When I think about my own social class, the best I can do is ap
proximate. It is this about social class-talk that I particularly like, that 
it is overtly what perhaps every other kind of talk is covertly-a best 
guess, a shot in a dimly lit dark, a story. Of course, according to some 
definition of "common sense" you could quite easily say that I am 
middle-class. Certain stories of mine fit well with this common sense 
vision: I grew up in the suburbs, my dad has an MBA, I graduated 
from a private university. 

But class is a sticky thing, and as there are problems in saying 
"men are like this, women are like that," etc., it seems to me that there 
are also some problems in resorting entirely to a kind of class-talk that 
says "middle-class people are like this, working-class people, that." 
Class talk can as quickly degenerate into overgeneralizations and proc
lamations as any other talk, I imagine. That is, it can morph into those 
kinds of declarations that are attempts to end conversations and to 
explain existing power relationships according to first principles. Nev
ertheless, class is sticky, and perhaps, above all, what I mean by this is 
that class-talk resists depersonalization; and personalization is about 
approximation, which is the best I can do. And so I ain arguing that, 
more than a place for proclamations, social class is an occasion for sto
ries. And so it is in the spirit of Jesus's reply to the young lawyer's 
"and who is my neighbor?" that I offer the following collage of tales, 
or, you might say the stories that are the beginning of my theory about 
my own social class. 
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Where it all began: 

Once, early in my undergraduate days, I was in a sort of church 
meeting where the preacher asked, "Did anyone here grow up on a 
farm?" Of course he didn't really ask it. He was trying to make a point 
about "real" work. He was talking about the loss of certain values. I 
raised my hand. I was the only one. There were two hundred people in 
that crowd. 

I don't know why I did it. I'd done it without reflection. The 
preacher cocked his head and focused in on me. His look screamed 
that nobody was supposed to have answered that question affirma
tively. It messed up his point. "You grew up on a farm?" he queried. 
"No," I stuttered, "I didn't." My voice was quivering. If I'd been stand
ing I'm sure I would have fallen over. His face screwed up somewhere 
between a scowl and a snicker. He turned his head back and went on 
with his sermon. 

Years later, older and tired of being embarrassed, I allowed my
self to reflect a bit on that event. It was from that reflection that my 
theory grew. It is sufficient to say that, as random as my answer to the 
preacher was, I'm not so sure it was entirely wrong. 

A Theory: 

There are silos in the suburbs. There are church pews from tiny 
Pennsylvania Baptist churches in the office buildings of the city. 
Pre-dawn milkings and prayer meetings give shape to our days. The 
best I can do is approximate. So I'll say it again, There are silos in the 
suburbs; and, of course, they're in my classroom too. 

Allow me to explain myself. Let me tell you a story ... or 3 or 6: 

My father was raised on a farm in Ohio; my mother was the old
est daughter of a Baptist minister who, over the course of her growing 
up, pastored congregations in rural parts of New York, Pennsylvania, 
and Ohio-places called Black Creek, Wellsville, Pavillion. 

From what I can make of it, it went like this: when my father 
graduated from high school, he wanted to go to college. No one else in 
the family had ever considered such a thing. A few of them were even 
opposed to it. He enrolled at Ohio State University in Columbus, paid 
his way working as an R.A. during semesters and by raking asphalt in 
the summers. Got a job at Kodak upon graduation. They funded his 
MBA. I know less about my mother. The oldest daughter in a family of 
seven children, after a year of business school in Olean, New York, she 
went to work as a secretary at Kodak. They met and married, I was 
born three years later. 

I grew up in a suburb in upstate New York. I lived in the same 
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house until I left for college. When my brother was born, rather than 
moving to a bigger house, my parents decided to add on. With the 
help of relatives (my mother's father built a fieldstone fireplace in the 
new addition, peppering it with "stones from the holy land," I was 
told, gathered from a recent trip to Israel.) They built the addition off 
the back and cut out of the attic a room for my sister. My brother moved 
into her old room, downstairs, next to mine. 

I started delivering penny papers door to door when I was eleven. 
You could work that young if you had a permit, signed by your par
ents. I graduated to the city paper a couple of years later and remem
ber something of the excitement I had at the prospects of a real job 
where I collected money and got Christmas tips, where someone actu
ally read what I was delivering. Eventually I passed the route off to 
my little brother. Later, in high school I could be found working at the 
local pizza joint six days a week. 

My dad retired at age 49. He and my mother bought an old farm 
house out in the country. They have a barn across the street. My mom 
works as a secretary at a real estate office in the city. My dad reads a lot 
and keeps up the yard, works on the house. They both tend to the 
garden. 

I tell these stories because somehow they help explain me (me 
explain?} when I am confronted with questions about my own social 
class. In a world marked by commercials and Cliff's Notes, stories are 
terribly inefficient. They are long, slow, and, at their core, are in oppo
sition to the illusion of exactitude we've all become addicted to. Jim 
Corder, in an unpublished manuscript, has said that his best guess is 
that even the most orthodox academic paper is really only the very 
end of a long, personal narrative ("On Argument, What Some Call'Self
Writing,' and Trying to See the Back Side of One's Own Eyeballs") . 
And Wayne Booth has suggested recently that "authoritative" dis
course, whatever that might be, derives its power from its ability to 
conflate a reader's "narrative" and "authorial" audiences ("Where Is 
the Authorial Audience in Biblical Narrative-and in Other' Authori
tative' Texts?" Narrative4 [1996]: 235-253)--thatis, if I understand Booth 
right, it could be said that a text's power comes from its ability to 
un-story itself, comes from its success in erasing and effacing the sto
ryteller. I want to say that class-talk resists this erasing- which might 
explain why social class has been talked about so little in the academy. 
The personal narratives of class are written in permanen~ ink. To 
un-story class is to cease to talk about class. 

From my own class stories I see characteristics I name 
"self-reliance," "discipline," "simplicity," "confidence," and "tempered 
defiance," the last term being a kind of encapsulation. of the previous 
four. I'm not sure if I like it yet, but I see myself trying to engender 

19 



these characteristics in my students in invitations to negotiate grades 
and assignments, in requiring self-assessments, and in my recent grap
pling with contract grading. These are the cells around which my sto
ries of myself as a teacher grow. So that, finally, any account of the 
effects of my own social-class upon my teaching is double-deep in nar
rative: It is making sense of how the stories I tell myself about my class 
affect the way I story my teaching. Which is why I say that there are 
silos in the suburbs, and that they're in my classroom too. 

Elizabeth D. Woodworth 
Chat and Write: Write and Chat 
During this "teaching" portion of the workshop, I offered participants 
this plan: "I'll talk briefly and generally about social class and me, and 
then I'll ask you to write a bit about your reflections on social class and 
you. Then we'll have a brilliant, lively, and illuminating discussion." 

Chat: Preamble 

Any time we want to talk about social class as an issue in a writ
ing classroom, we have to first explore our own perceptions of our 
class. There are so many questions we can ask ourselves when we 
approach the issue of class it seems a monumental, even insurmount
able, task. What is social class? Is a definition of class dependent upon 
our economic situation? Our race? Where we live? What we do for a 
living? What sex we are? Should all these factors be considered in a 
our exploration of social class? 

In fact, right when we start asking questions about what class 
might be and what that means, the topic of social class wriggles out 
from under the lens of our microscope and defies demarcations and 
categorizations. It's just two short words, "social class." It ought to be 
a simple thing to discuss, to explore, to contemplate, but no, the con
notations intrinsic to these two short words depend so much upon the 
individual (despite and because of cultural, racial, sexual, tribal affili
ations). This difficulty, this reflection inward to the one and outward 
to the many, at the same time, necessitates a circular, an open and en
folding, connective approach. 

A linear approach-suggesting one definition of social class or 
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another, one narrative for all-must be impossible-because how can 
we be precise when we talk about class? How can we talk about class 
without talking about everything else we believe ourselves to be? How 
do we sort this out then? If this is a topic that concerns us, and it does 
or we wouldn't be here now, we have to start somewhere. And to 
begin, you begin with yourself. 

I have, like both Gary and John, looked to the stories I tell myself, 
have told myself about where I come from. I've looked to the stories 
others have told me about where I come from: my grandmother, my 
mother, my father, other family members, my friends, my neighbors. 
I've looked to the stories I tell others about me-and how that might 
differ from what I tell myself. Then I've looked at how these stories 
determine the person I am in the classroom. How have I presented 
myself to my students? Has my behavior somehow subtly or boldly 
declared what I believe about my social class? 

When I began to dissect the narratives which fill my life- the 
stories about who I am, my gender, my race, my class, I began to see 
how all my perceptions about me affect who I am as a teacher. I wasn't 
surprised, really, or unhappy to find that, as a teacher in a writing 
class, I'm deeply influenced by my, and my family's, past and pro
foundly influenced by who I think I am at present, and the stories I tell 
myself and others about who I'll be in the future. By just knowing that 
I can somehow begin to grapple with myself and the slippery issues of 
social class, this knowledge of my confused state regarding social class 
helps me to begin finding new ways of attempting to reach students, 
no matter who they are, or where they come from, or where they're 
going, no matter what they believe, or what they look like. When I can 
begin to untangle my many narratives about me, then I can begin to 
unravel who I am as a teacher-keep the parts I like, discard what 
doesn't work, and even experiment a little. But most importantly, I 
can begin to ask my students to consider what" social class" means to 
them; I can ask them to write about such reflections; I can give my 
writing students the opportunity to talk about what has so rarely been 
discussed openly-but, I believe, so clearly needs open discussion. 

Write: The Initial Assignment 

At this point I concluded my chatting and asked participants to 
take twenty minutes or so to write about themselves and class. The 
prompt below was announced and the "write" portion of our presen
tation began: 

How do the stories you tell yourself and others-about your
self and your social class- influence your teaching and your 
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life in the academy, especially in the basic writing classroom? 

At the end of twenty minutes, I asked participants to share what 
they felt comfortable sharing, as little or as much as they had written. 

Following this are two sections, responses and reflections: a re
sponse from one participant to the prompt, and my reflections on this 
and other's responses. 

Chat Again: Response 

One of the participants kindly offered us his text to include with 
this written version of our presentation. It is largely a reconstruction 
of what was written during the twenty minutes allocated (with some 
extra commentary where needed). The difficulty Gary wrote of ear
lier- that it's hard to talk about class, is evident here in my writing 
and in that of our volunteer participant/writer. But we did it anyway, 
difficult or no; we had a conversation about class and teaching and 
who we are and can be-contributing, in our own way, to the emer
gence of class studies as an important field of its own and an impor
tant part of composition studies. 

Earlier John explained his notion that we" story" our teaching by 
using our own narratives to tell ourselves about ourselves as selves 
and as teachers. John says, "I tell these stories because somehow they 
help to explain me (me explain?) when I am confronted with questions 
about my own social class." The sample response works this way too: 
it is an explanation of self, self trying to understand social class, self 
confronting social class histories. These are the stories that must be 
told so that we can, as Gary puts it, "bring class into our classrooms in 
a meaningful and productive way." 

Before I came to graduate studies, I was a bus driver in New 
York City for twenty-one years. After about thirteen or fourteen 
years, in the midst of a personal crisis, I decided I was living some
one else's life, that I needed to make a drastic change of some kind. 

I am now a grad student and a teacher. Because I am a nontra
ditional working-class entrant in academe, I view my students dif
ferently than my colleagues who have traveled the traditional acu
demic path. I used to think of the teacher/student exchange in terms 
of"otherness": I am their Other, and they are mine. I am now what 
they aspire to be, and they represent for me my past. But, increas
ingly, I think of this exchange less in terms of difference and more in 
terms of likeness. I am more like them, and less like other graduate 
students, than I was formerly aware. I can no longer ignore the elite 
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and snobbish attitudes which constitute too much of the discourse of 
grad students about their own students. They can't wait to be rid of 
them and get back to their "real" work, their literary research. How
ever, I try not to throw the baby out with the bath water; I condemn 
their attitudes and not their love of literature. Why? This is my love, 
as well. But I have learned that I am never more comfortable than 
when I am among other "nontraditional" students (grad students or 
composition students) because it is at these moments that I feel that 
I have come home. 

Leo Parascondola, The Graduate School, CUNY 

Leo's response is an important one as it raises the issue of class 
within the academy, within English studies: the literature major vs. 
the composition major. Literature vs. rhetoric and composition-a ri
valry that has long been a source of tension and also, as Leo suggests, 
split allegiances. A hierarchy exists in English studies which allocates 
rhet/ comp studies to a second-class position. Talking about this class 
struggle is as vital for teachers of composition and literature as talking 
about their own social class histories, for by entering the profession of 
teaching English, they embark upon another journey in which class 
distinction is critical to self-perception, self-fulfillment. This is an issue 
that must always be part of our "class talk." 

The Last Chat and Write: Some Reflections 

I can only give impressions now of other responses, but the im
pressions have stayed with me long after the experience, long after the 
actual words shared by the participants. Part of this lasting sense of 
what happened has to do with me personally-a personal class his
tory thing that needs explanation, perhaps. 

Every time I talk with someone about class issues and we ex
change stories, I feel like I'm at one of those 12-step meetings: "Hi. My 
name is Elizabeth, and I'm confused about class- mine, yours, the defi
nition of class." But the more I talk about class and writing, the more I 
listen to other's stories, the better I feel. I come from a strange place of 
mixed race, mixed class, mixed gender-role messages. I was raised in 
a German-Irish family but am of Hispanic descent (as I recently learned 
just before my adopted mother died). My mother's family were im
poverished upper class from Chicago. Dad's family were dirt farmers 
and railroad workers from North Dakota with so many kids they shared 
shoes, and each kid only had one good set of clothes, one set of every
day clothes. My parents insisted that I get a good education, prepare 
for a career, be the ideal wife when I got married, be an ideal mother, 
the perfect super woman. Of everything I felt like I had to be, "edu-
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cated" was the most important. My mother never finished college, 
despite several attempts over a twenty-year period, because she would 
not commit to school, but she insisted I totally commit to my educa
tion. Yet I also needed to know how to organize the perfect dinner 
party, how to garden, build shelves and such handy stuff, change a 
tire or an air filter, throw a baseball, cook tasty and nutritious meals, 
look great, be witty, be at home with a plumber or a CEO as my dinner 
partner, and throw a spiral pass (and when I wanted to grow up to be 
an NFL player, I was told ladies don't play football-huh?). My scat
tered sense of self, no doubt, contributed to the length of my under
graduate career- nine years, seven universities, six declared majors. I 
couldn't decide who I was-how could I possibly decide what I was 
going to do? And all along I feared that I would never graduate, or 
impossible of all dreams, get to graduate school and succeed. 

Fortunately, John McMillan and I met the first day of graduate 
school and bonded over our shared fears that we somehow didn't quite 
belong. We confessed to each other that we felt uncomfortable in grad 
classes- just waiting for the elitist goon squad to come and knock on 
the door of the classroom: "Excuse us, we've come for Elizabeth and/ 
or John. There's been a mistake. You don't belong here. You must 
come with us." What happened after that neither of us was sure-but 
we were convinced about that much. In some ways, even before we 
started to think seriously about class studies, we were talking about 
our class backgrounds, sharing our stories, sharing our fears about who 
we were according to who our families had been, what they had done, 
who they knew, how we valued work. 

Last year at 4Cs, I listened to Gary Tate confess similar feelings 
about his class and fears of belonging-or rather, not belonging-and 
how such fears, when repressed, could profoundly affect a life. I felt, 
with some variations, he was telling the same story John and I had told 
to each other several years before. For me, he crystallized what it was 
I had struggled for years to understand- my self-doubt came from my 
inability to talk about my class, from my unknown race, my mixed 
view of gender roles, my sense that somehow I might not belong to the 
academic set. 

Listening to the workshop participants, many of whom confessed 
fears of inadequacy in academe, was like listening to myself. And their 
stories have stayed with me- melting into my own stories- the ones I 
tell myself, the ones I tell others, helping me to further explore the way 
my social class history has molded my present and is molding my fu
ture self. 

A young woman spoke about her life, her class, her family, with 
tears in her eyes, trembling hands shuffling papers in front of her. She 
came from a working class family who had become increasingly dis
tant from her as she became more formally educated. Both she and 
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her family were proud of her achievement- a move to a higher class 
through education- but both wondered if she could really belong any
more. As she spoke, her words shook me-her worries were my wor
ries- her experiences were mine. My dad's family of high-rise con
struction workers were pretty well split between pride in all my edu
cation and derision for my "useless" knowledge. Did I really belong 
among them anymore? Clearly we were both (she and I, dad's family 
and I) concerned about "class," status. Even my use of" dad's family" 
marks the distance I feel-somehow they don't feel like my own fam
ily, only a family of mine via Dad. 

I became distressed, eyes making tears, as I saw her struggle to 
tell her story. Her courage made me want to jump up and run to her 
and tell her it was okay- she was telling the story of all of our struggles 
with class issues, she was telling the story of our shame, our discom
fort with the very topic of class. The details didn't matter in a way. 
Not one other noise could be heard while she spoke. It was as if she 
had articulated the emotional and intellectual needs that had moti
vated the organization of the session, as if she had articulated the emo
tional and intellectual reasons we were there. 

A shy young man shared his writing. He struggled to speak, too, 
as this young woman had, but was determined to do it. He was clearly 
shy about sharing, keeping his eyes on the text he'd just written, rarely 
looking up, pages shaking slightly as he read. His story was another 
one of fear and inadequacy in academe, exacerbated by his emphasis 
on composition studies. He had felt like the Other in the academy as a 
student, now he felt like the Other within his own academic depart
ment. Few teachers of composition could not relate. Class markers 
are everywhere- even in English departments- and it's a deeply mov
ing experience to talk about what class means to each of us. And while 
it might have been difficult, it was necessary to the participants to share 
what they had discovered about themselves through writing. 

An older man, brown of skin and with an accent I did not recog
nize, spoke about class as an issue for the new citizen, or the "alien." 

· He spoke of the hope of the United States, the apparent "classJessness" 
of our society as it was perceived in his home country. But he realized 
after living here that there is a class system, even if not clearly articu
lated by our culture. He seemed less disconcerted by the class differ
ential than the lack of articulation. And he admitted that this could be 
(and probably was) a result of other cultural influences. Living in a 
supposed "melting pot," concerned with class issues, it seems crucial 
that we ask how the mix and contact of many cultural ideas of class are 
brought to bear on our discussion. 

A young black woman spoke of the shock on her students' faces 
in a heartland college when they realized she would be their teacher. 
Black, a woman, and teaching college. Wow. For her, she was also 
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shocked by her entrance into university teaching because of the lower 
socio-economic background she came from-something the students 
could not see, but a reality which added to her anxiety about being an 
authority figure. Her case, her response, her students' reactions are 
argument for striving to look at class, gender, and race as related is
sues. Could she possibly separate these in her own life? Can we sepa
rate these issues in our own lives? Can we start with class and move to 
race and gender as issues under discussion in our writing classes? Can 
we discuss one without the others? I think not. 

Many more shared their responses- many ages, many races, 
many classes, women and men- all concerned with the ways we de
fine ourselves, our class, our race, our gender roles. What was most 
important for me, many spoke about the ways they connected their 
"class-talk" with their teaching, particularly about how it encouraged 
them to reach out to students who are worried about not belonging or 
not making it. There was a general eagerness to share, despite the 
difficulty of doing so for some. 

Like the first time you taste, do, or see something-there's joy 
and freedom and the desire to describe, and the fear that others won't 
understand your special experience. What this part of the day's work
shop did (for me and for others) was alleviate the fear that "no one can 
t.mderstand me," that "no one is like me." And this conversation about 
~lass is exactly where we can start and what we can share with basic 
writing students who so desperately need to know they are not alone, 
who need to know that someone can and will understand them. That 
class markers are not brands that prevent success in the academy, but 
rather marks of distinction that need not- should not-be negative. 

Throughout the remainder of the conference, participants stopped 
me regularly to say what an impact the workshop had on their think
ing, how they enjoyed what had happened throughout the day, but 
mostly what I heard was that being able to write and talk about social 
class in a safe place was liberating. Isn't this what we hope to give our 
students in writing classes-the chance to write in a safe place? Isn't 
our agenda to give our students a chance to grow as writers? Don't we 
hope we can help them to places where they can think beyond where 
they've been before? Don't we hope they will find new ways of seeing 
themselves and others through their writing? 

For Gary, John, and I, the workshop proved to be a fertile ground 
for further thinking and talking about class and writing, basic writing 
especially, as we made new friends, shared stories and ideas, learned 
new strategies for helping the basic writer, and came to understand a 
bit more about ourselves as selves and teachers. 
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Jacqueline Jones Royster and 
Rebecca Greenberg Taylor 

CONSTRUCTING TEACHER 

IDENTITY IN THE BASIC 

WRITING CLASSROOM 

A high moment in the workshop occurred when Jacqueline Jones Royster and Rebecca Greenberg 
Taylor directed participants to focus on ourselves and colleagues as basic writing teachers. After 
Royster explained how they had come to believe that too much attention had been concentrated on 
defining and categorizing our students, she led us in an informal survey to help us examine our 
own institutions for radal, gender, and class differences. We then wrote about our self percep
tions and aspirations and shared some of these. Next, Taylor powerfully presented a paper on a 
year in her life as a graduate student in the Rhetoric and Composition Program in the English 
Department at the Ohio State University and as a basic wri

t

ing teacher during 1996-1997 in the 
OSU Basic Writing Program. Her teaching directly related to her interests in autharity, iden
tity, genre, and the teaching of writing. Jacqueline Jones Royster, the Vice Chair for Rhetoric and 
Composition in the English Department, is Taylor's dissertation advisor and has complementary 
interests in issues of i

d

entity, classroom culture, and the development of literacy. 

Our focus is on the implications of identity in the construction of 
classroom culture. Our imperative was to emphasize that "identity" 
in the classroom is a person-driven enterprise, i.e., that such a term 
becomes most salient by referencing the unique characteristics of the 
actual people in the room and not through definitions that abstract 
general traits and push teacher/ researchers toward the construction 
of identities in generic terms. All too often teacher/ researchers in our 
discipline have centered attention on only one set of the people in the 
room, the students, with only peripheral attention being directed to
ward the other set, the teacher. 

While articles such as Lu (1994), Johnson (1994), Gunner (1993), 
and Dean (1989) have raised awareness of the extent to which as pro
fessionals, we are all racialized, gendered, and political subjects in class
room space, the interrogative gaze in both theory and practice has gen
erally been unifocally determined (i.e., defined by the negotiations of 
students) rather than multifocally determined (i.e., defined by the ne
gotiations of both students and the teacher). 

In being multifocal in our gaze, we shift attention from the stu
dents to the teacher and then examine the implications of this view
point, not only for the students, but for the creation of the classroom 
culture to which students are adjusting. Discounting the teacher as an 
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active agent in the classroom wrongly positions students as subjectable 
priinarily to disembodied systems and overly constrained by outcomes 
rather than converging processes. By focusing on teacher identity, we 
re-shuffle these relationships and re-make the balances in order to make 
recognizable the notion that the negotiation of classroom identity in
volves an interaction of all parties, sometimes with competing agendas. 

General Background 

The project that became the springboard for this way of thinking 
emerged from interactions between Royster and Taylor that came about 
through a set of graduate courses that Taylor took and two quarters of 
basic writing courses in the Ohio State University Basic Writing Pro
gram that Taylor taught. These experiences enabled Taylor and Royster, 
her graduate advisor, to have sustained conversation about a collec
tive of issues. Working together, we realized that there are advan
tages in shifting both the location from which we were envisioning 
our mutual concerns and the analytical paradigm by which we were 
operating. 

In terms of our own location as workshop leaders in the ecce 
workshop, our questions remained cognizant of student experiences 
in classrooms. The shift, however, was to foreground the multiple ways 
in which issues of identity become more slippery and compelling when 
we refine this view to notice more directly the race, gender, class, age, 
culture, institutional posipon, etc. of the teacher as classroom subject. 
Our intent was: to acknowledge both sets of people in the room, stu
dents and the teacher; to shift the paradigm so that students are not 
perceived simplistically as the site and/ or source of pathology and so 
that teachers are perceived as the primary site and/ or source of power, 
privilege, and culture-making; and to recognize, as Keith Gilyard (1996) 
and Jerrie Cobb Scott (1993) suggest, the need to flip "the script" and 
"the marginalization coin." 

In effect, we had become impatient with the discussion of iden
tity, most especially in basic writing classrooms, as the students' prob
lem, rather than also as the teacher's problem, and we wanted the dia
logue to take into direct account the culpability of teacher location in 
the creation of learning space. In our work, we have been instructed 
by a conscious interrogation of our assumptions about who is likely to 
occupy basic writing classrooms on both sides of the desk, especially 
in public institutions. Recognizing how much classroom constituen
cies actually vary from institutional site to institutional site, what we 
have affirmed is how consistently characteristics of writing performance 
become conflated in research and scholarship with issues of identity 
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(race, class, gender, age) and with issues of good character or ethos. 
In addition to interrogating our own assumptions, we have also 

been informed by demographic projections for the United States to 
the year 2020 (Campbell1994) that indicate shifts in who is likely to 
occupy classrooms in the next century. By all indications, regardless 
of how students in the classroom may be constituted in terms of iden
tities, what is likely is that the teacher will probably not share particu
lar identities with the students, including the possibility of race, 
ethnicity, class, age, gender, etc., but also including factors such as 
histories of academic success, institutional status, and" cultural" sense 
of being. All of these factors relate to issues of "location" in the class
room that we assert will indeed become increasingly important in all 
of our classrooms, but clearly in basic writing classrooms. At the lev
els at which students are most insecure about writing performance, 
i.e., in basic writing courses, "location" becomes exacerbated by the 
pressures of multiply defined experiences of marginality, based not 
only on personal identity but also on social and institutional identity
or non-identity. 

Our primary goal for the workshop was to debunk the myth of 
the conflation of race, class, culture, and character in the basic writing 
classroom, and to begin this process by acknowledging the teaching 
self. The goals of the workshop were: 

To blend self-critique and institutional"location" in creating 
a leverage point from which to shift paradigms for theory and 
practice in basic writing classrooms. 

To generate strategies for interrogating the multiple relation
ships encoded in: 
how we represent ourselves in the basic writing classroom; 
how we represent our students in the basic writing classroom; 
how these representations shape and direct what we teach, 
how we teach it, and how we assess progress and performance. 

In order to carry out this agenda, we chose activities that were de
signed to be hands-on. 

At the beginning of the wor~pop~ we conducted an informal 
survey (See Appendix 1) in order for pcpticipants to notice the differ
ences among their institutional sites, their material environments, as 
well as their student populations. The results of the survey served to 
remind us in quite direct ways that material conditions do indeed vary. 
We found that while as a group we might talk about our institutions 
in generic terms, they were actually quite distinctive in several ways 
(e.g., in terms of regional location, size, age of the student body, diver
sity among the faculty along gender, age, and ethnic lines, mission of 
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the institution, etc.). 
With the survey as general backdrop, we engaged in short writ

ing activities (See Appendix 2) to make use of the memory work that 
enriches discussions of classroom theory and practice. These activities 
included the participants thinking about perceptions of themselves in 
the classroom, about particular moments in their classroom during 
which questions of identity might be raised, and about possible gaps 
between how they represent themselves and how students might rep
resent them. Having primed these memories, we structured applica
tions (See Appendix 3) that were designed to help participants con
cretize perceptions, draw forth classroom-based challenges, and share 
strategies and solutions to contentious problems and issues. The ap
plications were based on incidents that had arisen from Taylor's expe
riences in her classroom, covering a range of issues: the selection of 
reading materials; the use of collaborative activities; assessment issues; 
issues related to technology; issues related to gender, authority, 
ethnicity, and so on. 

The heart of our session, however, and the part that in the end 
seemed to yield the most was the sharing of Taylor's classroom experi
ences as she, a white woman raised in a Jewish household in Rich
mond, Virginia, entered a "multicultural" classroom filled with stu
dents whose success as writers and whose success with negotiating 
their academic and institutional identities varied considerably. 

Expectations, Alliances, and Identities: A Case in Point 

As teachers, we tend to operate without questioning the 
extent to which practices deviate from the ideal, socially sanc
tioned ideologies of society or how our individual processes 
of self-identity interplay with the self-identity of students. To 
fail to critically examine the practiced vs. the preached ideolo
gies of society or the student vs. the teacher's self-identity is to 
support, through uncritical dysconsciousness, the recycling of 
attitudes that resist changes that benefit those marginalized in 
school systems. (Jerrie Cobb Scott, "Literacies and Deficits 
Revisited") 

I remember reading Jerrie Cobb Scott's "Literacies and Deficits 
Revisited" for the first time in the Spring of 1996. As a graduate stu
dent in a seminar designed to introduce us to the field of basic writing 
and to prepare us to teach in my university's own basic writing pro
gram, I was asked to draft a bibliographic essay focused upon the field's 
most recent (1990's) scholarship. I knew right away what I wanted to 
investigate: how notions of identity-gender, class, race, region, 
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ethnicity-shape contemporary basic writing scholarship. All of my 
work as a student of rhetoric and composition had previously addressed 
the relationship between identity, authority, and the teaching and valu
ing of student writing, and I expected these issues to prove especially 
crucial to the field of basic writing, where (for highly problematic rea
sons) students often represent a variety of cultural, racial, and eco
nomic categories of difference. But I was unprepared for what my 
brief bibliographical study of the Journal of Basic Writing and other com
position journals would yield. While the issue of student identity per
meated every facet of the scholarship, explorations of teacher identity 
seemed almost absent. I began to feel as if ghost writers were at work
quite literally. Who were these teachers, these researchers, represent
ing the words and lives of their students? How did they figure into 
their own discussions? 

Even now, nearly one year after reading "Literacies and Deficits 
Revisited," Scott's essay resonates quite powerfully for me. It points 
toward the tendency in basic writing scholarship to define basic writ
ers. Whether defining these students in terms of their membership (or 
lack thereof) within academic discourse communities, or in terms of 
their cognitive "skills," the drive to define, and I would argue, objec
tify, students persists. Sometimes teachers and researchers focus the 
definitional act on the students' written products as metonymic stand
ins for the writers themselves. Perhaps most disturbingly, as William 
Jones reminds us in "Basic Writing: Pushing Against Racism," some
times they utilize the term basic writer to serve as "euphemism and 
code for minority students" (74). As a white teacher I am perhaps 
most troubled by Jones' argument, but I will not respond to that argu
ment by forwarding yet another definition of basic writers .. Instead, 
like Jerrie Cobb Scott, I argue that basic writing scholars must cease to 
concentrate so intensely upon the act of defining these communicative 
"others," objectifying them and claiming all of the power that comes 
with the act of naming itself. I suggest that basic writing teachers and 
researchers must begin instead to question our own identities, exam
ining critically the relation between who we are and the work we make 
possible for our students. This work is necessary for all teachers, but 
for white, middle class teachers of basic writing, who may find them
selves, as Royster reminds us, feeling different from those who occupy 
the other side of the desk, the work is especially crucial. If Scott is 
right about the dangers of seemingly dysconscious (albeit well
intentioned) attitudes that reproduce the status quo, we must ask what 
it means for composition researchers and teachers not to address their 
own identities, to assume that multiple literacy practices can take place 
in a single classroom without the kind of "violence" that J. Elspeth 
Stuckey describes (1991). The challenge to teachers and researchers of 
basic writers is to "flip" what Scott so aptly calls the "marginalization 
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coin" (51) in order to allow themselves to be described, discussed, de
fined, or named. 

This challenge drove my research in the graduate seminar last 
year. I remember the end of the quarter looming, along with my ap
pointment to serve as a TA for the basic writing program the following 
autumn. I knew that my own identity would radically impact my teach
ing of the course, that my ways of valuing student texts, of determin
ing what I would consider meaningful, had everything to do with who 
I was and where I came from. Before I stepped into that basic writing 
classroom in the fall, I needed to stop and ask: What am I doing here? 
What drives me to work in the context of a basic writing classroom? 
What do I expect of my students and how did I construct those expec
tations? 

But scholars like Jerrie Cobb Scott remind me that making a quick 
reference to my own race/ class/ gender at the beginning of my own 
scholarship is not enough. I must answer the questions I raise above, 
but such questions should not act as ends in themselves; instead, I use 
such questions as a means to interrogate my own teaching practices in 
order to imagine new kinds of questions. Naming who we are does not let 
us off the ethical hook. Actually, I am not really looking to my race, 
class, and culture as individually distinguishable factors that impact 
my teaching. Instead, I consider my race and class as two examples of 
the multiple sites that constitute what I name my culture(s). Thus a 
host of other factors, including age, regional affiliations, educational 
history, and institutional location are also part of what shapes who I 
am as a teacher in my classroom, a distinction which does not negate 
the need for white teachers to critique their racial and socio-economic 
identities. Rather, the distinction helps me to broaden that critique so 
that it encompasses other identities in helping me to realize how race 
and class are always implicitly a part of other sites of identity forma
tion. In broadening the view, the goal is to historicize and critique the 
sites of identity formation and the sources of my own knowledge about 
basic writers. Thus I can articulate how and why I "am" in the basic 
writing classroom. 

Voicing Identities in the Basic Writing Classroom 

While teaching basic writing in the Fall of 1996, I undertook an 
independent study of teacher identity with my mentor and advisor, 
Jacqueline Jones Royster. What started as a bibliographical explora
tion for a graduate seminar became a more tangible project. ·I kept a 
teaching journal to help me study my own identity, as it was constructed 
by me and by my students. At the same time, I continued my review 
of basic writing scholarship, problematizing the ways in which teach-
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ers and researchers of basic writing represent their students without 
naming or critiquing themselves. My daily teaching journals reflected 
my own concerns regarding my position as a new teacher/scholar of 
basic writing, and by examining those concerns alongside others' ap
proaches to teacher identity in basic writing scholarship, I explored 
potential sites for my own acts of uncritical dysconsciousness. As il
lustrated below, what became most informative in transforming this 
project into a CCCC Workshop presentation was the process of juxta
posing my voice with the voices of my students in order to study, re
flect upon, and generate questions about the process of teacher iden
tity-formation in the basic writing classroom. 

Some of the characters in these journal entries are my students, 
but most of the characters are me: the TA struggling to stay theoreti
cally grounded, the new teacher at the Writing Workshop trying to 
negotiate membership with colleagues, a white instructor worrying 
about her relationships with students of color, a woman troubled by 
gendered alliances among her students, and a suburbanite facing her 
own representations of rural students and their values. My competing 
identities, the characters here, don't always get along,· and the setting 
has an awful lot to do with the plot. Within my journal entries, I repre
sent student voices as they spoke during classroom conversations, via 
e-mail or personal conferences with me, and through their written re
sponses to classroom assignments. Troubling for me in representing 
my students in writing, even when I use their own words, is that the 
nature of any written representation of "real" events is always just 
that- a linguistic representation, not an" actual" transcription capable 
of conveying totally what was said and what was communicated. I 
feel compelled to say that these stories are, of course, products of my 
own shaping and not intended to be set forth as unmediated "truth." 

The Pre-Quarter Orientation: TA or Not TA? 
The staff of the Workshop seemed so dedicated, enthused, and it was 

great to be among colleagues who lave to talk about teaching again. But I 
definitely felt like the junior colleague, the student among professionals, and I 
resisted some of those activities. VVhen we practiced hypothetical placement 
test reading, no matter how many sample essays I saw, I couldn't quite deter
mine how to "place" an essay into one of our department's·courses. When I 
asked what I thought made a student text successful, I said "it's communica
tive in context." I remember the other workshop staffers smiling at me po
litely. 

It strikes me now how desperately I seemed to want to define 
myself as a graduate student visiting the Basic Writing program-not 
as a permanent resident. How many others find themselves, like me, 
expecting merely to "pass through" their basic writing teaching ap
pointments? At my own institution, questions concerning the 
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professionalization, scholarly commitment, and even work ethics of 
our basic writing teachers seem to arise frequently. How do such in
stitutionally driven doubts affect basic writing scholarship and peda
gogy? 

After a particularly difficult October staff meeting at the Work
shop, I write: Last week, while we were discussing our obseroations of one 
another's classes, the highest compliment seemed to be, "I visited x's class and 
he was practically invisible." I will never be invisible in my classroom. Invis
ibility for a TA means powerlessness, lack of authority. But I'm afraid to 
speak up in these staff meetings because I'm a beginner. I'm worried that I'm 
starting to define myself as some sort of rebel here. That's not who I want to 
be. 

I'm not sure that I overcame that rebellious streak; rather, I 
reconceptualized it as the year wore on, working hard to balance my 
need to ask questions of my colleagues with the recognition that I was, 
in fact, inexperienced. Interestingly enough, I think my colleagues, 
too, reconceptualized me as they saw how my questions were helping 
me to bring the parts of myself- student, teacher, scholar- together in 
my work as a teacher at the Workshop. 

Once the quarter began, my journal addressed my expectations 
about who these basic writers would be-and how I would find ways 
to make connections with them. 

September 25: Great Expectations 
I got my roster before I taught class today. The first thing I noticed was 

ethnidty. Or should I say, I noticed my own attempts to guess the ethnicities 
of my students, and then to pretend that I wasn't notidng. Was Juan Carlos 
a native speaker of Spanish? Where was he from? How many of the Asian 
names on my roster belonged to ESL students, and how many of them named 
students born and raised in the Ohio suburbs? Did I really only have two 
women in the class? How would they deal with Kingston's The Woman 
Warrior? Once I matched names to faces, I found out that "T.L." was 
actually a Tiffanie- thank God! She seemed really interested- her writing 
sample suggests she's given a great deal of thought to the challenges she faces 
as a Black woman at the university. She's a sophomore, though. What hap
pened last year? Did she take the course once? I never even took Freshman 
Camp. What experiences, if any, will my students and I share? Do we have 
to share experiences in order to work together successfully? 

As the quarter progressed, I found that spending time in two 
buildings, one which houses the basic writing program and the other 
the English Department, caused me to lose track of more than just my 
grade book and coffee mug. Sometimes I felt like I lost a little bit of my 
self- the part of me I most clearly defined as Graduate Student- each 
time I made the trek from the English department to the basic writing 
program facility. But something else gradually replaced the part I had 
lost: a questioning, engaged, and often troubled teacher. 
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September 29: The Outsiders 
The other TAs in the English department don't really understand why 

I'm interested in teaching basic writing five days a week, and after the basic 
writing staff meetings I feel as though my colleagues there think I am "ques
tioning" them and their pedagogy. I suppose I do question the program- but 
not its pedagogy or its right to funding. I'm really questioning the institu
tional structures that put such a course in place. I mostly worry about how I 
handled my students' questions about 052. I think I let them know that I, too, 
am frustrated by the placement system. I suspect that they'll continue to say, 
"show me the difference between my paper and a 110 student's paper." Then 
who will I turn to? Bartholomae's work? Mike Rose's books? How should I 
answer such a question? 

Interestingly, once my students began sharing their drafts in mid
October, I became the cultural outsider. It's an experience I highly rec
ommend. 

October 15: "Yet Do I Marvel" 
I'm noticing that my own responses to student papers are somehow 

engaging the question of culture- even if I choose not to articulate that to the 
students themselves. For instance, Demetrius' first response log batch came 
in, and I noticed that when describing the protagonist in The Chocolate 
War~ Demetrius began to use a stylistic device that I could only describe as 
sermonic. He spoke in his journal about Jerry (the character) and his ability 
to "restoreth" the spirits of his teammates and friends. Such moments are 
fascinating for me- markers of a rhetorical tradition outside my own tend to 
make me want to stop, admire, ask questions. But would it be appropriate to 
share such moments with students? To talk to them about the intersections of 
culture and rhetoric? Or, does my response simply imply that I'm too willing 
to generalize about African American students' discourse because I've read 
Smitherman or Gates? What's the best way to talk about community literacies 
and not fall into a kind of generalizing? 

Late October: Invisible Man 
Jason, who moved here from China as a high school student, continues 

to worry me. The other night he wrote me via e-mail, expressing his disap
pointment that his classmates were not writing to him as often as he liked. "I 
wait for the rooster," he wrote, referring to the Eudora icon, "but he never 
come." Jason's quietness in class and his eagerness to speak over e-mail have 
contributed to my students' marking of him as Other. Sometimes I even for
get he's in the room. What role should I play in helping Jason to assimilate? 
Should he assimilate at all? 

What strikes me now as I read my journal responses to both 
Demetrius and Jason is how two facets of my own identity, my race 
and my own research agenda, colored my pedagogical instincts. As a 
graduate student enmeshed in discussions of contrastive rhetorics (Shen 
1989) and critiques of assimilationist projects (Lu 1992, Giroux 1992), I 
seemed incapable of considering Demetrius' rhetoric and Jason's de-
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sire for acceptance from any other perspectives. As a white instructor 
I might have been engaged in dysconscious acts of transgressive voy
eurism (Royster 1995), reading Demetrius in terms of "nonmainstream" 
rhetorical traditions and attributing Jason's difficulties only to cultural 
difference. I found myself moved not to action, but simply to further 
contemplation. What might I have done instead to make Demetrius' 
text a part of a larger classroom discussion? How might I have asked 
other students to respond to Jason's request for e-mail? 

In November, frustrated with classroom interaction, lack of stu
dent preparation, and low morale, I turn to my workshop colleagues 
for support. "It's mid-term," they remind me. But I knew more was at 
stake. I was terrified that my lack of experience had been translated to 
my students, who knew, after all, what "T A" meant in their other 
classes: T A's were graders, proctors, apprentices" stuck" working with 
first-year students while secretly (or not-so-secretly) longing to escape 
to their laboratories. Worse, perhaps they suspected what I often wor
ried about myself- that their classroom was the laboratory and I was 
merely learning how to teach. 

Mid-term Reflections: "I felt a funeral in my brain" 
Even as the writing in my class seems to be improving, attendance is 

falling off Rosa has missed eleven class days- Tiffanie eight, though many 
were excused absences. When Dylan comes, he doesn't bring his materials. 
Gordon is increasingly withdrawn- committed to his fraternity and just sort 
of scraping by in my class. Mike threatened me with a 6:30a.m. wake-up call 
on the first day of Winter Quarter ("Your husband will think I'm your boy
friend"), and followed that comment with a pornographic e-mail to me this 
week- muppets doing pretty unspeakable stuff Apparently, he believes I am 
the kind of person who would find humor in Web Porn. As Elizabeth Ellsworth 
would say, this does not feel empowering. Boundaries are being crossed by 
Black students and white ones, by women and men, by "good students" and 
forgetful ones. And where is the article of research that helps me deal with 
this? 

I feel like I've spent the last two weeks trying to let students know that 
I realize I am complicit in all of this, but some boundaries can't be crossed if I 
am to be an effective teacher. I am becoming increasingly aware that any 
discussion of teacher identity in the basic writing classroom needs to take into 
account multiple facets of identity. My institutional identity, my age, my 
gender, my place in the department, my tenuous place within the Writing 
Workshop, and, of course, my race and class need to be considered. 

All of these crucial shapers of identity came to the forefront for 
me when my students took the floor as presenters and discussion lead
ers, and I became one of the participants. 

December's Presentations: The Sound and the Fury 
Today the three women, Casey, Tiffanie, and Rosa presented on "sex

ism in 052." Rosa read from her paper about her mother's ovarian cancer. 
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She then told us what it was like for her to be one of three women in a class of 
men, describing how she altered the language of her paper so that she wouldn't 
upset male members of the class, particularly her peer group. That backfired. 
Gordon blew up, disgusted that Rosa thought he was "too dumb" to under
stand her. I tried to step in, explaining that she wasn't calling them dumb, 
but that Rosa felt uncomfortable discussing some issues with them. Was I 
placating Gordon or defending Rosa? VVhen Tiffanie spoke, all hell broke loose. 
She claimed that all of the men who preferred Kingston's book were "Mama's 
Boys," while the ones who preferred Cormier's book were sexists. I watched 
the men on the left side of the room (students from rural areas) suck in their 
cheeks and count to ten. Others shut down completely. When Casey, the 
third woman, spoke, she prefaced her comments by saying that she had nev(!r 
felt discriminated against as a woman in our class. How was I to respond? 
VVhose position was I to validate? I felt hurt and betrayed. I've certainly 
never been accused of not fostering feminist texts/values in my classroom. 
But I know I was hyper-aware of the number of men in my course, and I 
didn't push them to discuss gender on a daily basis. I had bitten my tongue on 
several occasions, worried that my male students might perceive my femi
nism as threatening. But! didn'twant the women to be put on the spot all the 
time as the "representatives" of womankind. 

Our reading of Maxine Hong Kingston's The Woman Warrior even 
further complicated my own understanding of my role within the class
room. When should I speak, and when should I remain silent? 

"No Name Woman" meets Dick Vitale 
I have assigned my students, in groups of five, to lead discussiou once 

over the course of the quarter. The first two groups are talking about The 
Woman Warrior. Today's group (three white men from rural areas, Mike, 
Mike, and Mark, one white woman from Cleveland named Casey, and Shirish, 
a newly-made American citizen originally from India) "presented" by sub
jecting my class to thirty excruciating minutes of Dick Vitale on tape. The 
tie, they argued, was that Vitale motivates his players through story-telling 
the same way that Kingston's mother motivates her daughter by telling her 
the story of the "No Name Woman." All eyes, save mine and Tiffanie's, 
glazed over in worshipful abandon! These students bought Vitale's cliches 
and generalizations about the power of sports. "A boy, a ball, a dream," he 
repeated like a mantra. And I thought, what about the girls? And what does 
it mean to tell generations of boys that the ball is the dream? I raised these 
questions, but all of my students shot me down pretty quickly. Talk about 
culture shock. All of my students extolled the virtues of Vitale's way of seeing 
the world. Tiffanie and I just shook our heads and sighed. 

The Grapes of Rap 
The second group, comprised by all of the African American students 

(Tiffanie, Dylan, and Demetrius) and Rosa, a bilingual student from Mexico, 
presented the class with a video today, a 25 minute MTV special memorializ
ing rapper Tupac Shakur, an artist whose films I admired and whose music I 

37 



knew very little about. I have such mixed feelings about this group's alliance. 
I want so badly for students of color, many of whom speak to me about racism 
in their dorms, to find networks of support. But my class is dividing rapidly 
along raciaVethnic lines. Do I assume heterogeneous groups are more effec
tive educationally? I think as a high school teacher in Virginia I did. But naw 
I'm not so sure. Maybe heterogeneous groups make me, not my students, feel 
safe. This group argued that like Kingston, Shakur uses personal experience 
to shape his texts. They wanted us to consider Shakur's life and death from 
this perspective, and then discuss our responses to the video. 

The class was polite (a few eyes rolled and the boy next to me, Nathan, 
winced visibly as he heard of Shakur's sodomy charges). I took notes on the 
video. Shakur spoke pawerfully and made it clear that he had to speak from 
and for his community. He also explained why, even though he had made a 
great deal of money as a rapper, he continued to live in South Central. "Where 
are the neighborhoods where I can be both safe and among my awn people?" 
he asked. I felt the white student next to me bristle, but he continued to watch, 
tapping his foot in impatience. 

The group asked us all to share our quick responses to the video. "I 
liked," Jason replied. He offered no further explanation. Several of the white 
students from rural communities muttered their responses, but one student 
completely surprised me by launching into a thorough discussion of Shakur 
and his work. I don't think the group expected Gordon to be a Tupac fan, and 
neither did I. I welcomed the surprise. Nathan asked about Shakur's violence. 
"After prison, did he keep beating people up?" Demetrius and Tiffanie fielded 
the question, but didn't really satisfy Nathan. 

Later in the quarter, Mike told us why he had been so uncharac
teristically silent after the video. "How many of us from farms even 
have cable TV? Do you really think we had all heard of Tupac Shakur? 
I only got MTV for the first time this year, in the dorm." A response 
like this easily gets forgotten in the midst of all of the scholarship about 
CUNY, SEEK, and Open Admissions programs in what Mike and 
Nathan call "the big city." 

Final Portfolios: Grim Fairy Tales 
While sharing their portfolios today, the classroom became a Dale 

Carnegie meeting as students vawed to submit their work to the evil Writing 
Workshop Committee and skip right over 053. After nine weeks of hard work, 
we were back to the question of placement. Nobody celebrated the improved 
writing as an accomplishment; rather, the improvement they saw in one 
another's work was important only if it granted direct access to English 110. 
Even as I told my students that courses like 052 are the reason they are admit
ted to the university- that if these courses were eliminated, so, too would the 
university eliminate them - they continued to script the Writing Workshop 
staff as the "bad guys" preventing them from reaching their "true potential" 
in 110- only I could champion them to therestofthe Workshop. They seemed 
unable to understand that I, too, was a part of that system. 
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I suspect now that my students sensed my own contradictory 
feelings about the work I did as their teacher. The issue of placement 
was so powerful for Mike, whose mother is an English teacher and 
whose father is the vice-principal of the town middle school, that he 
uses it to structure the cover letter for his final 052 portfolio. In that 
letter, he figures the Writing Workshop as an "Evil Stepmother" pre
venting this "Cinderella Class" from going to the "Ball"-English 110. 

Conclusion: Grim Fairytales Revised 
Perhaps the most eloquent storyteller of the quarter was Casey, a 

young white woman from a large city whose silence throughout the 
quarter is reflected in my journal; her name appears less often than 
anyone else's. She struggled quietly, and her final essay, an allegory 
written in response to the prompt, "Tell the story of 052," moved all of 
us. What it suggests about the identities our students themselves find 
most meaningful is quite provocative. Casey's paper reads as follows: 

**** 
"The City of 052" 

Many, many miles belO'lQ the ocean stood an enchanting city with the 
identification number 052. This city was trapped infinitely on the floor of the 
ocean in a large glass bubble . .. The members of the city were an unusual 
group of individuals. Not one person carried the same personality trait or the 
same physical feature. Although the members seemed to be nothing alike, 
each one of them bonded together by the simple fact that they were unhappy to 
be stuck in a city confined to the bottom of the ocean. 

The members of the city 052 were placed there by the gavernment be
cause they were considered to be slightly behind the rest of the world in 
intelligence ... [their] work was not much fun, but was there to educate them 
and to better enable them for the real world . .. The first few days were a little 
uncomfortable or even confusing for every member of the city. Being in a city 
that was underwater was a little bit different then the way they were used to 
living .... 

There was one member of the city that was ahead of everybody else, and 
her name was Becky. Becky had been in this city for many, many years but 
was only there to guide those with assumed less intelligence. They were all a 
little surprised by Becky, because they had expected someone a little stricter 
and less happy ... The whole group seemed to be bonding, at least that's what 
most of them thought. They seldom had contact with the real world but when , 
they did, they learned that the work that was getting done in the underwater 
city was as complicated, and took more work than the work that was getting 
done in the real world. Many of the members of this interesting group became 
frustrated by this fact. "This is so unfair that the education we are getting 
down here will not count towards credit in the real world," said Nathan. 
Nathan always seemed to be bringing up this point every time the group met. 
Tiffanie and Mike agreed with Nathan. That is why the group probably bonded 
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so well, even if only a few people spoke up, everybody felt the same . ... 
Casey believed that a kind of "bonding" took place despite cul

tural, gender, racial, and regional differences. And I smile even now 
at Casey's depiction of me as a "laughing, happy individual"- that 
certainly isn't how I represent myself in my journals. Her reading of 
me as someone with experience, someone who has been in the city "a 
long, long, time" gives me pause. How do we negotiate our construc
tions of our own identities with our students' depictions of us? When 
I reread those journals, I noticed how I wrestled with notions of au
thority, defined variously in several instances. When students were 
absent, I attributed those absences to my status as a TA who couldn't 
"make them" come to class; I questioned my institutional authority. 
When I refused to push students to critique Dick Vitale's ideological 
stance, I denied myself a chance for feminist advocacy, perhaps sub
verting my own political authority, but privileging my students'. When 
I resisted engaging the question of multicultural rhetorics while read
ing Demetrius' work, I subjugated my identity as a white reader to my 
expertise as a rhetorician, creating a lack of professional authority, but 
perhaps recognizing a student's cultural authority. 

What I wish to emphasize now is not a sort of "revelation." I 
won't argue that, yes, I had authority all along and that Casey's text 
helped me see that. Instead, I want to suggest that the keeping of a 
teaching journal-which required me not only to reconstruct classroom 
experiences, but to pay attention to the act of construction itself, to 
come to terms with how who I am prevents and/ or enables me to re
evaluate classroom practice- helped me to understand classroom au
thority in more dialogic terms. That journal allows me to ask the new 
kinds of questions I imagined at the outset of this essay: How did my 
own expectations of having to negotiate racial difference first and fore
most affect the pedagogical decisions I made throughout the quarter? 
Was that difference, in fact, the difference my students most perceived? 
What other factors constitute teacher I student cultures and identities? 
What kinds of mechanisms shape the relationships between those fac
tors in the classroom, determining which factors are most powerful in 
any given moment? Perhaps most importantly, how can interrogation 
of teacher f scholar identities alter the landscape of existing basic writ
ing pedagogies? 

Implications for Teaching and Research 

From this collective of workshop activities, we walk away with 
direct challenges for what identity means in terms of classroom trans
formation. Our starter questions for analyzing scenarios from the ba
sic writing classroom have acquired new life in that they have become 
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the places where our rendering of challenges begin. 

What issues emerge from a shifting of our view of identity 
and culture formation in basic writing classrooms to include 
the merging of teacher and student locations in classroom 
space? 

How do teacher "location," student "location," and institution 
matter in the ways that each of us might center the gaze in the 
classroom and articulate the nature of the teaching/learning 
engagement? 

How can we use our conscious awareness of self, students, 
place, and enterprise in making the basic writing classroom a 
richer (i.e., more positive, productive, intellectually invigo
rated) literacy development arena? 

What advice or "cautionary tales" do we need to remember? 

Clearly, we do not have prescriptions for these questions. The 
first three certainly constitute a rather complex agenda for research, 
scholarship, and classroom practices. The fourth question also brings 
with it ill-formed responses. However, as our experiences resonated 
during the workshop with the experiences of the participants, we real
ized that we are indeed not starting from scratch in being both warned 
and well-instructed by the experiences and expertise that we have de
veloped in basic writing classrooms over the last thirty years espe
cially. 

Implications for Research and Scholarship: The scholarship in 
basic writing, as we discussed earlier, does not focus on teacher iden
tity. When teacher identity is considered, scholars often provide only 
brief statements at the beginning of essays (e.g., "I am a white-middle
class-woman-at-a-large-state-university"), rather than sustaiping self
critique throughout the piece. How might we better imagine ways to 
enact our identities, to question them, to consider how these identities 
impact our classrooms? Can a teaching journal, such as the one dem
onstrated here by Taylor, be considered worthy as a research tool or as 
a rhetorical form worthy of study? What forms would/ should schol
arship that is more attuned to teacher identity take? 

As evidenced by the form of this article, even when we try to 
concentrate on teacher identities and their construction, we face chal
lenges of ethics and representation. For one thing, student voices creep 
into the center of our concerns and are often the most compelling voices 
that we hear. How can we make room for those voices and still sustain 
a dialogic balance- us, them, the systems around us all? Is it possible, 
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for example, to focus on teacher identity without engaging the voices 
of our students? Hit isn't possible, how do we incorporate their points 
of view? How do we ethically represent their experiences? Can we 
begin to talk about teacher and student identities as mutually consti
tutive? What are productive ways to do so? What can this kind of 
reconceptualization offer the field of rhetoric and composition in terms 
of methodologies in research and scholarship? 

In one way, this article is yet another call to story as a very useful 
methodology for sharing classroom experiences- this time with the 
gaze on the teacher. Our call, however, is also for a critical step back 
from our narratives to make them reach out more inclusively and more 
meaningfully for the general landscape of our work. At this point, our 
view is that we need to think, not only about ourselves in classroom 
space, but also about the art of storytelling in terms of its theoretical 
and political implications. What have we learned about the telling of 
stories? How do we assign meaning and draw value for the classroom 
cultures from which our telling comes? 

Implications for Teacher Training and Classroom Pedagogy: 
Re-imagining the work of basic writing programs in the twenty-first 
century demands that we break the cycle of classroom representations 
that permit our own locations as teachers to go unnoticed and 
uninterrogated. Who we are and how we are as human beings impact 
upon our pedagogical choices. Being aware of this reality permits us 
to see success and failure in our classrooms with different eyes, with a 
different sort of critical questioning. We can become more sensitive to 
the possibility that what in the past we may have attributed to issues 
related to student identity may also be a function of issues related to 
our own identities. Is a "problem" a matter of ill-literacy or multiple 
literacies? Is a "problem" a function of student ignorance and inexpe
rience or teacher ignorance and inexperience? Can a given usage be 
explained within institutional contexts or home contexts? Is the "prob
lem" tied to performance or to the nature of engagements that we our
selves forge between ourselves and our students, or between ourselves 
and our institutions, or between those of us inside the classrooms and 
the systems that operate around us? What do we as teachers really 
know about the literate possibilities maximally available to us in a class
room? How have we learned to make good use of what we know? 
How have we learned to discover what else we might need to know 
and make use of? 

In large part, the demographics of students in writing classrooms 
are shifting significantly, but the demographics of teachers entering 
writing classrooms don't seem to be keeping a comparable pace. Writ
ing teachers, and especially basic writing teachers, tend to be white 
women. Given the differences in these demographic factors, the obvi
ous probability, as indicated previously, is a variety of mismatches 
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between teacher and students. Whatever a teacher's personal, social, 
or institutional identity, however, whether that person conforms to 
the norm for teacher demographics in basic writing classrooms or not, 
what is clear is that we need to re-think teacher training and to re
think classroom pedagogies with these factors in mind. 

Obviously, we are not at all suggesting that only insiders in a 
particular discourse community have the capacity to teach other mem
bers of that community. We are not interested in even belaboring this 
point. We are suggesting that teachers think more consciously and 
reflectively about the implications of difference in the classroom. How 
can we utilize knowledge of differences across personal, social, and 
institutional lines to respond better to student needs or to adjust our 
own needs when we encounter students who seem unfamiliar to us? 
What do we do when the identities that we hold most dear are not the 
features with which our students are connecting? In Taylor's case, for 
example, her sense of herself as a white female instructor was less im
portant to her than her sense of herself as a teaching assistant who was 
forging a professional/institutional identity for herself. 

This article suggests, then, that teachers might benefit from tak
ing into account ways to engage in dialogue with students about how 
they are seeing us and not just about how we are seeing them. A criti
cal question, therefore, is how do we develop habits as teachers, and 
especially as teachers in training, that support: the explorations of dif
ference in classrooms including the ways in which our own locations 
contribute to this complexity; the accumulation of specific knowledge 
about students and student performance as a multiliterate enterprise; 
or about the use of that knowledge in developing the flexibility to match 
variable strategies with variable classroom needs and to construct class
room cultures that are positive and productive? 

In terms of basic writing classrooms as a specific site of engage
ment, are we being systematic in training people for the particular needs 
of students at this level? How many teachers are simply "passing 
through," as in Taylor's case, i.e., learning from the site but not neces
sarily planning to make careers there? Should we be moving as a profes
sion to draw more colleagues to basic writing as an area to which one 
is professionally devoted and not just generally interested? In other 
words, who are we thinking of when we think of "basic writing teach
ers" for the twenty-first century? What are the pedagogical implica
tions of our answers? What are the implications for teacher training? 

Implications for Re-considering Invisible Literacies: In the con
temporary scholarship in which "basic writer" is often conflated with 
minority students, many kinds of literacies remain hidden. Issues such 
as how regionalisms and geographical alliances affect writing instruc
tion seem to get left out of consideration. The concept of literacy as 
shaped by specific contexts inside and outside of the university is not 
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always used to greatest advantage. The dominance of "open admis
sions" at particular colleges and universities sometimes dominates our 
views of what literacy is or is not in ways that prevent us from seeing 
the strengths of our own students. For example, as teachers who work 
often with rural students rather than urban and suburban students, 
we have had to re-think some basic assumptions, such as how the pres
ence or absence of cable television affects resources for writing. Our 
experiences with this project have led us to take into much fuller ac
count the ways in which conflating race or ethnicity with lack of mem
bership in academic discourse communities actually deflects attention 
away from other kinds of issues. Looming large among these issues is 
how writing professionals at all levels might productively critique the 
"gatekeeping" roles of first year writing that seem to be built auto
matically into the very fiber of our academic system. 

One Last Word 

At the end of this article, we feel compelled to make one last state
ment. While caution in all that we do seems well-advised given how 
complicated classroom challenges inevitably are, the commitment to 
more sustaining theories of classroom engagement and more genera
tive and respectful classroom and scholarly practices is a challenge 
worth accepting. Affirmed by our experiences in the workshop, watch
ing and listening as other teachers from across the nation saw ways in 
which their views of issues and challenges merged with ours, we were 
incredibly inspired to re-commit ourselves to this work in the com
pany of others who were doing likewise: Taylor to her work toward 
her dissertation; Royster as she continues to investigate issues of iden
tity, agency, and authority in multiple environments. In the mean
time, in recognition that the task of debunking mythologies demands 
the sharing of counter viewpoints, we submit to the discourse on class
rooms this view of teachers, not just students, in extending the call to 
others to make a different, more inclusive, more interactive case for 
how attention might be brought to bear on issues of classroom iden
tity. 
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APPENDIX1 

INFORMAL SURVEY FOR 
BASIC WRITING WORKSHOP PARTICIPANTS 

1. For what kind of institution do you work? 
-two-year college 
-four-year college 
-two-year technical college 
-technological college/ university 
-research university 

2. Areyou: 
-a writing/ other skills teacher in a basic writing _program 
-an administrator of a basic writing program 
-other 

3. How many years have you worked with students in basic writ-
ing classrooms? 

-1-3 years 
-4-9years 
-10 years or more 

4. How much diversity is evident among your teaching faculty? 
-25% people of color 
-25% men 
-50% or more people of color 
-50% or more men 
-,.majority white 
-majority women 

5. How many of you work in programs that are: 
-separate administratively from freshman writirl.g 
-included administratively with freshman writing 
-a majority of teachers that are tenure track 
-a majority of the teachers that are non-tenure track 

6. What are the percentages of people of color in the program? 
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-underS% 
-underlO% 
-about25% 
-about 50% 
-about75% 
-about90% 

7. How many of you are associated with programs in which the 
correlations between the basic writing students and the general col
lege/university are in balance in terms of: 

-race 
-gender 
-age 
-cultural belief system 
-majors 
-urban vs. rural 
-private vs. public schooling 

APPENDIX2 

Let's begin with some short writing. I'd like you to generate three 
lists just to get the juices flowing. Think about a specific class- prefer
ably a writing class that you're currently doing, or might have quite 
recently completed. 

-List 3 adjectives that you think that your students 
would use to describe you now that the course is 
over or about over. 

-List 3 adjectives that you think that these same 
students would probably have used on the very first 
day of class. 

-List 3 adjectives that you would use to describe 
yourself in the classroom and specify whether your 
choices are closer to how you really are or how you 
hope that you are. 

Spend a couple of minutes reviewing your lists and jot down a 
sentence or two specifying whether you see differences in the lists and 
how you might account for there being or not being discrepancies. 

Now, I'd like you to write a short, short story about a real inci
dent. Choose one moment from your teaching that involved a ques
tion of identity or image. Explain what happened, how you felt, 
whether this issue is ongoing or resolved for you. 
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Save your story until later, but tum now to two people who hap
pen to be seated near you. Talk about the adjectives that you gener
ated. See if you can come up with a list of issues to share with the full 
group that seem to show themselves in your conversation. 

Share the list of issues. 

APPENDIX3 

SCENARIOS: CONSTRUCTING TEACHER IDENTITY 
IN THE BASIC WRmNG CLASSROOM 

1. Reading Materials 
You are teaching Robert Cormier's The Chocolate War, a novel clas

sified as "young adult'' and one that prompts discussion of peer pres
sure, teacher authority, gendered behaviors, individuals and commu
nities (feel free to substitute the young adult novel of your choice here). 
Several students in your basic writing course are writing in their jour
nals that they are enjoying the experience of engaged reading for the 
first time in their academic careers. Yet in classroom discussion, other 
students are claiming that the text is "too easy," that it is a text appro
priate for "middle schoolers." 

-How do you speak to both groups' of students' concerns? 
-How do you select reading materials for a basic writing 
classroom? 

2. Collaboration 
You are teaching basic writing in a multiethnic classroom. You 

decide to assign peer groups for the quarter that are heterogeneous, 
and you pay particular attention to issues of race, culture, class, and 
writing strengths. Your African American students request to ·work 
together, thereby offsetting the "balance" you had worked to achieve. 
Suddenly, the peer groups seem to be structured along racial lines. 

-How do you respond to the request? 
-How do you determine the structure of peer response groups 
in your basic writing classroom? 

3. Structure 
Your basic writing pedagogy privileges a process-oriented, ho

listic approach to drafting and revising. You encourage your students 
to enlist a variety of prewriting strategies, but you do not prescribe 
them; likewise, you talk to students about "focus ideas" or an "im
plied thesis," but you do not ask students to begin their prewriting by 
drafting a thesis statement. One of your students, an Asian American 
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enrolled in his first sociology course, pulls you aside after class. "I 
have a complaint," he says. "Today in Sociology 101, my teacher asked 
me to tum in my thesis statement and topic outline for my research 
paper. When I turned my stuff in, she said I didn't know what a thesis 
or an outline even was." 

-How do you answer your student? 
-How do you balance an emphasis on writing conventions with 
other possible emphases in the classroom? 

4. Gender 
Two white students, one from a rural community and the other 

from a suburban area, are presenting their findings concerning sexual 
harassment and the "P.C." movement to a multiethnic basic writing 
class. Only one of the ten students is female. As you listen, you be
come aware that the presenters are speaking about sexual harassment 
issues in highly problematic ways. However, these two students have 
expressed their frustrations regarding their own discomfort with your 
"multicultural curriculum" throughout the quarter. 

-How do you respond to the presentation? 
-How do you facilitate the ensuing discussion? 
-How do you determine an appropriate focus or set of values 
for your own course? 

5. Assessment 
Upon completing a quarter of your basic writing course, you feel 

that one of your students should, in fact, bypass the second quarter of 
the basic writing sequence. You tell this student that he can submit a 
portfolio of his work to you, and that you will write an accompanying 
letter of recommendation to the coordinator of the Basic Writing pro
gram advocating this action: Your other students hear it is possible to 
"bypass" the rest of the sequence. 

-How do you speak to the group about the process? 
-How do you explain who "belongs" in a basic writing pro 
-gram and who doesn't? 

6. Technology 
Your basic writing class meets in a computer-assisted classroom 

where you often utilize an on-line discussion program. You have set 
up two discussions or" chat rooms" for your students to participate in; 
the two discussions center around the "English Only" debate. As is 
often the case, the students divide themselves along ethnic lines; all of 
the Hispanic students choose to enter one chat room, while the white 
students enter the other. You, the teacher, are able to "float" between 
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the chat rooms. You notice that the white students have begun a dis
cussion of Mexican migrant workers and issues of class that is highly 
problematic, but the Hispanic students on the other side of the room 
are not aware of the discussion. 

-How do you participate in the troubling discussion? 
-How do you encourage cross-talk? 

7. Experience 
You are teaching Mike Rose's Lives on the Boundary to your 

multiethnic basic writing class. Your Latino and African American 
students are excited by the book, but your white, rural students con
nect with the text on only one point: they argue that they, like Mike 
Rose, have been victims of testing mix-ups. 

-How do you encourage both groups to think critically and 
creatively about the book? 
-How do you account for differences in personal history and 
experience in your classroom pedagogy? 

8. Agency and Authority 
You are a teacher of basic writing in a multiethnic classroom, and 

your class is working on collaborative projects involving contempo
rary language issues: Ebonies, bilingualism, the "English Only" de
bate, and the "P.C." movement on college campuses. A group of Afri
can American students presents their thoughts on Ebonies to their class
mates. One of the speakers contradicts herself several times as she 
reads from the Oakland City Amendment; she cites the amendment, 
then "translates" to her classmates in highly problematic ways. To 
complicate matters further, when the presentation is over, the students 
pose all of their questions to you, not to the group. 

-What role should you play in negotiating the discussion? 
-How do you simultaneously: encourage critical questioning; 
hold students accountable for accuracy, clarity, and precision 
when they lead discussion; and require respect for others in 
the basic writing classroom? 
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Jane Maher 

WRITING THE LIFE OF 

MINA P. SHAUGHNESSY 

In a day filkd with thought-provoking and insightful sessions, Jane Maher's stands out because 
in her talk on her new biography, Mina P. Shaughnessy: Her Life and Work, she introduced 
us not simply to the elegant, successful Mina P. Shaughnessy, but more mavingly to the strug
gling, determined, and yet frequently thwarted Shaughnessy. Foregrounding her own working 
class background, Maher told us about how she had attended college as an adult and just missed 
being one of Shaughnessy' s students. Shaughnessy herself was from a working class family who, 
as many of our students and their families do, believed in the power of education to change lives. 
Jane Maher is an associate professor in the Basic Education Program at Nassau Community 
Colkge where she teaches basic writing. She has written several biographies; still the story of 
Mina P. Shaughnessy's life was special to her because it revealed the early days of our field and of 
open admissions, and the story of motivated and courageous students and teachers, and of one 
woman who believed in them. 

I am often asked how I became interested in writing a biography 
of Mina Shaughnessy. I never met Mina; however, I could have been 
one of her Open Admissions students. After I got married in 1968, I 
enrolled at the College of Staten Island, CUNY, part time, in the eve
nings. I attended classes from 1969 until I finally graduated in 1976; 
during these same years, Mina was working very hard, and meeting 
much resistance, as she tried to implement an open admissions pro
gram at City College that would offer students at City and in the other 
CUNY divisions the opportunity to develop the skills they would need 
to succeed in college. 

After I graduated from the College of Staten Island, I enrolled in 
a master's program at Columbia University where I earned a degree in 
American and British literature. In 1979, during my last semester at 
Columbia, I was accepted into an intern program being run at 
Kingsborough Community College. This program was designed to 
enable those of us who had the "credentials" to teach at the college 
level-credentials based on a graduate degree in literature-to get some 
actual experience teaching basic writing. People like Mina had begun 
to realize that there was simply no training available in composition 
for those of us completing masters and doctoral degrees, and so this 
intern program was inaugurated. 

After less than a week in my classroom at Kingsborough, I went 
to Jack Wolkenfeld, the man who had hired me, and begged him for 
help: my students wanted to learn, it was clear that they could learn, 
the only problem was I didn't know how to teach them. Jack told me 
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about a book that had been published the year before, Mina's book, 
Errors and Expectations. He told me it was essential that I read this book
it was the only work of its kind. And he also told me that everyone in 
our profession who had heard of Mina Shaughnessy was mourning 
her death- she had died a few months before. That was the first time I 
heard Mina's name. I got the book of course. I've been teaching basic 
writing ever since-and what's interesting about Mina's book is that 
the more I teach, the better the book gets. 

And so I always admired Mina Shaughnessy's work and under
stood how deserving she was of the reputation she had as a leader, the 
leader in our field. And of course, I came across her name scores and 
scores of times- in my reading, in my conversations with colleagues, 
at conferences, and in my graduate work as I completed a Ph.b. in 
English Education at New York University. Although she was always 
larger than life to me- one of the "big names"- I knew very little about 
her personal life. 

In the meanwhile, I had become interested in the genre of biogra
phy. I had completed my first biography in 1983; it was about Robertson 
and Garth Wilkinson James, the younger brothers of Henry and Will
iam, particularly their valiant service as officers in the first all-black 
regiments during the Civil War. I wrote my next biography to com
plete my dissertation requirements at New York University: the story 
of the life of William C. Stokoe, a professor at Gallaudet University 
who simply would not be deterred in his fight to have American Sign 
Language recognized as a language despite enormous resistance and 
ignorance. So I had written two biographies by this time, and I began 
to think that maybe I knew what I was doing. 

In 1992 I drove to Maryland to attend the Basic Writing Confer
ence, and something happened there that eventually led me to think 
about writing the biography of Mina Shaughnessy, this "figure" who 
was always larger than life to me. There's an award given every two 
years called the Mina P. Shaughnessy Award in recognition of an ar
ticle judged the best to have been published in the Journal of Basic Writ
ing in the past two years. 

When the winner was announced, I remember thinkirig that there 
must be some mistake: the article, if it was the one I thought it was, 
had- in my opinion- misrepresented Mina' s work. I didn't say very 
much at the time, but when I got home, I reread the article, and I began 
to realize that the person who had written the article did not seem to 
understand the conditions under which Mina was working in the late 
60s and early 70s, nor did she seem to understand what Mina was 
trying to accomplish. I thought about writing a response to the article, 
and I even spent many hours rereading Errors and Expectations in prepa
ration. But I find that kind of writing enervating-you're spending all 
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your energy subverting or resisting someone else's ideas- it's the least 
satisfying kind of intellectual work, I believe. So I abandoned that idea. 

I began instead to think about writing Mina's biography. I had 
written two biographies, I had attended CUNY, I had taught at 
I<ingsborough, also part of the CUNY system. And maybe most im
portant, as a result of my experience as the first coordinator of the Ba
sic Education Program at Nassau Community College, I understood 
all too well the politics of academia. 

I conducted more than 40 interviews in preparation for writing 
Mina' s biography, and these interviews were quite something, because 
Mina, in addition to being an absolutely brilliant scholar and dedi
cated teacher, knew- and was loved and admired by-some of the 
most interesting people in the United States: Adrienne Rich; Irving 
Howe; Patricia Neal; Judge Lottie Wilkins, the first female African
American Supreme Court Justice in the City of New York; Marilyn 
French; Calvin and Alice Trillin; Alison Bernstein, a vice president at 
the Ford Foundation; Benjamin DeMott; Janet Emig; Ed Corbett; E.D. 
Hirsch; Timothy Healy, president of Georgetown University and later 
of the New York Public Library. 

In addition, I interviewed four college presidents, along with 
many of the leaders in the field of basic writing- most of whom were 
younger than Mina, and all of whom started their careers working with 
Mina. In fact, several of them were hired by Mina to teach at City Col
lege, and their detractors, those who did not wish Open Admissions 
well, called them "Mina's minions." 

I also traveled to Spearfish, South Dakota, to meet Mina' s brother, 
George Pendo. Spearfish is about ten miles away from Deadwood
that's where Wild Bill Hickock was shot in 1876. Mina did not grow 
up in Spearfish; her parents moved there after she left for college. She 
grew up not far from Spearfish in Lead, a classic mining town- very 
dusty, and very ugly. But the town is surrounded by the Black Hills of 
South Dakota-those hills were Mina's skyscrapers-and although 
Mina came to love New York and vowed never to leave it, she also 
loved those hills. She always kept a picture of the Black Hills on her 
desk, and seeing those hills during my visit enabled me to understand 
immediately why she loved them. 

Mina' s brother, who died soon after I completed the first draft of 
my book, was a very gentle man, very quiet, very proud of his sister, 
although he always claimed that he didn't really know much about 
Mina's work in New York. He was very pleased that I was writing 
Mina' s biography, and he gave me every letter that Mina' smother had 
saved, along with so many other valuable papers- photographs, note
books, even copies of The Golden Magazine in which Mina had pub
lished children's stories. On my way home to Connecticut from South 
Dakota, I was grounded for hours because of a snow storm in Den-
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ver- it could have snowed for days for all I cared. I sat in the airport 
reading the letters Mina had written after she left home to go to college 
and later when she moved to New York. During the time I spent in the 
airport reading Mina' s letters, intimate details began to emerge, along 
with those more banal details that comprise a life. 

It is at times like these when a biographer begins to feel the bur
den, the responsibility of the task. There I sat with Mina's papers in 
my lap. Mina' s brother had entrusted them to me-I was about to try 
to tell a life. Imagine trying to get someone else's life right. Many months 
later, I would mention this to Adrienne Rich, who had been hired by 
Mina in the late 1960s to teach basic writing at City College. "Of course 
you can't get it right," she told me, "but you can get it righter." 

Knowing that Mina' s father was a miner who had only com
pleted the eighth grade suggested to me the possible origins of Mina' s 
devotion to open admissions students. (And I am not using that word 
lightly: Mina was absolutely devoted to her students-she put them 
above all else, especially politics.) Mina's father worked in the 
Homestake Mine for almost thirty years, first below ground" mucking," 
and much later as a foreman. But as long as he was a miner, he worked 
for someone else, he worked very hard, and he never got paid enough. 
Albert Pendo was determined to get out of the mine-and he did
when he was almost 65 he bought a ranch and he and Mina' s mother 
Ruby became ranchers, again working brutally hard, but this time for 
themselves. When Mina first met those Open Admissions students who 
were causing so many other professors to wring their hands in dis
may-even disgust- claiming that these students couldn't read or write 
properly, therefore they didn't belong in college, it's easy for me to 
imagine Mina thinking of her own father: with his eighth grade educa
tion, he couldn't read or write "properly" either, but that wasn't his 
fault any more than it was the students' fault. Mina never confused a 
lack of training with a lack of ability. 

Mina herself was an excellent student, earning A's and B' s 
throughout her entire educational career, except for a few C' sin physi
cal education. Mina majored in speech and theater at Northwestern 
University, and she was a talented actress. However, after a year in 
Manhattan working part-time and auditioning for parts, she decided 
to return to school. First, she enrolled in theology courses at Wheaton 
College in Chicago, then she enrolled in Columbia University's master's 
program in literature. Mina loved her graduate courses and developed 
a life-long passion for the work of Henry James and Chaucer. It was 
during this period that Mina held her first teaching job-at The Na
tional Bible Institute, a small college that was affiliated with the Bible 
Presbyterian Church. Mina was exhausted juggling her own graduate 
course load with the demands of teaching two literature courses: she 
had so little money at the time that she told her brother that she some-
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times ate Jello three times a day. 
Soon after Mina earned her master's degree, she was offered a 

job as a research assistant to Raymond Fosdick, a prominent New York 
lawyer who worked for the Rockefeller family and who had been asked 
to write a biography of John D. Rockefeller, Jr. (Raymond Fosdick was 
the brother of Harry Emerson Fosdick, for whom the Rockefeller fam
ily had built Riverside Church). Mina told her brother George that she 
had to learn, very quickly, to stop making "rich as Rockefeller" jokes. 
Mina worked with Fosdick for almost three years and wound up writ
ing half of the book. She actually met John D. Rockefeller, Jr. while she 
was doing research at Williamsburg in Virginia. Adrienne Rich once 
pointed out the irony of this situation: the miner's daughter meets the 
richest man in the world. Mina was an astute observer of the human 
character, however, and she did not hold Rockefeller in awe. Although 
she admired him, she once wrote to a friend, Priscilla Brandt, that 
"somehow he missed some of the major human wrenches- one knows 
that Shakespeare would not have put him in a play." 

While Mina was conducting research for the Rockefeller biogra
phy, she met Donald Shaughnessy at the New York Public Library. He 
was completing the requirements for a Ph.D. in history at Columbia 
University at the time. On their very first date, they discovered that 
they had been born on the same day and that they were both left 
handed. They got married less than three months later, and six months 
after that, soon after Mina completed her work on the Rockefeller bi
ography, she and her new husband went to Italy for a year where he 
taught in a school for the children of American diplomats, and where 
they were so short of funds that Mina had to find a part-time job. 
Raymond Fosdick got her an assignment rewriting the recollections of 
an assistant pastor of the Riverside Church- she described the mem
oir in one of her letters to Priscilla as "badly written and permeated 
with that sort of limp and pallid good will which one associates with 
assistant ministers in Protestant churches." 

Priscilla Brandt has saved the fifteen letters that Mina wrote to 
her from Italy- and they are extraordinary letters- because of their 
literary style, of course, but also because they reflect Mina's desire to 
"do something beyond what we are doing." At this time, she wrote to 
Priscilla of her frustration: 

Certainly it has been a persistent ghost with us both, this 
conviction within us that we ought to be doing something be
yond what we are doing, that there should be more unity to 
our efforts, and more direction. Instead our energies are splat
tered over innumerable projects and responsibilities- almost 
all of them important and rewarding, but none of them ever 
quite satisfying that deep desire for "a place in the sun," per-
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haps, or more accurately, for some modest little channel 
through which one can communicate, with skill and form, her 
own impression of reality. 

When Mina and her husband returned to New York from Italy, 
they rented an apartment in Manhattan, and Mina tried unsuccess
fully to find a college-level teaching job, sending out hundreds of re
sumes. She finally accepted a full-time job at McGraw Hill as a senior 
editor, and she remained there for five years. 

Mina still wanted to teach, however, and she finally was offered 
a part-time job at Hunter College in their evening continuing educa
tion program. This was the mid sixties, pre-Open Admissions, and 
many of the students in Mina' s evening classes at Hunter were those 
who were required to attend at night because they did not meet the 
academic requirements to attend full-time during the day. Some of 
Mina' s colleagues at Hunter had begun to complain about the quality 
of these students, many of whom were the sons and daughters of Irish 
or Italian laborers and civil service employees, almost always the first 
generation in their family to attend college. Mina's teaching experi
ences at Hunter prepared her for the resistance and racism she would 
soon encounter as Open Admissions expanded: her students were over
whelmingly white, and they exhibited writing problems that led many 
of the faculty members at Hunter to bemoan their fate and the fate of 
Hunter. (One of Mina's colleagues at Hunter refused to talk to me be
cause he doesn't believe that a biography should have been written; 
it's people like Mina, he claims, who "ruined" the City University of 
New York.) When Mina began to encounter the same writing prob
lems at City, where there were far larger numbers of minority students, 
she did not make the same mistake some of her colleagues were mak
ing, thinking that these students write this way because they are mem
bers of minority groups. Mina knew better: the students wrote that 
way because, as she said in the Preface to Errors and Expectations, CUNY 
was opening its doors not only to a larger population of students than 
it ever had before, but to a wider range of students than any college 
had probably ever admitted or thought of admitting to its campus: 

the children of the lettered and the illiterate, the blue-collared, 
the white collared, and the unemployed, some who could 
barely afford the subway fare to school and a few who came in 
the new cars their parents had given them as a reward for stay
ing in New York to go to college; in short, the sons and daugh
ters of New Yorkers, reflecting that city's intense, troubled 
version of America. 
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Mina also knew from her experience at Hunter College, "that the stu
dents were in college now for one reason: that their lives might be 
better than their parents', that their children's lives might be better 
than theirs so far had been." 

Mina knew better than to criticize the writing skills of these stu
dents or to use these skills to determine their intelligence or their "right" 
to attend college: she had spent several years at McGraw Hill editing 
some very badly written books- if professional authors couldn't write 
well after having attended some of the best universities in the nation, 
why should these recent high school graduates be expected to write 
proficiently? 

About a year later, Mina was offered a full-time job at Hofstra 
University on Long Island. At Hofstra, Mina met Alice Trillin-the 
beginning of a life-long friendship. Alice recalls that she would often 
drive Mina back to Manhattan after classes, and they would discuss 
their students' writing. Alice remembers that she and Mina began to 
notice "patterns" of errors-the same patterns that Mina would iden
tify and describe several years later in Errors and Expectations. 

Mina also met Marilyn French during the years she taught at 
Hofstra-and more than twenty-five years later, Marilyn French still 
remembers "wonderful rides to and from school on the Long Island 
railroad with Mina, talking about teaching and literature and life." 
Mina' s poetry at the time reflects the fact that she was still, to some 
degree, a "traditional" teacher, concerned with her students' response 
to literature, to the canon. 

Although Mina' s position at Hofstra was a full-time one, she con
tinued to work at Hunter part time for two more years, hoping that 
she would be offered a full-time position-but she knew that without 
a Ph.D., her chances were terribly slim. The lack of a Ph.D. would haunt 
Mina for the rest of her career: her enemies- the enemies of Open 
Admissions- used it as an excuse to fight every one of her applica
tions for promotion. 

Even before the advent of Open Admissions in 1970, several of 
the faculty members at City College had decided to work toward es
tablishing a program for minority youth. They named it the pre-bac
calaureate program; it later became the SEEK program and soon after 
that, Open Admissions was implemented in all of the divisions of 
CUNY. Faculty members were needed who knew how to teach writ
ing to underprepared students; suddenly a Ph.D. in literature became 
far less important than some sort of practical experience. Mina and 
Alice Trillin were hired to teach these new students at City, but the 
summer before Mina was to begin teaching, the director of the Pre-Bac 
program suffered a heart attack, and the chair of the English depart
ment asked Mina if she would be willing to take over as director of the 
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new, experimental program for about 300 students. No one realized 
that the number of students would grow precipitously within the next 
few years as the changing political climate in the city and the country 
began to force this society into recognizing the discrimination that 
minorities had faced in every aspect of society- including education
where the student population in the CUNY system was still overwhelm
ingly white. 

Mina said yes to the offer to direct the program. Today, there are 
people who like to take credit for having the" foresight" to place Mina 
in charge of what would quickly become the largest basic writing pro
gram in the United States. (It was Mina who coined the word "ba
sic" -until then it was called "remedial.") However, none of the full
time, tenured faculty members wanted such a job. Most of them were 
more concerned with their "true" mission- teaching literature and lit
erary criticism and getting published. Writing was a mere skill: "teach
ing verb endings to illiterates" was the way that one of City College's 
professors described it. 

I don't think Mina realized initially the nature or the seriousness 
of the resistance she would encounter at City, but she learned fast. 
Many faculty members ignored her, insulted her, accused her of de
stroying City College. On one occasion, someone placed pornographic 
pictures in her school mail box with the word "whore" scrawled across 
them. Mina was able to hold her own, however. Les Berger, the dean 
who had originally hired Mina said of her demeanor and countenance: 

She would hold her head up high, look people in the eye. She 
would never get into a struggle or an argument. Even the elit
ists on campus didn't struggle with Mina directly- she some
how managed, with her appearance and her demeanor, to rise 
about the petty behavior that so many people were engaging 
in at the time. And there was that theatrical training. Mina 
may have been depressed, disgusted, overwhelmed- who 
knows what emotions she felt during those tumultuous years
but she never showed them in the arena. She "performed" for 
one of the toughest academic audiences in the country at that 
time, and the performance was always flawless. 

That's not to say it was easy for Mina. She rarely complained, but 
in a letter to Marilyn French, she described the profound change her 
position at City was having on her life: 

I am writing from under water- way down deep in a churn
ing, murky, frenzied world full of sentence fragments, and 
sweet, betrayed students, and memos and suspicious col
leagues . . .. 

58 



Well, as you can see, I am going mad. I cannot imagine keep
ing up with the many demands this job makes and I am too 
busy to contemplate the outcome. Strange, but I simply can
not imagine what it would be like now to not think every day 
about black and white . ... 

There were protests on the City College campus during this pe
riod, and Jean Campbell, one of Mina's students, remembers the way 
that Mina reacted to the riots and shutdowns: 

As long as we could get on campus, [Mina] refused to cancel 
her classes. Mina had decided that she would practice her 
"politics" in the classroom, not on a soapbox. She told us she 
was providing the SEEK students with the tools to think, to 
write, and to read; that was the greatest contribution she could 
make. From anyone else, perhaps, this would have been hard 
to take, maybe even impossible, but there wasn't a black or 
Puerto Rican student on that campus who didn't know that it 
was Mina Shaughnessy who fought hardest for the SEEK stu
dents. In fact, when some of the buildings were occupied, the 
students did a lot of damage in some offices-but not Mina' s. 
She was the best thing that ever happened to us, and everyone 
of us knew it. 

Mina had many rich and satisfying relationships, but her work 
was her life. Mina's husband had taken a job with the state depart
ment, so he was often out of the country for months, even years at a 
time. While Mina was still at Hunter, it had been determined that she 
couldn't have children. Mina remained absolutely devoted to her par
ents, especially her mother, but they were in South Dakota. Mina and 
Donald Shaughnessy would remain married until Mina' s death in 1978, 
but clearly Mina realized that she needed to find a direction and a 
career that would satisfy her. 

She found it at CUNY. One thinks of the letter Mina wrote to 
Priscilla while she was in Italy in 1956 when she talked about that" con
viction that we ought to be doing something beyond what we are do
ing" -"some modest little channel." That modest little channel turned 
out to be one of the greatest revolutions in the history of education in 
this country-perhaps the world. 

The late sixties were heady times in New York and in the United 
States- the civil rights movement had inspired many people to use 
their talents to help underprivileged minorities, and quite a few of those 
people found their way to City College where Mina hired them to teach 
basic writing. One of them was Adrienne Rich, who had already 
achieved great recognition as a poet. Rich recalled what it was like 
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working with Mina during those years: 

Mina was effective in the classroom because she met each hu
man being as such; there were no stereotypes in her head and 
this was evident in how she responded to questions, gave in
structions, met students outside of class. She also had a won
derfully lucid and structured mind, a passionate love for lit
erature, and a genius for ordering material so that it could be 
readily absorbed by someone coming newly to ~t. Her whole 
stance was reassuring. She never seemed to "wing" it or glide 
along on charm or personality. She was grounded, and I think 
students felt and trusted that. 

Mina began work on Errors and Expectations soon after she started 
teaching at City College and completed it about six years later. During 
this time, Mina kept a chapbook in which she saved clippings, made 
notes and observations, raised questions. This chapbook, actually a 
blue three-ring binder, reflects, perhaps even better than the final prod
uct, the fact that basic writing was, as Mina often said, a "frontier." 
Mina drew on many sources; she never believed that she had the one 
theory or the one answer or the one method. She knew the value of, 
the need for, cooperation and collaboration. Mina respected her col
leagues and her students- and she learned from them- the chapbook 
shows Mina' s "process" as Errors and Expectations began to take shape 
and form. Mina struggled with ideas just as her students did. 

Mina spent several years writing Errors and Expectations, but when 
the book was published by Oxford University Press in 1977, there
sponse was immediate and overwhelmingly enthusiastic, just as Mina' s 
editor, John Wright, had known it would be. Mina was truly surprised 
by the favorable response to the book. Wright remembers that Mina 
was still not convinced that people understood her intentions in writ
ing the book- and maybe she was right. In one of the last sentences in 
Errors and Expectations, Mina noted that unless we improve the quality 
of college education for all students we could not move deeper into 
the realizations of a democracy- one wonders how far we've come in 
the past 20 years in achieving that goal. 

Mina was ebullient over the extraordinarily favorable reviews
and good sales- of the book, but at about the same time, Mina began 
to suffer health problems, and she could not get an accurate diagnosis 
for many months. Len Kriegel, one of Mina's closest friends and sup
porters, remembers sitting and talking with Mina one day when sud
denly she reached into her purse, pulled out a bottle of Pepto Bismol, 
and "took a swig." Mina's doctor had told her she had an ulcer. "We 
laughed about it at the time," Len recalled, "little did we realize that 
Mina had cancer." Mina would wage a two-year battle against her dis-
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ease, and like everything else she did, she never gave up. 
Mina was never fully appreciated either at City or CUNY- in 

fact, she moved to the CUNY Instructional Resource Center only after 
she was denied a promotion that she clearly deserved. And when she 
arrived at the CUNY Instructional Resource Center, she not only en
countered a wave of budget cuts that literally closed CUNY for two 
weeks, she encountered petty jealousies that caused her much conster
nation. This, coupled with the devastation Mina felt over her mother's 
death in 1975, took a large toll on her. Despite these problems, how
ever, Mina began to earn extraordinary recognition on a national level
between 1973 and 1977, she delivered eight addresses at major confer
ences, and in every address, as in every memo, every article, every 
letter Mina wrote, it was the students she supported and defended
against colleagues, against administrators, against politicians, against 
a society that viewed these students as deficient, as unworthy, as usurp-
ers. 

In the last address that Mina delivered, entitled "Basic Writing" 
and delivered at the 1977 MLA, Mina concluded by saying: 

To prepare only some people to flourish in a democracy and 
then to argue that they are the only people with the native 
ability to do so is to consent to the existence, within the bound
aries of what we call public education, of the most exclusive 
country club of all. Open admissions has been one way of ex
posing this inequity and of trying to do something about it. 
My examination of student writing has not only, I hope, docu
mented the extent of the inequity in one American city but has 
suggested that the damage is not irreparable, that even the 
flaws and errors in the writing of ill-prepared students can 
lead us to more enlightened teaching that respects both the 
problems and the remarkable possibilities of basic writing stu
dents. 

Mina had become so consumed with her work at City, and later 
at the CUNY Instructional Resource Center, that she never had enough 
time for her own reading and writing. However, Mina continued to 
write poetry: about her students, about her friends, about those issues 
that caused her pain. Mina wrote the following poem for Alice Trillin, 
on the occasion of Alice's 40th birthday. Alice had survived lung can
cer, and at the time, Mina was waging her own battle against cancer. 

Having been through rough territory 
where thistles really pierce 
and cliffs loom insurmountable at times, 
shading whole days, 
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You know the journey into forty is just a fiction, 
a line chalked across our lives because the digits change, 
even though we are still stalking adventure, 
still longing for our mothers, 
still believing that the world is only as old as we are. 
So please beautiful girl, become forty as if 
you have just skipped over a hopscotch line 
and all the fun is just beginning 
and ornery Time has not yet even thought yet 
about calling you home to supper. 

Mina did extraordinary work under extraordinary circumstances 
during an extraordinary time in New York City's history- but in actu
ality, the period of time in which Mina accomplished so much was 
incredibly brief-within ten years Mina went from being an adjunct 
instructor at Hunter College to being the foremost scholar and re
searcher in the country in the field of basic writing- one can only imag
ine where her career would have gone, what she would have accom
plished, had she not died so early. Toward the end, Mina knew that 
she was dying, and ironically, her illness and the long stretches of time 
when she was forced to remain in the hospital recovering from sur
gery and enduring radiation treatments, afforded her the time to write 
poetry again. One of the last poems she wrote, entitled "The Invalid," 
records her realization that she was dying- Mina wrote it from her 
hospital room on the 12th floor of the Memorial Sloan-Kettering Can
cer Center: 

I watch from my window 
The people doing the work of the world 
Floor upon floor of them 
Too busy to note that the 
winter afternoon has lit 
them up like film strips. 
They are busy in the world 
I lately lived in. 

Mina died on November 16,1978. Her work forms a legacy that 
will remain with us as long as we care about the quality of education 
we offer to all of our students. For Mina, it was always the students: 
she put up with the politics, the personal attacks, the setbacks, all for 
the students, and she did it with a composure that inspired and com
forted those who were fighting the good fight with her. Mina explained 
why she did this at the end of a speech she delivered entitled "The 
Miserable Truth," in which she tried to inspire her fellow teachers who 
were feeling demoralized not only by severe budget cuts but by the 
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belief that no one in power cared very much abOut them or their stu
dents-a belief that many of us are feeling today, almost thirty years 
later: 

So the lion got out of the cage before the gates were shut. 
But we had better keep learning how to teach writing because 
the brothers and sisters and cousins of our students will be 
back. If we can transcend for a moment the personal disap
pointments and uncertainties that surround us now, we can 
perhaps agree that that is a fairly strong truth for a miserable 
time. And it is a truth we helped to make. 

Note 

The information and quotations contained in this essay were ob
tained through interviews and correspondence with the family, friends, 
and colleagues of Mina P. Shaughnessy, and they are being used with 
their consent. 
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Mary Soliday and Barbara Gleason 

FROM REMEDIATION TO 
ENRICHMENT: EVALUATING 
A MAINSTREAMING PROJECT 

Barbara Gleason and Mary Soliday, both established authors on issues of cultural and language 
diversity, have far three years overseen a FIPSE-funded alternative to remediation - and at the 
very school where Mina Shaughnessy oversaw the establishment of basic writing. At the CBW 
workshop, they showed a compelling vi

d

eotape containing interviews with students, faculty, and 
external evaluators and then had participants experience some of the assessment techniques used 
to evaluate the project's success. The medium of print requires a different approach, and so the 
authors have given what is at once an account of their project, a detailed description of their 
means of assessing it, and, perhaps most important, suggestions for how and why similar en
deavors might be mounted elsewhere. 

In 1993, we secured support for three years from the Fund for the 
Improvement of Post-Secondary Education (FII'SE) to create a· new 
writing course at the City College of New York (CCNY). The two
semester writing course we envisioned - the Enrichment pilot project
substituted for the established sequence of two remedial courses and 
one college-level course. Throughout the life of this project, we as
sessed its effectiveness by conducting a two-pronged evaluation. For

mative evaluation provided ongoing evaluation which we used to 
enhance the project's effectiveness; summative evaluation assessed the 
project's effectiveness after it was concluded. 

In this essay, we want to focus on one aspect of our summative 
evaluation, an assessment of student writing and learning. The results 
of this evaluation suggest that this project in mainstreaming basic writ
ers successfully addressed the needs of CCNY student writers. An 
external reader's assessment of student portfolios demonstrates that 
remedial-placed students were competitive with college-level placed 
students at the end of the two-semester course. Our analysis of stu
dent self-assessments reveals that students could clearly articulate their 
own learning experiences and that there was strong student satisfac
tion with the pilot course. 

Although funding from FIPSE was vital to our own ability to con
ceptualize, implement and evaluate this project, we believe piloting 
mainstreamed writing courses to be possible without external funding 
in institutions when there is sufficient internal administrative support. 
A well-defined curriculum and a careful evaluation are fundamental 
to the potential success of pilot courses such as this one.1 
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Remediation vs Enrichment 

The sequence of courses that the Enrichment pilot project replaced 
has borne the hallmarks of remediation since its inception in 1970. These 
hallmarks include testing for placement into one of three courses; test
ing for exit, which serves as an institutional check on teachers and as a 
gatekeeper for students; and reduced credit or no credit for remedial 
courses. (Even the possibility of partial credit for basic writing courses 
ceased after Fall1995.) In addition, at our College, students enrolled 
in basic writing courses are restricted from enrolling in five core cur
riculum courses (World Humanities 101 and 102, World Civilization 
101 and 102, and Philosophy 101), a restriction that was extended to 
students enrolled in Freshman Writing during the life of this project. 

Students are placed into remedial writing courses based on their 
scores on the City University of New York (CUNY) Writing Assess
ment Test (WAT). This is a fifty-minute impromptu that two readers 
score holistically using a six-point rubric. Individual colleges use these 
scores to determine a student's placement in various writing courses 
which may or may not bear credit. We contest this process of place
ment, and thus the validity of the CUNY W AT, as the sole measure of 
potential student success in a writing course (for placement) or as a 
predictor of success in college courses (when the test is used for exit 
from remediation).2 

The traditional remedial sequence is characterized by lack of col
lege credit, limited access to other college courses, and placement or 
exit via a single essay scored by readers other than the actual teacher 
of a course. In contrast to this sequence, the writing course we piloted 
carries full college credit (three credits per semester), no distinctions 
are made between those who placed into college level writing and re
medial writing, and teachers decide whether students should pass their 
courses. Moreover, all students are allowed to enroll in the college's 
core courses if they have passed the CUNY Reading Assessment Test 
(RAT). 

Structure of the Pilot Project 

The Enrichment pilot writing program aims to build community 
on an urban, commuter campus. Students are allowed two consecu
tive semesters together with peers, class tutors, and teachers. The 
increased time spent in class facilitates the formation of relationships 
conducive to learning. Teachers come to know their students and pro
vide more effective, more individualized instruction, especially dur
ing the second semester. 
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Forming communities is vitally important for students on this 
urban campus. For many, enrolling full-time in college involves long 
hours of both study and work, and far fewer hours of recreation than 
would be the case on a residential campus. One survey of Fall1994 
project students reveals that 99 of 224- or 44% -work part time or full 
time. Moreover, CCNY students frequently come from families with 
low incomes: 70% of all CCNY undergraduates receive financial aid 
(City Facts 1995-1996). Many students have family responsibilities for 
younger siblings or for their own children. It is all too easy for such 
students to be pulled away from the college campus by adult concerns. 
This project's two-semester writing course creates a space for students 
to become grounded in college life during the crucial first year. 

The pilot project aims also to acknowledge and utilize our stu
dents' cultural diversity. A survey of 241 students enrolled in basic 
writing and college writing courses (Fall1996) reveals that 47% (115) 
speak English as a second language, are bilingual, or speak one first 
language and write English as another "first language"; 62% (151) of 
these students were born outside of the U.S. This multiplicity of stu
dent languages is common to all CUNY colleges: 44.3% of the 58,629 
freshman and transfer students admitted to CUNY in Fall1992 reported 
English as a second language on their application forms; that figure is 
expected to increase to over 50% by the year 2000 (Report of the CUNY 
ESL Task Force, Spring 1994, 1). 

We conceptualized a writing course curriculum that capitalizes 
on students' existing linguistic knowledge and literacies. This focus 
on existing knowledge- rather than on deficits- is a fundamental prin
ciple of the curriculum. This and two more essential principles re
mained in place even though the curriculum evolved over its three
year life. A second principle is that language should be studied from a 
descriptive perspective (based on observations of actual language use) 
rather than solely in a prescriptive, handbook and usage frame (which 
was also used by many project teachers). Involvement in the study of 
language is key for students who are learning a new grammar (Stan
dard Written English) and new discourse forms (academic structures 
and conventions). The third principle is that student writers are to be 
understood developmentally- as students whose language learning 
and writing abilities are processes and important objects of inquiry for 
students and teachers alike. 

Project teachers developed their own assignments, but each year 
they also worked collaboratively on a set of projects that everyone 
taught. Curriculum coherence was further achieved by a generalized 
focus on language study during the first semester and on researching 
cultural themes during the second semester. Each semester, teachers 
assigned one research project whose parts were sequenced over sev
eral weeks. The first semester, students wrote literacy narratives, stud-
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ied language use in their own communities, and compared their spo
ken to their written use of English; they then conducted original eth
nographic research, often in their communities or workplaces. These 
various forms of research aimed to encourage heightened awareness 
of language form and use and attention to language choices. 

This first semester research also emphasized analysis and critical 
thinking. It therefore served as a bridge into critical reading and writ
ing about texts in the second semester, when teachers focused on read
ing about a cultural theme such as the family, ethnicity, or popular art. 
In all three years of this project, students in many course sections 
learned about library research and writing from sources. In the last 
year, library research and research writing skills became required in 
all course sections. Both students and faculty strongly advocated the 
emphasis on library use and essay documentation that became more 
prominent during the project's third year. 

According to project faculty and students, the ethnographic re
search project proved especially successful. This multifaceted project 
allows students to work on many different research and writing skills. 
Samples of student writers' ethnographies can be seen in several hand
some classroom publications that teachers and students produced over 
the years. 

In the second year, the faculty voted unanimously to require the 
teachers in the final year to use portfolios and to assign five common 
projects. These are the assignments included in our study of student 
writing, which we describe below. 

Participants in the Project 

Approximately 1,000 students enrolled in the Enrichment project 
courses, one of which was taught at the Center for Worker Education, 
an off-campus degree-granting program for working adults. Of these 
students, 168 placed into the lowest level of remedial English, and 483 
into the next level; 365 placed into college-level writing, and 55 have 
no official placement information. 

Twenty-eight teachers, including both project co-directors, taught 
the pilot course; one instructor taught two sections simultaneously and 
seven taught in successive years. All teachers met during monthly 
workshops; they also participated in formative evaluation by assem
bling portfolios of their work at the year's end. Teacher portfolios gen
erally included a cover letter, samples of class handouts and student 
writing, a teaching journal, and supplements such as class videos and 
student writers' class publications. 

Forty-one Writing Center tutors were assigned to work with the 
classes.3 These students were primarily undergraduates with majors 
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from a variety of disciplines; a few tutors were enrolled in English De
partment graduate programs. In one pilot course survey, 61% of the 
students said they had made between one and several appointments 
each semester with their tutors; in the established writing courses, 
which have no classroom tutors, about a quarter of the students meet 
with a Writing Center tutor at least once. In order to evaluate this 
component of the project, we interviewed and surveyed tutors each 
year; in the third year, we videotaped one group interview of tutors 
and another group interview of teachers. 

Finally, five consultants assisted us with this project. 4 These con
sultants provided formative evaluation (e.g., assessing the quality of 
the curriculum in the project's first year), advice on developing project 
evaluation strategies, and summative evaluations. A consultant at 
CCNY downloaded student records and helped format a database for 
statistical analysis of student progress and achievement. 

A Study of Student Writing and Learning 

Our principal aim has been to pilot a college writing program for 
a highly diverse group of students on an urban, commuter campus. 
Our evaluation of the pilot course has involved both a statistical analy
sis of student progress and achievement and assessment of student 
writing and learning in the course. This second component of the 
project evaluation provides a more direct form of project evaluation. 

In 1995-96 we adapted a curriculum evaluation design from 
Pepperdine University (Carroll; Novak). Whereas Pepperdine' s evalu
ation encompasses the entire college experience, ours focuses exclu
sively on the writing course. We created a study in which outside 
readers, teachers, and students assess a student's performance in the 
pilot writing course. We describe these components separately in two 
parts: (1) outside readers' assessment of student writing; and (2) stu
dent self-assessments and project teacher assessment of the same stu
dents. 

Assessment of Student Writing 

We selected two students at random from each of the 11 courses 
offered in 1995-96 to participate in this study. These students assembled 
portfolios especially for this evaluation: each of the 22 portfolios in
cluded five assignments common to all the sections that were taught 
in the project's third year: a literacy narrative, an ethnographic re
search project, a library research project, a self-reflective essay, and a 
piece of the student's choice. Most portfolios did contain all five re
quired pieces, though in a few cases teachers had modified assign-
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ments to suit their individual styles. Ten faculty members from the 
English Department (who had not taught the pilot course) participated 
in this evaluation. We divided them into groups of five. Meeting 
separately, each group read half the portfolios, so that each ·portfolio 
received five final scores. 

In holistic assessment, the aim is to establish consensus among 
readers, which is usually achieved through norming sessions with a 
rubric. At Miami University, where portfolios are scored for incoming 
freshmen to determine placement, a committee achieves consensus in 
repeated norming sessions with anchor portfolios and a six-point ru
bric (Daiker). At SUNY Stony Brook, where portfolios are used to de
termine exit from writing courses, teachers use anchor papers when 
they calibrate twice each semester (Elbow and Belanoff). 

In our case, since we were not making placement or exit deci
sions, we did not aim to achieve consensus among readers. Instead, 
we aimed to use portfolio evaluation to assess the pilot project's suc
cess at our institution. We had hoped to compare the writing of pilot 
project students with students' writing from English 110 (the estab
lished, one- semester college writing course). However, we could not 
do so because English 110 teachers emphasize different genres and 
skills and because there is no common curriculum in established courses 
that could be used for comparison. 

We chose to assess uniform portfolios with a checklist reflecting 
primary pilot course goals. Instead of norming readers, we sent them 
an advance letter outlining our evaluation goals and their tasks as port
folio readers. We described the contents of the portfolios, noting cases 
in which teachers had modified assignments. We asked readers to 
award final scores to portfolios as if they were awarding final letter 
grades to their own students' portfolios at the end of an English 110 
class at CCNY. Assessment specialists now emphasize the importance 
of allowing readers to draw upon their personal knowledge of student 
writers and standards when judging student writing (Huot). In ask
ing readers to use their own criteria rather than ours, we hoped that 
this portfolio assessment would more closely approximate readers' 
actual standards as classroom teachers (Elbow). 

We prepared a reader's checklist that we had adapted from a 
Pepperdine University reader's checklist form. The checklist asks read
ers to score portfolios analytically in eight areas before arriving at an 
overall score. The eight specific areas readers analyzed include modes 
of thinking (analysis, description and narration); textual features of 
essays (development, structure, grammar and mechanics); and goals 
specific to this project (creativity and risk-taking, research, and self
reflection). 

One particular strength of the reader's checklist is that readers 
can write comments for each area analyzed and also after awarding 
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the final grade. Eight of the ten readers participating in our study did 
write (optional) comments, some of them detailed, providing an ex
planatory reference for their final portfolio grades. These written com
ments allowed us to gauge whether readers considered every piece or 
awarded scores based on the first piece they read, as was the case in a 
study conducted at the University of Michigan (Hamp-Lyons and 
Condon). 

In their written comments, readers often referred to specific es
says in the portfolios, indicating that they had read all five pieces. Some
times they suggested this by describing their impressions of a student's 
overall growth: "VERY different pieces from [English] 111 to [En
glish] 112," concluded one reader. "This writer went from 'below' 
average, in my view, to 'above' average, in my view ... This is dra
matic growth- from 'D,' if you will, to 'B."' Readers frequently indi
cated, too, that they didn't award a grade based upon the first essay 
because their judgments changed while they read. One reader com
mented, "At first the portfolio seemed promising but as I read I was 
struck by the writer's intellectual immaturity." On other occasions, 
readers suggested that they judged the whole portfolio within the con
text of an imagined classroom experience. For example, after award
ing a B to a portfolio, one reader concluded: "'Above average' would 
seem to be a B-but depending on other factors- participation, atten
dance, work with peer group- I might well give this student an A. 
Literacy narrative was excellent, ethnography also very good." 

These outside readers reflect the diversity of our department and 
of composition programs nationwide. The ten professors were diverse 
in rank, ranging from a full professor with long experience at the col
lege to an adjunct instructor relatively new to the institution. These 
professors were equally diverse in their intellectual backgrounds: lit
erary criticism and theory, composition and rhetoric, linguistics, and 
creative writing. In their current involvement in teaching and assess
ing writing, this group also varied: some use portfolios in their classes 
or are certified readers for the CUNY W AT, while others have never 
used portfolios or have not taught remedial writing or college writing 
at CCNY for several years. 

Unsurprisingly, this group expressed diverse biases towards par
ticular assignments and writing pedagogies. For instance~ one reader 
concluded, 

The student is somewhere between an outright B and an out
right C student. Based on these papers, I'm inclined to award 
a B rather than a C, but (as with the other students), I miss 
being able to judge partly on the basis of in-class writing. 

For the same portfolio, another reader wrote, 
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The self-selected paper (essentially literary analysis) is signifi
cantly weaker in development and arrangement than the other 
pieces. The self-reflective piece is impressive. This portfolio, 
in particular, seems to support the idea that the FIPSE-type 
assignments inherently lead to better writing than traditional 
literary criticism topics. The ethnography and research paper, 
for example, are light years "better" than the literature analy
sis piece. 

Both readers awarded Bs to the same portfolio, but each expressed 
an opinion of the merits of the portfolio's contents and thus of the 
experimental curriculum. The first reader's comment suggests that 
for him as a reader, this and other portfolios present an incomplete 
portrait of their authors. Because it contains revised, finished pieces, 
the portfolio could highlight the student's strengths and downplay 
potential weaknesses (which might show up in first drafts or in-class 
essay exams). By contrast, the second reader's comment appears to 
suggest the opposite: that the portfolio's self-selected piece of literary 
criticism obscures rather than maximizes the student's strengths. 

These kinds of differences among readers surfaced often in the 
written comments but less often in final scores. The overall final scores 
indicate that our readers agreed more often than they disagreed when 
awarding final letter grades. Table One, which lists the grades for all 
22 portfolios, shows that readers reached consensus on a portfolio's 
final grade well over half the time. Fifteen portfolios received scores 
clustered across two grades, for an agreement rate of 68% among read
ers. This is a very high rate outside the context of normed holistic 
scoring, where an 80% agreement rate between two readers, not five, 
is considered reliable. Moreover, as Dispain and Hilgers point out 
even with norming, achieving consensus with portfolios is more diffi
cult than with single essays, often because readers have trouble award
ing single scores to multiple writing samples in different genres. 

Table One further indicates that despite readers' sympathies with 
or antipathies towards this experimental project, they judged the stu
dents' writing to be competent and more than competent. Out of 110 
readings, the readers awarded 56 As and Bs to the portfolios. Half the 
time, then, they judged portfolios to be excellent or very good. Thirty
seven times, readers awarded portfolios average grades; in 13 instances 
readers judged portfolios to be below average or failing. Overall, read
ers also judged the portfolios to be stronger than weaker, awarding 16 
A grades as opposed to 2 F grades. 

Table One also organizes the final scores in terms of students' 
initial placements- remedial or college-level. (Students with unclear 
placement histories are identified in an explanatory note.) Scores listed 
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in Table One show that the eight remedial-placed writers in this sample, 
mainstreamed with college-placed students, produced competent work 
as a group. The outside readers awarded the remedial-plac_ed students 
12 Bs and 23 Cs. None of these students received an A from a reader, 
but only two of the portfolios received D grades, and there were no 
failing grades. Thus, a third of the time, readers judged the remedial
placed writers to have produced very good work; most of the time, 
they judged this group to be good or average (in the B/C range). 

Table One shows that the readers awarded more varied scores to 
the 11 portfolios written by the students who placed into college-level 
writing. For instance, this group provoked more disagreement among 
readers, as evidenced by portfolio nine, which earned an A, B, C and D 
from four readers and a split B/C grade from the fifth. Overall there 
are also more split grades (1 split score for each letter grade). This 
group earned more As and Ds-twelve As (Portfolio #13 garnered five 
of these) and 7 Ds. When compared to the portfolios written by reme
dial-placements, the college-placement portfolios were stronger, earn
ing more As and fewer Cs. But these portfolios were also weaker· than 
the remedial-placement portfolios, earning twice as many Ds and Fs. 

According to ten outside readers, the 22 students in this random 
sample met the goals of the pilot course. Students who would have 
taken a non-credit writing course were competitive with stUdents who 
were eligible for college-level courses. Most students produced very 
good or good analytical, descriptive, and narrative essays that reflect 
the standard conventions of college essay writing. And most students 
demonstrated an ability to evaluate their own writing, to reveal growth 
over time in a portfolio, and to conduct research inside and outside the 
college library-all prominent features of the experimental curriculum. 

Student Self-Assessments 

In addition to the perspectives of ten outside readers, we also 
surveyed the student authors of these 22 portfolios in order to learn 
about student perceptions of their learning experiences in the pilot 
writing course. Student self-assessment and student satisfaction should 
be seriously considered in an evaluation such as this for two principal 
reasons: (1) for all college students-and for City College students 
especially-attending college is a significant investment with impor
tant consequences; (2) student satisfaction has been found to be posi
tively associated with retention and undergraduate gpa (Astin, 310) 
and student self assessment has been found to "have some modest 
validity when compared against actual pretest-posttest changes in per
formance" (Astin, 222 [referring to research by Anaya]). Of particular 
interest to us is a finding in the same research that student satisfaction 
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with" overall college experience" is positively associated with number 
of writing skills courses taken, student-student interaction, faculty-stu
dent interaction, and institutional diversity emphasis. 

For this study, we modified a student self-assessment question
naire from Pepperdine University.5 The questionnaire asks students 
to evaluate their learning by rating perceived change in 17 different 
abilities and attitudes, e.g., revising, organizing ideas, and motiva
tion to write. Both teachers and students rated a student's learning by 
checking one of four categories: significant change, some change, little 
change, or no change. Teachers also explained why they awarded the 
student a grade and how they evaluated student performance gener
ally. Students were interviewed by Writing Center staff about their 
responses to this questionnaire.6 

As can be seen in Table Two, the 21 students who completed this 
survey most frequently identify "significant change" or" some change" 
in six areas: 1. writing longer essays (20); 2. organizing ideas (19); 3. 
critical thinking/ability to analyze (19);4.findingideas to write about 
(18); 5. relationships with teachers, tutors, peers (18); (6) editing for 
style (18). On the other hand, only 12 of these 21 students report 
"significant change" or" some change" in speaking skills-a less promi
nent feature of this curriculum. 

Writing longer essays was reported by students most often as an 
area of "significant change" or "some change." Interestingly, this is 
one of the three most highly rated areas of change observed by teach
ers as well. Writing longer essays is an especially important area of 
improvement for inexperienced, unmotivated, or weak writers. These 
students often suffer from writer's block, either because of anxiety re
lated to writing or because they lack expertise in invention and revi
sion. Explaining why he noted "significant change" in both finding 
ideas to write about and writing longer essays, one student explains 
that in the past he had "always suffered a writer's block" and that he 
"always used to be very brief." However, his teacher's comments on 
his drafts for this course encouraged him to write more and ultimately 
produce longer essays. 

We believe that, in addition to learning specific strategies of in
vention and revision, students can learn to produce longer essays by 
breaking down a writing project into manageable units. The Enrich
ment curriculum features sequenced writing projects with interrelated 
tasks, allowing students to combine shorter pieces of writing into 
longer essays or research reports. The fact that students and teachers 
noticed most improvement in this area indicates to us that teachers 
did in fact introduce this key element of the curriculum into their class
rooms and also that many students succeeded in learning this task
specific approach to writing. 

Relationship to teacher, tutor, and peers was one of the three 
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categories marked most frequently by students as an area of "signifi
cant change." Twelve students report "significant change" in this cat
egory and six more marked" some change." Teachers noticed student 
change in this area somewhat less frequently. Nevertheless, we are 
encouraged to learn that 18/21 students noted significant or some 
change in relationships and that teachers noted change in relationships 
for 16 of 22 students. 

This reported growth in the area of classroom relationships sug
gests to us that teachers succeeded in constructing environments con
ducive to effective communication. It also suggests that the two-se
mester course structure contributed to building classroom commu
nity- a principal goal of this pilot project. As one student puts it, "I think 
the peer issue is because we were together for a year. That relation
ship grew faster than any other relationship." A second student con
firms this view of the two-semester course: "I felt that being together 
with the professor for one year was just wonderful. Because you sort 
of get to know each other and know what to expect and know not only 
for that class but for other classes." 

One might well ask whether or not student self-evaluations even 
matter for program evaluation. We believe they do. Although people 
generally do not grasp the full complexity of their experiences, stu
dents do know something of whether or not they learned, what. they 
learned, and how well they learned. It is true that students' self-re
ports do not offer evidence of the degree of proficiency achieved. 
However, a close reading of the interview transcripts for this study 
reveals one dominant pattern: all students are able to comment spe
cifically on their development over time as writers, readers, speakers, 
and researchers. Their vocabularies include terms such as revision and 
proofreading, but also Standard English, works cited, MLA format, micro
fiche, and annotation. Students are able to articulate what they did and 
did not learn well, and what they particularly appreciated about the 
course. 

In this study, student self-reports are at least partially validated 
by our teachers' reports- not on a student by student basis- but in 
overall responses for each of 17 abilities or attitudes (fable Two). Stu
dents and teachers alike find most change overall in four categories: 
finding ideas to write about; writing longer essays; organizing ideas; 
and critical thinking. All of these abilities are key to the Enrichment 
curriculum. Critical thinking, or ability to analyze ideas, is particu
larly important for this writing course. We theorized the entire cur
riculum on the premise that consciousness of language and reflection 
on one's own experience of language and literacy are key to literacy 
development. The writing projects that anchor this curriculum all re
quire critical thinking and analysis. 

In general, the results of this survey questionnaire indicate that 
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students were very satisfied with their own learning in English 111 
and English 112. More importantly, the student interviews indicate 
that students can speak very concretely about what they did learn. 
The most enthusiastic comment comes from a student who could have 
enrolled in English 110-the established one-semester college-level 
course- but chose instead this two-semester experimental course: 

I hated writing like I said before. Now I can sit down and just 
write write write write write or type type type type type, what
ever. That is, like, the best thing that ever happened to me . ... 
This course is ideal. I think it's not only good for people who 
have problems with English or writing or whatever. It's just a 
great course. It teaches you the basic things that you didn't 
even know that you should have known from elementary 
school. So the value of this course, this course is excellent. I 
would recommend it to anybody. 

Conclusion: The Value of Mainstreaming 

We end with this student's comment because she entered her 
composition course with a passing score on the CUNY W AT and, ac
cording to her teacher, strong skills that she then developed over two 
semesters. Yet, as she remarks to the peer interviewer, the course is 
"not only good for people who have problems with English or writ
ing," but for "anybody." We agree with this student's assessment: 
while mainstreaming is a viable alternative for our remedial program 
at CCNY, it was more urgent to create a pilot project responsive to all 
students on our urban campus. 

The array of positions that scholars have expressed on the sub
ject of mainstreaming remedial students into freshman writing courses 
(Elbow, "Response"; Grego and Thompson; Hull et al; "Rethinking 
Basic Writing"; JBW Special Issue; White; Rod by) does not settle the 
issue of whether we ought to abolish remedial courses. Instead, this 
debate highlights the fact that basic writing courses play distinct his
torical, curricular, and political roles within their institutions. Rather 
than continuing to debate whether mainstreaming is effective gener
ally, we need to analyze the roles that these courses play within their 
institutional contexts and follow that analysis with a careful consider
ation of alternatives. 

What should guide our revision of particular programs is, first, 
an assessment of remediation's purpose within an institution and its 
impact upon students and teachers. Such an assessment could include 
the history of specific writing courses/ a writing program and its sym
bolic role within an institution; forms and uses of institutional testing; 
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teachers' practices and their authority within the writing courses; ex
isting resources; funding; course size; tutorial services; relationships 
among remedial writing courses, college writing courses, general edu
cation/ core curriculum requirements, and the courses in departments 
that students major in; other remedial programs on campus; and the 
population of students that the course serves. Second, any alternative 
should have a programmatic emphasis: it should include a coherent 
approach to curriculum and support for tutoring and faculty develop
ment. And third, a thorough documentation of the alternative 
program's success has to be incorporated into any plan from its incep
tion. Perhaps our greatest insight from this project has been a height
ened awareness of our need to document and evaluate our writing 
courses. Such evaluations are valuable resources for program devel
opment, they enhance our ability to be accountable, and they enable 
us to more effectively represent the interests of our programs. 

Though several forms of evaluation suggest that remedial-placed 
students performed well in our pilot course, we do not recommend 
that CCNY (or any other college) simply abandon remedial writing 
courses. In our final report on the project, we recommend that CCNY 
provide students the option of a two-semester college writing course 
that bears full college credit and that is supported by faculty develop
ment, tutoring, and formative evaluation. We argue that the college 
should provide the same support for students who placed into col
lege-level writing, a course in which remedial students will eventu
ally enroll. In other words, we should re-imagine courses for basic 
writing students within the context of a coherent curriculum and a 
responsible writing program. As Mike Rose pointed out years· ago, 
the language of exclusion encompasses most writing instruction within 
colleges and universities, not just basic writing programs. Enrichment, 
then, ultimately means incorporating remedial courses into main
stream, professional ways of thinking about writing instruction, sup
porting teachers and students, and evaluating writing programs. 

Notes 

1. The final report for The City College Writing Program: An Enrichment 
Approach to Language and Literacy (1993-1996) can be obtained from the au
thors (English Department, City College of New York, NYC, NY 10031). 

2. See Ricardo Otheguy, The Condition of Latinos in the City University of 
New York; Judith Fishman, "Do You Agree or Disagree: The Epistemology of 
the CUNY Writing Assessment Test"; and Barbara Gleason, "When the Writ
ing Test Fails: Assessing Assessment at an Urban College." 
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3. See Mary Soliday, "Shifting Roles in Classroom Tutoring: Cultivat
ing the Art of Boundary Crossing." 

4. Three consultants submitted project reports: Suzy Groden (first year 
report); Keith Gilyard (final report); Matthew Janger (statistical analysis of stu
dent progress and achievement). Richard Larson advised us on program evalu
ation. 

5. Lee Carroll designed the Pepperdine questionnaires. 

6. We would like to thank Kim Jackson, Soultana Nolan, Chant Andrea 
Funchess, and Mary Fiero for conducting these interviews. 
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Table One: Portfolio Evaluation by English Department Faculty 

• (AB, BC, CD, and DF are split scores) 
Portfolio 
Number A AB B BC c CD D OF 

#1** 2 I 2 

#2* 2 3 

#3** I 3 I 

#4** I I 3 

#5** 2 3 

II(,* 3 2 

#7t I 3 I 

#8** I I 3 

#9* I I I I I 

#10** I 4 

#II** 3 2 

#12* 3 I I 

#13* 5 

#14* 3 2 

#15** I 4 

#16* I 4 

#17* 2 2 I 

#18* I I 3 

#19* 2 I 

#20t I 3 I 

#21* 4 I 

#22t 3 2 

Total 16 2 38 3 37 I 10 I 

% 14% 3% 34% 3% 33% 0.9% 90/o 0.9% 

*Portfolios of students with freshman English (college level) plac~ment 

Subtotal 12A lAB 208 1BC 10C 1CD 70 1DF 

% 21.8% 1.8% 36.36% 1.8% 18.1% 1.8% 12.7% 1.8% 
-Portfolios of students with basic writin remedial). lacement 

Subtotal OA 12B 2BC 23C 3D OF 

% or. 30% sr. 57.5% 7.5% or. 

t We were unable to determine placements {remedial versus college level) for three students. 
Their portfolios were # 7, #20, and #22. 

F 

2 

2 

0.9% 

2F 

3.6% 



Qurstion ltrm 

A. Findin11: idras 

B. WritinK Ion~~: 

C. RrvisinK 

D. Edit for Gram 

E. Edit for Stylr 

F. Oq:anization 

G. Crit. thinking 

H. Prob. Solving 

I. Rrlationships 

[ J. Motiv. to writr 

K. Pen:eived value 

L. Lib. Rrsrarch 

M. Ways Lrarning 

N. Know Unknown 

0 . Rrading skills 

P. Spraking skills 

Q. Prrs. portfolios 

TablrTwo 

21 Studrnts' Srlf Rrports on Lrarning in 17 Catrgorirs t 
10 Teachrrs' Ratings of 22 Studrnts in 17 Catrgorirs• 

Students Students Seen Students Students Seen 
Report ins to Show Report ins to Show Some 

Sisnific.illnl Sisnific.ant s ..... Cho~nse• 

Ch•nnt Ch•nse• Ch.J.n~:;ef 

8 8 10 11 

12 7 8 13 

12 11 5 9 

7 7 10 11 

7 6 11 7 

10 8 9 12 

9 7 10 12 

7 4 y 12 

12 7 6 9 

5 8 9 10 

9 8 7 8 

8 8 8 10 

9 6 7 7 

6 6 10 9 

6 3 10 15 

7 2 5 10 

9 3 7 10 

Tot.illl Tot.1l 

Students Teo~cher 

Reportinst R.atinss• 

18 19 

20 20 

17 20 

17 18 

18 13 

19 20 

19 19 

16 16 

18 16 

14 18 

16 16 

16 18 

16 13 

16 15 

16 18 

12 12 

16 13 

fstudents were randomly selected for this study. Of 22 students participating in this study, 21 
,·omplcted questionnaires in which they report on their own learning; 18, 19, or 20 rated th<>mselv"s as 
hdving achieved "significant change" or 11some change" in s ix areas: 1. wrihng longer essays (20); 2. 
organi:ing ideas (19); 3. critical thinking/analysis (19); 4. finding ideas to write about (18); 5. relationships 
urith teachers, tutors, peers (18); 6. editing for style (18). 

*10 project teachers rated 22 s tudents--two each from their own courses (one teacher taught two 
sections); 19 or 20 students were identified as having made "significant change" or "some change" in five 
areas: 7. writing longer essays (20); 2. revising (20); 3. organizing ideas in essays (20); 4. critical thinking/ 
analysis (19); 5. finding ideas to write about (19). 



Victor Villanueva, Jr. 

THEORY IN THE BASIC 

WRITING CLASSROOM? 

A PRACTICE 

Just when some of us were beginning to feel mentally exhausted from the stimulllting workshop 
sessions, we wert rtinvigomted by Victor Vilumuevll. "With on infectious energy, he got every
one worlcing, writing, sharing, llnd totally mgllgtd in the proass of making meaning with words. 
Victor Vilumueua, Jr. is professor in the English Dtpllrlment llt WIIShington Stllte UniVC"Sity llt 
Pullmon llnd llUthor of the critiadly llCClllimed Bootstraps: From An American Academic of
Color. Ht is lllso Progrllm Chllir of the 1998 CCCC Convention llnd, despite being inundllted 
with prtparlltions for the most importllnt ronferma in our feld, he nuuJe time to write this paper 
dttlliling some of his techniques for tnllbling student success in his basic writing clllssroom. 

A Personal History of the Practice 

None of this started with me-these exercises and skits that I'm 
about to describe. They began with Ann Berthoff, in some sense, though 
mixed with Harvey Daniels and Susanne Langer, Kenneth Burke, an
cient rhetoricians. And there was James Berlin, Henry Giroux, Paulo 
Freire, Antonio Gramsci, and my responses to a once popular line of 
research and theory. A complex web. And like a web, having purpose 
and design. 

But let me unravel this a bit, explain some of the thinking that led 
to the practice that I'll demonstrate below. I came to Composition Stud
ies during Composition's romance with cognitive psychology. Com
position was trying to figure out what it is writers do when they write, 
what kinds of cognitive processes are at play during writing. The 
models created by folks like Linda Flower and John R. Hayes told us a 
great deal. But there were the Basic Writers, those who seemed unable 
to write with the same fluency as those described in the well-delin
eated writing models. Sondra Perl looked to those less proficient writ
ers, those whose writing proficiency seemed rudimentary at best, ba
sic. She demonstrated that the basic writers displayed all the com
plexities of writing behaviors found among the more traditional first
year composition students. So saying, however, brought us no closer 
to understanding the disparity between basic writers and the first-year 
comp students we were more accustomed to seeing. One set of re
sponses within a cognitive framework argued that the difference be
tween the basic writer and the traditional was a matter of cognitive 
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development. Basic writers hadn't yet reached a level of cognitive 
development which would allow for the abstract reasoning required 
of college literacy, they said. 

The idea that basic writers- in some important ways people very 
much like me-were developmentally dysfunctional posed problems 
for me. Not only were issues of class and race or ethnicity being cir
cumvented; there were seeming contradictions that weren't being ac
counted for: cognitively deficient, said one line of research; cognitively 
sophisticated said another. Mike Rose, a self-avowed cognitivist at the 
time, made it clear that developmental psychology was not sufficiently 
understood in the labeling of basic writers ("Rigid Rules"). That meant 
another explanation was necessary in explaining what made for the 
basic writer. My own take was to look at the social and the political 
(which would include the economic). Among other things, I found a 
variation of Basil Bernstein's studies on the ways different social class 
assumptions take shape in language. Although I oversimplify, Basil 
Bernstein found that students from working-class backgrounds spoke 
in what he termed a restricted code, in which discourse is fragmented 
because there is a sense of a communal understanding among speak
ers. Everything doesn't have to be spelled out when there is great 
commonality. The middle class, according to Bernstein, could not as
sume the same degree of shared knowledge as the working-class, so 
their discourse displayed an elaborated code. Everything is subject to 
negotiation and must thereby be fully articulated. That code, the elabo
rated code, is the code which is rewarded in academic settings. But 
Bernstein was not studying American college classrooms. In the com
position classrooms I studied, I found almost the opposite took place. 
That is, the basic writing students, although having a restricted code 
when speaking among themselves, tried to write in an elaborated code 
to their instructor, believing themselves distanced from that instructor 
yet finding themselves unable to transact effectively in that code, not 
having been sufficiently exposed to it. In social-class terms, the work
ing class didn't know how to write for what they perceived to be the 
middle class. The middle-class students, apparently feeling at ease in 
the discourse of the community, worried less about the academic dis
course community than teacher expectations. Not feeling a distance 
from their teachers' range of experiences and ways with discourse, the 
traditional first-year comp students focused on matters of correctness 
and adherence to their perceptions of teachers' expectations. Maybe 
better put, the traditional first-year comp students placed more atten
tion on teacher expectation in matters of form or correctness; whereas 
the basic writers focused almost exclusively on being heard, though 
not knowing how to manipulate text so as best to be heard. While they 
worried over how to elaborate their ways of seeing to what they per
ceived to be a foreign audience, they had an inadequate repertoire with 
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which to be read by that audience. They could narrate as a rule but go 
no further in the ways of academic discourse. 

The issue of basic writers and the ways of the academic discourse 
community was taken up by David Bartholomae. According to 
Bartholomae, although basic writing students have a wealth of experi
ence, most often experiences of interest to those not of the same class 
or racial or ethnic background as the students, the students are com
pelled to frame those experiences and ways of seeing in a discourse 
they have little or no experience with. At the point in which first-per
son narrative is disallowed or discouraged (which should be quickly, 
as a matter of survival), basic writing students must pretend to be in
siders within a foreign discourse community. Bartholomae doesn't 
say that basic writers need to learn basics, as in rules of grammar and 
the like (a cause of writer's block, according to Rose); 'he says, rather, 
that basic writers must learn the discourse conventions of academics 
(like all first-year writers, just more so) . In a way, Lisa Delpit agreed, 
arguing that students of color, so often the students in basic-writing 
classrooms, do not believe they are being treated with respect when 
they are asked to engage in now-traditional writing-process pedagogy. 
Although the pedagogy arises from sophisticated theory and research, 
it is too often not perceived as such by too many of those we are seek
ing to reach. 

How then to get basic-writing students to realize that, as Perl 
had shown, the processes they undergo are no different from others? 
How to have them realize that they possess innate abilities with lan
guage? How to demonstrate that their experiences have value? How 
to have students believe they will be treated with respect? One an
swer to all of these questions comes by way of an opening demonstra
tion and lecture that I present to incoming students. This is almost a 
script that I present to experienced teachers, graduate students, and 
more typical first-year students in a predominately white institution. 
It was developed for basic writers, however, where it has proven its 
effectiveness, at least for me. 

The Script 

A basic-writing classroom. Not many before me, really, about 
twenty: a couple of students who have been through the series of ESL 
courses and still haven't placed in the regular 101 course, a couple of 
apparently (but not necessarily, I know) white male students, baseball 
caps on backwards, baggy T-shirts, slouched low in their seats, staring 
at the pen at the end of outstretched arms, doodling in the air an inch 
above the desk. A few apparently white women, the spectrum of hair 
colors with which women are too easily categorized: blonde-brunette-
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redhead, none dressed like the other, though all smartly dressed (lbe 
Cube, The Gap), all in their mid-twenties, maybe, poised, friendly faces 
somehow. The rest, a cross-section of America's people of color: Afri
can-American men and women, the men in caps that recall cab drivers 
of a generation and a half ago, brims to the back, baggy clothes, seem
ingly new athletic shoes (black swashes and maple leaf symbols promi
nently displayed on white); the women in tight-fitting blouses and bell
bottomed pants and dress shoes, one African American woman sport
ing dark glasses and blonde hair. The Iatinos and latinas are short
haired hatless men; women with hair teased high in the front, baggy 
pants; the women and the men in baggy plaid shirts over baggy white 
T -shirts. The American Indians are mainly men and women dressed 
much like the Iatinos and latinas, though some sport pointed high 
heeled cowboy boots and tight Wrangler jeans. Minor variations, of
ten a mix of Asian Americans and Asian Internationals, a Malaysian, 
maybe, an Iranian or someone from the United Arab Emirates, but 
pretty much the same basic-writing classroom in the northwest, the 
southwest, the midwest. 

A short, bearded man walks into the classroom, the air of famil
iarity with which he walks to the front desk marking his role. A mu
tual stare, the teacher and the students, expressionless. 

"Take out a sheet of paper!" 
Audible sighs, eyes suddenly shut and held shut softly for too 

long, or eyes rolled up to the ceiling for just an instant, postures chang
ing to upright for most, the shuffling that comes at this command, even 
when notebooks are opened on the desk and pens are in hand. 

"Here's what I want you to do. On the upper left hand comer of 
the paper, write a word, any word. On the right, its opposite. Hot 
[gesture with the left hand]. Cold [gesture with the right] . Up. Down. 

"Don't hesitate [staring at those staring back]! Just do it [softer 
tone]." 

Pens scratch on paper. Almost all resistance fades. Curiosity has 
the upper hand. 

"Now, go to that word on the left and generate a list of 15 words. 
Just write what comes to mind. Don't worry about logical connec
tions. If hot makes you think of weather, write down weather. If weather 
makes you think of sweat, write thru down [some smiles]. Sweat to 
running or to deodorant; whatever. Write it down without stopping to 
think. Go!" 

And they write. And the Authority points to those who stop and 
look up or look to the side in that look of a writer thinking of what to 
write, the stares one sees so often in college coffee hangouts and stu
dent union buildings: "Write. Don't hesitate." Very soon the pens 
stop and the Authority sees faces rather than the tops of heads, the 
eyes more engaged than a few minutes ago. 

82 



"Now do the same with the word on the right; this time, generat
ing 10 words." 

And they do. 
"You now have 27 words in front of you. Using 25 of those 27 

words-and only those 25 words-compose a poem." 
"You mean we can't add any helping words?" 
"Using 25 of those 27 words, compose a poem." 
Heads bend forward. A major undertaking, embarrassed smiles, 

some head-shaking sneers, some wrinkled brows, and always a couple 
(almost always literally two) who either stare at the page with pen 
poised but never touching paper or staring straight ahead or staring 
defiantly at the teacher. And he stares back with no sign of displea
sure or discomfort. They fit his plan. They just don't know it. 

Maybe ten minutes pass. A few are done, smiles of pride or em-
barrassment. 

"Give it one or two more minutes." 
Scurry. 
Five minutes pass. 
"Okay. Read over your poem and drop five words, making what-

ever changes you think become necessary in dropping those words." 
A different kind of sigh. This time, relief. Three minutes, maybe. 
"Drop three more words." 
Some grumbles. Some glares. Another minute. 
Students are asked to read the poems. Discussion-not about 

quality-but about what they hear in the poems. One poem from the 
blonde-haired, blue eyed, younger woman in khaki shorts, and sleeve
less light blue cotton blouse. 

Warm, soft smell 
Tail, freckles 
Sleeping poppy blue roads 
Barking meadows, hot mountains 
paws walk, castles, 
Denmark 

She reads softly, an English that speaks of California. Students 
say there's something there about her pet. 

"Yeah, like she thinkin about her pet. She thinkin about her pet 
when she went on vacation to Europe." 

"Yeah, but her pet's there with her, so maybe she lived there for 
a while." 

"Yeah, right. More like a trip instead of a vacation. Know what 
I mean?" 

This goes on in different ways for about two minutes. 
[To the writer): "So what do you figure might have been on your 

mind?" 
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And we learn that ,the California white woman among us is 
really an immigrant from Denmark feeling decidedly foreign within 
this crowd, missing the dog she had as a child, taking a momentary 
journey home. 

We do this over and again, hearing from five or six and discuss
ing what we have heard. There are plenty of volunteers. 

"So what's the point? The point is that when you say you have 
nothing to write, you mean that you don't know what the teacher wants 
you to write. And if you found you couldn't generate a list or com
pose a poem, it was either because you needed to know more about 
what I was up to or you worried that you wouldn't produce what I 
was after. You've been convinced that writing is a set of 'rigid rules 
and inflexible plans' [Rose's words]. But those rules and plans are 
later matters, what's written, not writiNG. What we have just done is 
gone through a writing process: a free generation of ideas, a compos
ing of those ideas (since composing means putting this with that to 
come up with something different, like a musician composing, like 
saving food leftovers for a compost which will make new foods pos
sible in some sense). Then I asked you to revise. This is kind of artifi
cial, of course, since all I allowed was deletion. But y' all grumbled and 
groused when I told you to delete a second time. And the reasons for 
that was first, that you knew you were being messed with [smiles and 
nods, but no laughter; being messed with is not a funny matter; but 
having it acknowledged is different]; and second, you had come to 
like what you had done. What you wrote came from within and thereby 
had meaning for you, was like that ashtray at woodshop, nothing to 
put in a museum but something crafted by you. That's what writing 
can be: something from you, crafted by you. And finally, you pub
lished. You went public. And in going public, you found out how 
others interpret what you have written and how sometimes you your
self have to step back to interpret. Writing, all communication, is a 
matter of someone saying something to someone, even if that some
one is the I speaking to its me. 

"You see, writing is not a matter of inspiration, nor is it necessar
ily the special province of the gifted [using this very vocabulary as a 
matter of respect, a matter of introduction to the discourse of the acad
emy]. Writing is a craft, a craft that can aspire to art-that cabinet that 
was first crafted by a cabinetmaker and was used, that then became an 
antique because it stood the test of time, that then became considered 
art, a Chippendale, say [a glint from a woman or two and one of the 
guys]. I'm talking about furniture, and you think of the topless danc
ing men. But that's how they get the name: they're men who crafted 
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their bodies to become what some of y' all think of as art, maybe. The 
Chippendale furniture uses wood as its raw material. The Chippen
dale men use their bodies. Writers use their experiences, sometimes 
only their experiences with others' writing, but their experiences nev
ertheless, to express something to someone else. This is basic human
ness. 

"Let me do it this way. No experience is ever repeated. [Pause] 
No experience is ever repeated [said each time in a monotone]. No 
experience is ever repeated. Hear me out. There really isn't a contra
diction in what I just did. The first time I said that, you looked at me 
seriously. It was a new idea for most of you. I got it from Plato who 
wrote that Socrates had said that. The second time, y' all looked at me 
a little funny, still thinking seriously and wondering about the appar
ent contradiction. The third time you started thinking I was down
right silly. You did not experience those words the same way each 
time. The experience was not repeated. And time had passed. And 
even though I tried to keep my inflection the same, it couldn't have 
possibly been identical each time. The experience hadn't been repeated 
by me or by you. It only appeared to be repeated because of the words. 

"Hold that in memory for a minute while I explore a related idea. 
We can sense more than we think we can sense. The five senses are 
only a scientific convenience. Our senses fall into one another. You 
can hear a blaring sound and think of a color. Some colors are loud, 
we say. Or you would say 'That tastes like crap.' How do you know? 
If you know empirically, by having actually eaten crap, I don't want to 
know [great laughter, but also that glimmer in eyes that all teachers 
know and try to recapture with every moment in every classroom]. 
We can say that because a taste and a smell and texture all suggest one 
another. That's why little children will not eat ugly food. We kam to 
taste despite looks (at least some of the time). Or think of the Eskimo. 
The anthropologist tells us that Eskimos have several words for snow. 
We don't in English. All we have are adjectives-powder, wet, dry, 
thick, etcetera. Even when we use the words as nouns-' A fine pow
der'-we don't think of powder; we think of snow, the word snow. 
How are we different from the Eskimos when it comes to snow? [The 
answer always comes]. That's right, snow is an integral part of the 
Eskimo's environment, a part of their context, in a way that it isn't for 
us, as a rule (and when it is, it's no longer snow; it's a storm or a bliz
zard-words which don't mean the same as snow; they're different 
things). 

"Hold that for a minute too. I'll tie things together in a bit." 
[Now placing a drawing on the board: 
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0 

"What do you see?" 
Responses come, hesitantly at first- a martini glass with an olive 

descending, an abstract Christ figure, a close-up of a woman in a bi
kini [for which one student once complained that I had drawn a dirty 
picture on the board-not all understand]. Soldiers fresh from Korea 
saw a cabinet with a knob for a drawer and two cabinet doors, as well 
as the bikini and the martini. An American Indian student in the south
west saw a sunrise over a mesa. Returning students after long hours 
working in offices saw a message envelope. Young men in the midwest 
and the southwest (but not in the northwest) saw the pocket to a cow
boy shirt. What the students come up with is discussed, as well as 
what students-past have come up with. 

"We perceive meaningless lines and our imaginations strive to 
give them meaning, but in order to make its meaning complete, it must 
be named. And the meaning and naming come from experience. Es
kimos experience snow differently from Americans living south of 
Canada; the snow carries several meanings, so it acquires different 
names. All of you know words that don't translate well-the mean
ings of dude [mimicking the word with different inflections] or get outa 
here [mimicking] or words from another language that have no equiva
lents in English. Those phrases, or idioms, and those words carry cul
tural meaning that because they grow from within one culture's expe
riences don't always transport to another culture with different physi
cal environments, and different values and concerns, with different 
ideologies or ways of seeing the world. 

We can know more through our senses than we realize. And no 
experience is ever repeated. So how can we make sense of our world? 
Through language. We name the things that matter to us, to our cul
tures. Language is our sorting mechanism. To make sense, we name 
the things and the events that matter to us. Or we say one experience 
is very much like another-simile, remember from high school? anal
ogy [writing the word on the board]-and we give it a word. No two 
home runs are the same, for instance, but hitting a ball a certain dis-
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tance and within a certain set of lines which gives enough time for a 
person or more to go to a certain spot becomes similar enough that, 
even though never identical to previous events of the sort, are similar 
enough to warrant a name-homerun, which lots of folks spell as one 
word, like a thing that needs a name. 

"We use language to make sense of our world. It is the thing that 
makes us unique among beings on the planet. I'm not saying language 
makes us different. We know that other creatures have language. But 
no other creature that we know of uses language the way we do. The 
wonders of science, the wonders of technology, none of it could have 
taken place without language, without the means by which we make 
sense of the world and communicate with one another. A rhetorician 
named Kenneth Burke [more about what that word rhetoric means will 
come up on other days] wrote that we are beings who are given to 
symbols. Now I'm not talking about symbols like you might have 
heard someone say was going on in a novel; I mean something that 
stands for something else. We are given to symbols-houses to repre
sent whatever shelter we might have once known before we constructed 
houses (caves, say). Cars to replace our legs, symbols of an earlier 
form of transportation-car as short for carriage as short for horseless 
carriage that still has horsepower. Clothes to replace fat and hair and 
animal skins. Glasses for eyes. We love symbols. Math is a set of 
symbols that represent numbers of things. Algebra is a symbol of the 
symbol. But our basic symbols are language-sounds that represent 
things and ideas. And writing is the symbol that represents the sound 
that represents the thing or idea. That's how we know anything
through symbols. Language is [to the board] 

E-P-I-S-T-E-M-0-L-0-G-I-C-A-L 
Epistemological-a word used by philosophers to mean how we come 
to know. Philosophers-a lot of them-are convinced that how we 
come to know is through experience and the experience is defined in 
language that we are exposed to from the moment we're born (if not 
before). 

"In other words, you are all already language users. In a sense, 
you are experts, since you've been using this thing -language-for so 
long. And you already know the symbols that represent the sounds 
(though I know it isn't always one-to-one, but that's historical; through 
was once pronounced with a guttural end that the gh represented). 
But the point remains-you are all language users. You are all writers 
who can compose if you don't get hung up with rules. What you are at 
this point are simply folks who don't yet know how to translate what 
you know into a way that is used in .t1m culture-the university. And 
of course, you still have more experiences tr gain, including the expe
riences that the books you will read throughvut the years will provide. 

"What we're talking about here is how to use a knife and fork-
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the conventions of a culture- the academic culture and later the cul
ture of whatever your major will be. Go across the border to Canada. 
You'll see that proper manners with a knife and fork is to hold the fork 
tines down with the left hand, cut your food with the right, and bring 
the food to your mouth with the left hand, the tines still down [replete 
with gestures]. Proper U.S. etiquette is to put the knife down, move 
the fork to the right hand, and bring the food to your mouth with the 
tines up on the fork. Both ways make sense or are just as senseless. 
They're just matters of convention within particular environments. 
There are conventions of language use and conventions of evidence 
for arguments-''cause I said' never works here. That's what you've 
got to learn. Not how to write. But how to write within the conven
tions of the university." 

We end the hour by returning to one of the poems the students 
constructed. On the board we work at translating it to prose. Then we 
fool with turning it to jargon. I make the final revision: 

There is a recollection of the possession of a domestic canine 
companion. It contains small cancerous epidermal tissue and 
emits a scent that is pleasant to olfactory senses. It accompa
nies among flower-strewn byways, the while making sounds 
of possible contentment as we stroll the meadows overshad
owed by apparently torrid mountainous regions, toward the 
ancient grand edifices of the land of the Danes. 

I tell them that this if more baroque and fatuous than academic, 
really, and that we will speak of using jargon later [don't-until it's 
simply a part of the writer] . And we're done for the day. 

A Beginning 

There is no conclusion, only the beginning. A complex set of 
ideas that range from the Sophists, Plato, Aristotle to Kenneth Burke 
and Bakhtin has been presented to students with the assumption that 
they are worthy of an explanation of the pedagogy which they will 
take part in. An idea of worth is transmitted. Writing opens and closes 
the discussion- students' writing. The success that will come of this 
opening session is never complete: a couple of students will drop the 
course, one or two will stop working, most will not be converted into 
A writers. But most will believe themselves to be college students with 
conventions to learn. In the end, I will give them grades for their work 
as students, and I will tell each honestly what they would have likely 
gotten if the grade depended solely on their written products. We will 
talk of what they know of their writing processes, support mechanisms 
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like writing centers where more work can take place in refining those 
processes. We will have done what can be done in the less than 40 
contact hours we're afforded in classrooms over a semester or quarter. 
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Ira Shor 

OUR APARTHEID: WRITING 
INSTRUCTION & INEQUALITY 

The first appointment in rhetoric and composition to the Graduate School and University Center 
of the City University of New York, Ira Shor is the teacher-scholar chiefly responsible for giving 
currency and meaning to the term "critical teaching" in such works as Critical Teaching and 
Everyday Life (1980), Empowering Education (1992), and When Students Have Power 
(1996). Also author of critiques of educational policy and social conditions affecting education, 
notably the book Culture Wars (1986), he brings the two strands of his work together in this 
discussion of the social contexts of basic writing and freshman composition. His call for an end to 
remedial placement, first made at the CBW workshop, elaborated on the discussion 'list CBW-L, 

led the editors to send him some questions to address, if he chose. Developing from that e-mail 
exchange, his response eventually became this carefully argued and researched essay. 

Basic writing as a field was born in crisis nearly thirty years ago. 
It has grown in crisis amid declining conditions for mass education 
(Berliner and Biddle, 1995). This state of permanent crisis unfortunately 
shows no sign of letting-up: Conservative lawmakers hungry to lower 
taxes for the wealthy and for corporations appear eager to cut BW and 
public college budgets. Perhaps many in authority believe that alleg
edly illiterate BW students don't belong in college in the first place. 
The corporate New World Order is generating lots of burger-flipping 
jobs for $5.50 an hour (a new McDonald's breaks ground every four 
hours somewhere in the world) so why spend for mass higher educa
tion? Oppressed by dollar-politics, BW teachers and students are in a 
hole discussed by John Kenneth Galbraith in The New Industrial State

(1967): "It is the vanity of educators that they shape the education sys
tem to their preferred image. They may not be without influence but 
the decisive force is the economic system" (238). Galbraith wrote that 
statement on the eve of BW' s explosion. A brief look backward may 
help us figure out where we are and where we might go from here. 

The collegiate language enterprise of which BW is the junior part
ner began over a century ago when Harvard instituted freshman com
position. As the best historians in our field tell us, Harvard invented 
comp in the last decades of the 19th century when the American uni
versity system was expanding and changing to meet the needs of the 
new industrial capitalism. Accumulated knowledge and research were 
fast becoming essential to production and profit-making. New ma
chines and processes were needed as well as new forms of manage
ment, accounting, and marketing. Such periods of wild economic ex-
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pansion place great stress on the status quo, threatening the elite which 
had benefited from the old order. What new arrangements could in
dustrialize society without changing power relations? Sudden demands 
for labor and knowledge unsettle the status quo. As the Italian phi
losopher Antonio Gramsci argued, when power relations become in
secure, questions of language often come to the fore. In colleges a cen
tury ago, curriculum for the new insecure order included required 
writing courses called "composition." As Richard Ohmann wrote in 
English in America, Harvard's restrictive model of freshman comp 
spread like "kudzu" from coast to coast, becoming a linguistic 
gatekeeper to upward mobility in the new system being secured then 
by captains of industry and education. Sharon Crowley has identified 
the upper-class bias of the new universal comp requirement which 
began "as an attempt to certify that students who enrolled under the 
new elective system were suitable 'Harvard men.' In other words, the 
universal requirement began life as an instrument of exclusion" ("Re
sponse" 89). This use of elite language instruction to exclude some and 
to socialize others, studied by the late Jim Berlin, the late Donald 
Stewart, Bob Connors, and Susan Miller most notably, helped protect 
unequal power relations in a time of great change, through subordi
nating writing to reading, by demoting teaching and composing be
low research and literature. "English" as a field took literature and 
literary scholarship as its professional body-of-knowledge, relegating 
comp to the menial status of curricular cop and sorting machine. For 
students, performing well in disembodied language classes became 
the correct usage gate to certification for upper-level courses leading 
to upper-level jobs. I call this language policy "comp for containment, 
control, and capital growth," a tool that ironically produced the nation's 
first literacy crisis, at Harvard in 1894, after a board of overseers had 
examined the writings of the nation's most privileged collegians. Look
ing back on 120 years of the lit/ comp culture war in language arts, we 
could say that comp has been the cranky subject of constant reform 
efforts by dedicated and ingenious teachers, the repository of what 
Leonard Greenbaum thirty years ago called "the tradition of com
plaint." 

BW is a younger sibling in the comp story. BW has added an 
extra sorting-out gate in front of the comp gate, a curricula mechanism 
to secure unequal power relations in yet another age of instability, the 
protest years of the 1960s and after. To help secure the status quo against 
democratic change in school and society, a BW language policy pro
ducing an extra layer of control was apparently needed to discipline 
students in an undisciplined age. At the time of BW' s explosive birth, 
the system was under siege by mass demands for equality, access, and 
cultural democracy. Since then, the economy, short in graduate labor 
until about 1970, has been unable to absorb the educated workers pro-
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duced by higher education in the past 25 years. In this scenario, BW 
has helped to slow the output of college graduates. BW, in sum, has 
functioned inside the larger saga of American society; it has been part 
of the undemocratic tracking system pervading American mass edu
cation, an added layer of linguistic control to help manage some dis
turbing economic and political conditions on campus and off. 

In terms of undemocratic tracking, mass schooling sorts each 
student cohort by race, class, and gender, so that each new generation 
of eager schoolkids becomes shaped into the existing inequities of 
our society. America has never invested equally in all its children, not 
from the moment Horace Mann in Massachusetts in the 1840s boldly 
declared schooling as "the great equalizer." The open secret of un
democratic life in America is that children of poor and working fami
lies get far fewer resources at school and at home than do rich kids 
(something criticized 80 years ago by John Dewey in Democracy and 
Education and more recently by Jonathan Kozol in Savage Inequalities). 
Just compare community colleges to the top 100 selective campuses. 
Economically, if schools and colleges were in fact great equalizers, 
what might we expect by now? More equality? Well, despite the im
mense expansion of education credentials in the general population 
since 1970, the wealth and income gap between rich and working fami
lies is actually increasing (see Mantsios; Henwood; Holmes). People 
of color still have twice the unemployment rate of whites (Bureau of 
Labor Statistics, 160-163). White kids are twice as likely as black kids 
to graduate college (Postsecondary Education Opportunity, 3). Women 
are still over-represented in college majors and doctoral fields that 
pay the least; only 25% of tenured faculties are female (Digest of Edu
cation Statistics, Tables 221, 235). 

Mass education and its language policies have not equalized the 
genders, the races, or the classes. Instead, formal education offers a 
top-down, business-oriented agenda: basic skills, vocationalism, work 
discipline, and citizenship. These objectives aim to fit students into 
the unequal way things are, to ease them into a hostile job market and 
unequal power relations organized by and for the few. But all has not 
gone smoothly. A crisis in this story of language for containment 
emerged when mass higher education became a near-entitlement in 
the egalitarian 1 %0s, when social movements disturbed the smug post
War status quo; BW emerged soon after as a new "identity," a new 
field of control to manage the time, thought, aspirations, composing, 
and credentials of the millions of non-elite students marching through 
the gates of academe. 

About maintaining inequality in a time of disruption, I'm re
minded of an incident recorded by historian David Tyack in Turning 
Points in American Educational History (1 %7). Tyack tells the story of 
an idealistic Northern schoolmarm who went South after the Civil 
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War to teach freed slaves. She is scorned by local respectables for teach
ing "social equality" instead of sticking to the ABC's. Before the War, 
it was a crime to teach slaves to read and write; white teachers were 
fined and literate slaves beaten or worse (for some dramatization of 
this, see the recent film Nightjohn). Then, after the War, the defeat of 
the slavocracy created a democratic opening. History moved forward 
to new possibilities that could disturb white supremacy. To contain 
the threat to white domination, the old elite favored a language policy 
of basic skills, that is, the ABC's are as far as instruction should go for 
former slaves. It seems that basic skills approaches (which dominate 
BW according to a number of reports) have a friendly fit with an un
equal status quo. 

Another example that comes to mind is Gunnar Myrdal's"1944 
classic An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem, published after some 
delay because its anti-racist content might cause problems for a racist 
nation at war, especially when white and black American soldiers were 
in segregated units in Europe and the Pacific. Myrdal, examining South
em schools, noticed that black students were being tracked into agri
cultural jobs (boys) and domestic service (girls) even though these la
bor markets were declining. Myrdal noted that the curriculum for black 
students was very basic in their segregated schools. Some forty years 
later, John Goodlad' s 8-year study A Place Called School reported a simi
lar racial division. Black and Latino students were over-represented in 
the lowest-paying vocational programs. One of Goodlad' s brilliant co
researchers, Jeannie Oakes, focused specifically on tracking. Her book 
Keeping Track described in some detail the basic skills/vocational sort
ing out of students; she noted the absence of research data showing 
that tracking/ ability grouping improves the learning of students. Re
search on ability grouping may not support tracking (see Weiner and 
Oakes, 1996), but tracking remains a pervasive practice in education 
for political reasons to help maintain inequality in society, I am argu
ing. 

Politically, then, BW is a containment track below freshman comp, 
a gate below the gate. Sociologist Burton Clark described this sorting 
mechanism as a remedial "subcollege" in his famous 1960 essay "The 
Cooling-Out Function in Higher Education." Clark examined how en
try-testing, assessment practices, counseling, and remedial writing 
courses help the institution (in this case, the community college) lower 
the aspirations of students defined as "latent terminals." This cooling
out function through testing and remediation has continued in the 
decades since Clark first identified it in mass higher education. I ex
amined "cooling-out" in terms of three major conservative campaigns 
in the 1970s and 1980s: career education, the (fake) literacy crisis/back
to-basics movement, and education-for-excellence (see my Culture 
Wars). I saw these three nominally educational programs as actually 
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political campaigns against the egalitarian opening of the 1960s, reit
erating how the Southern plantocracy tried to close the opening repre
sented by the Civil War. In what I've called "the conservative restora
tion" that followed the activist 1960s, these regressive campaigns re
flected a theme in school and society of "settling for less." Part-time 
job:; are less than full-time jobs; non-union labor is paid less than union 
work. In education, BW is less than freshman comp, below comp, of
ten non-credit bearing, so its rise since the 1960s into an empire of seg
regated remediation fits an age when the status quo urgently needed 
to divide and conquer and depress young people aroused for social 
change and for economic success. 

While BW enables colleges to divide incoming students into regu
lar and remedial groups, economically speaking, BW helps slow down 
the students' progress towards the college degree which could enable 
them to expect higher wages in the job market. The BW empire also 
depresses the wage package for teachers because so many remedial 
courses are taught by underpaid, overworked (female) adjuncts. Stu
dents pay rising tuition for courses lowered in stature and credit, taught 
by 1mprotected, unorganized teachers getting depressed wages and 
few benefits. This arrangement lowers the output of college grads and 
of PhDs (because overworked, underpaid BW / comp teachers have too 
little time and money to work steadily on their dissertations). These 
two outcomes of BW help ease the shortage of good jobs, especially 
now that several hundred thousand jobs have been lost to cheap-labor 
Mexico since NAFTA, according to the Economic Policy Institute in 
Wa~:hington. Remember that teenage girls in Mexico work for a dollar 
or tv.ro an hour, doing jobs for which North Americans were paid $8-
12/hour. Workers in Haiti make about $2.40/ day, in China $2/ day, in 
Vietnam less. Well-educated, male, English-speaking, university
trained, computer scientists in India get $10,000/year, a quarter the 
salary paid here for similar graduates. With corporate America 
downsizing and globalizing, with CEOs now earning about 145 times 
the average pay of their employees, with the top 1% now controlling 
42% of the nation's wealth, mass higher education can threaten the 
stability or legitimacy of the status quo if it graduates too many de
serving students into an American economy unwilling to pay them 
what they are worth as it sends jobs abroad. As I see it, these immoral 
conditions cry out for critical teaching in our writing courses. Critical 
clas~:rooms would invite students to focus on their everyday life in the 
sysb!m causing our problems (see my Empowering Education and When 
Studrnts Have Power). Overall, then, I view BW as one mechanism that 
functions to ease the growing conflict between corporate economic 
policy and a mass of aspiring students who are being deterred from 
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democracy and from the American Dream. That Dream is being de
nied to us and our students. The consequences of denying the Ameri
can Dream were urgently on the mind of some top policy planners 25 
years ago, as recorded in Career Education (1974) by Nixon's Commis
sioner of Education Sidney Marland (known as "the father of career 
education"), especially Marland's conversations with HEW boss Elliot 
Richardson, where they discussed their fears that underemployed col
lege grads would cause political unrest, a worry also expressed at that 
time by economist Richard Freeman in The Overeducated American 
(1976). 

I expect that some in our field are uncomfortable with these eco
nomic and political implications of our profession. When it comes to 
writing instruction, few of us are likely to claim that it's easy or trans
parent work, but many probably find it safer to stick to technical is
sues. Some colleagues defend BW by arguing that it provides a sanctu
ary to protect students who would be thrown out of college even sooner 
if not for a sheltered program. Is this true? So many gifted and dedi
cated writing teachers devote themselves to their students' success. Is 
their devotion being mistaken for BW itself saving students? I think 
here of Mike Rose's brilliant and patient tutoring of his students at 
UCLA (Lives on the Boundary). Mike's tutorial labors meant a lot for 
those students' development, but Mike is not a special advocate for 
BW, being rather critical of "remediation." Yet others in the field, like 
Karen Greenberg have advocated the benefits of BW for students. I 
want to see hard evidence that BW courses shelter more than they shunt. 
It's not helpful for BW advocates like Greenberg to argue that "36% of 
the students who graduated from Hunter within the last five years 
were students who completed basic writing courses. Moreover, ap
proximately 55% of the students who graduated from Hunter within 
eight years are basic writing' graduates"' ( 69). These figures mean very 
little. What must be proved is that these students could not have gradu
ated without BW. Was BW a shelter essential to their progress or was 
BW a delay in their progress towards a degree they could have gained 
sooner without BW? And how many students were discouraged from 
going on because of the tuition-charging non-credit remedial courses 
taught by underpaid adjuncts? How many were discouraged by bo
gus entry and exit exams like the infamous Writing Assessment Test 
(W AT) at Hunter and other campuses of the City University of New 
York? These, it seems to me, are the hard questions BW advocates must 
answer to justify the maintenance of BW beneath freshman comp, along 
with the maintenance of expensive testing/placement bureaucracies 
that centralize administrative control. Testing regimes transfer power 
from classrooms, teachers, and students at the bottom to administra
tors at the top, not a healthy outcome if we want education for democ
racy. 
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My questions here also connect to Peter Dow Adams's sugges
tive local research at his community college about students who evaded 
BW and succeeded in freshman camp at a higher rate than those who 
took the remedial course. On the other hand, we have Joe Trimmer 
and even BW-advocate Greenberg telling us that BW is still mired in 
skill-and-drill methods and workbooks, a point made also by Sharon 
Crowley vis-a-vis the "repressive formalism" and traditional gram
mcur instruction still dominating half the camp enterprise ("A Personal 
Ess.ay") . Further, we have to wonder about BW /camp when testing 
advocate Ed White ("An Apologia") joined Brian Huot to tell us that a 
shocking 49% of colleges apparently use SAT, ACT, or some other 
NON-WRITING short-answer test to place students in WRITING 
classes (see also Glau, 82, for another case of ACT /SAT used for place
ment). Another 48% use the notorious timed, impromptu essay fa
mously graded on the 1-6 scale (like the CUNY W AT), which Peter 
Elbow and the late Alan Purves described as an invalid test of writing 
ability. 

I'm reminded of what Mina Shaughnessy wrote about the kind 
of anti-writing context offered in the timed impromptu: "Without strat
egies for generating real thought, without an audience he cares to write 
for, the writer must eke out his first sentence by means of redundancy 
and digression, strategies that inevitably disengage him from his gram
matical intuition as well as his thought" (82). Lastly, I also think about 
the 1994 CCCC "Writing Assessment: A Position Statement" which 
opposed the isolated conditions of impromptu exams and which 
poirtted to the racial implications of short-answer instruments: " .. . stan
dardized tests, usually designed by large testing organizations, tend 
to be for accountability purposes, and when used to make statements 
about student learning, misrepresent disproportionately the skills and 
abilities of students of color" (433). 

Given this disturbing picture of placement testing in BW' s op
eration, how can we continue to support it? In my imagination, I see a 
vast burial ground called "Field of BW /Camp" where love of knowl
edge and critical writing too often go to die. I was on the run from this 
grammar-graveyard when I first proposed social literacy in 1980 in 
my book Critical Teaching And Everyday Life, and which Lee Odell has 
argued for wonderfully in "Basic Writing in Context: Rethinking Aca
demic Literacy." 

Tracking and testing are the Twin Towers of Unequal City 
wherein BW resides. These towers rose from an American foundation 
of low-spending and hostile-management directed to non-elite stu
dent:>. Can there be BW without bogus placement and tracking mecha
nisms? Can BW withstand a democratic gaze? Tom Hilgers has an
swered: "It is my belief that bad assessment is what gets most students 
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labeled as 'basic writers.' Bad assessment drives the curriculum and 
the evaluation of most basic writing courses ... " (69). BW requires pu
nitive placement regimes to feed and justify it. How do some students 
get designated for the remedial subcollege known as BW if not for a 
placement process now grossly dominated by short-answer exams or 
the infamous, one-shot, timed, impromptu essay? This bogus assess
ment of writing is the cheapest way to get the greatest control of teach
ers, students, curriculum, and costs, not a surprising choice for a sys
tem that always spent the least on the majority of students, a system 
on the defensive after the activist 60s saw comp requirements erode in 
the face of student protests, only to reappear with a vengeance during 
the manufactured literacy crisis of the 1970s (which Sharon Crowley 
has discussed in several pJaces and which I wrote about as "the con
servative restoration in school and society'' in Culture Wars, previously 
mentioned.) 

Top-down testing has little to do with bottom-up learning and a 
lot to do with institutional control. To sum up, top-down assessment 
and required BW I compare linguistic policy for containing three things: 
the costs of mass higher education (while lavish funds are spent on 
elite campuses), the potential of critically "writing and reading the 
world" as the late Paulo Freire put it, and the output of college grads 
whose aspiring numbers are already overwhelming a job market seek
ing cheap labor. Thus, I see the BW I comp story as part of a long his
tory of curricula for containment and control, part of the system of 
school tracking to divide and deter non-elite students in school and 
college. The students themselves are tested and declared deficient by 
the system, which blames the apparently illiterate and cultureless vic
tim, stigmatizing the individual as the problem while requiring BW I 
comp as the remedy. The structure now in place helps maintain the 
inequality built ov~r the last century or two, tilting resources to elite 
students and lush campuses, rewarding those who speak and look like 
those already in power. This arrangement is undemocratic and im
moral. 

Still, I must say here that writing teachers in the trenches do he
roic labor against great odds. I know about the dedication of BW teach
ers because I taught BW at the City University of New York for 15 
years. I still teach freshman comp in the working-class district of the 
academy at Staten Island College. My criticism of the history and poli
tics of BW I comp is not a criticism of my colleagues, who more often 
than not are wonderful teachers. To make better use of our profes
sional talents and dedication, we could begin with Peter Elbow's ideas 
for restructuring writing courses (see Composition for the Twenty-First 
Century). Basically, Peter recommends that portfolio assessment replace 
the bogus timed impromptu writing test. He also suggests that all stu
dents be enrolled into an extended writing class that would graduate 
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students as they complete their course projects, not on a semester time
table. Peter endorses the excellent experiments underway at South 
Carolina by Rhonda Grego and Nancy Thompson, who set up writing 
studios as peer-group tutorials adjunctive to regular writing classes. I 
also like the experiments by Barbara Gleason and Mary Soliday at City 
College of New York, where they use an expanded freshman comp 
course over two semesters which mixes erstwhile basic writers with 
regular students, abandoning BW as a tracking device. I urge people 
to ~:ontact these colleagues and to read their work as well as Peter's 
and Lee Odell's and also Bruce Herzberg's excellent report on service
learning at Bentley College ("Community Service and Critical Teach
ing:"). 

We also need to revive the Wyoming Resolution of 1987, to pick 
up where brave Jim Slevin, Sharon Crowley, and others have brought 
us, in terms of relentlessly exposing the shameful foundations of "En
gliHh" as a field, the ugly subordination of composition to literature, 
the destructive denigration of teaching to publication, the expanding 
exploitation of underpaid, overworked part-time instructors. 

In this regard, I propose we urge CCCC to declare a "Labor 
Policy": "All positions in the field are designated full-time, to be di
vided at any program only at the request of instructors themselves 
should any choose not to work full-time. Split positions would carry 
full-time benefits even if some prefer less-than-full course-loads." Re
garding the costs of this Labor Policy, some may think that money 
dot~s not exist to pay for it. I disagree. Any who wonder where the 
money is should note the booming economy and the vast military bud
get; then, find out how big a surplus your local BW I comp programs 
are generating each year, like the $1 million generated by the former 
comp program at Minnesota, I was told. BW I comp is a cash cow
full-tuition paid by students while part-time wages are paid to teach
ers. No costly equipment needed as in engineering labs or nursing 
departments. BW I comp is like the former colony of India, the jewel in 
the crown, a territory generating lots of wealth for the imperial 
melropoles of lit, grad school, and administration. In terms of enforc
ing the Labor Policy, I would suggest that any institution not comply
ing be targeted vigorously by ecce with a II corporate campaign": 
high-profile negative publicity informing prospective students, teach
ers, and parents that this college's labor and language policies inter
fere with good teaching and learning. The time to take this kind of 
action is long overdue. Echoing in my thoughts here is Edwin Hopkins's 
1912lead article in the very first issue of the spanking new NCTE jour
nal, where Hopkins gave a decisive "No" to the question, "Can Good 
Composition Teaching Be Done Under Present Conditions?" 

If we are serious about teaching well and about students learn
ing to write passionately and to think critically; if we are serious about 
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democratic education in a democratic society; then we need a Labor 
Policy on the one hand and a curricular policy against tracking, test
ing, and skills-based instruction on the other. Let's promote ethno
graphic, context-oriented, community literacy, which I and others like 
Linda Flower have advocated. We can invite students to do literacy 
projects about their education, the college, the community, their jobs, 
or society-at-large, including media criticism and media production. 
Many of us have already moved away from skill-and-drill workbook 
exercises, away from disembodied language work, towards critical lit
eracy mobilized by the students' natural language competencies, some
thing emphasized by John Mayher in his profound book Uncommon 
Sense. 

BW j comp teachers committed to cultural democracy and criti
cal literacy can examine their local conditions and decide what strate
gies for change would work best at the places where we work. For 
example, good mainstreaming experiments, like those at South Caro
lina and City College, appear to require structural changes, thematic 
changes, different course/ credit/ staffing structures as well as new stu
dent-centered subjects and methods, like the literacy narratives de
ployed by Soliday and Gleason at City College (see Soliday's "From 
the Margins to the Mainstream"). Sometimes it is said that we get the 
history we deserve, which is another way of saying that resistance to 
anti-educational regimes limits the destructive status quo and opens 
constructive possibilities beyond the givens of the corporate economic 
agenda. In the late 1990s, after two decades of conservative restoration 
and cutbacks in school and society, many teachers and students feel 
vulnerable, isolated, disoriented, and powerless. This is understand
able, given the great assault on equality and cultural democracy 
launched after the activist 1960s against public education, women, chil
dren, minorities, labor unions, affirmative action, and gay rights. Feel
ing vulnerable, many think little or nothing can be done. I don't agree. 
A lot has already been done and is being done right now. The litera
ture in the field is rich in material supporting those who want to de
velop democratic language arts (see Auerbach). All around the coun
try, teachers are experimenting, testing the limits, like the exemplary 
experiments I already mentioned at City College and South Carolina 
(see also Grego and Thompson's "Repositioning Remediation"). 

Whatto do? as Elsbeth Stuckey asks in The Violence of Literacy. 
Find allies with whom to study, talk, experiment, and plan campaigns 
against testing, against tracking, and against the imposition of skills
based teaching, what Paulo Freire famously named the "banking" 
method. Don't confront the lion alone, Paulo said when he was alive. 
Work with colleagues and allies. Remarkable progress has been made 
in these conservative times- progress in feminist, multicultural, stu
dent-centered, and critical pedagogies, despite the growth in testing 
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and in part-time labor. As Paulo told us in A Pedagogy for Liberation, 
"Education is politics" (46). He urged us to think that the ft1ture was 
made by what we did today. Adrienne Rich, companion to Mina 
Shaughnessy in the heroic Open Admissions days at City College, 
wrote, "My daily life as a teacher confronts me with young men and 
women who have had language and literature used against them, to 
keep them in their place, to mystify, to bully, to make them feel power
less" (63). Similarly, Tom Fox insisted, "The need is not so much to 
initiate students into the discourse community, to teach them the par
ticular forms of language in the academy. Instead, we need to con
vince students that this community is theirs, that it will not work against 
their identity and their interests" (75). Likewise, John Rouse concluded 
that "Any decision about language teaching is a moral and political 
decision" (12). Finally, Carole Edelsky said that "Retheorizing language 
education to make it serve education for democracy means highlight
ing the relationship of language and power .... It means figuring out 
and then spelling out how systems of domination are part of reading 
and writing, part of classroom interaction, part of texts of all kinds
and doing that as part of our constant and primary, not secondary, 
enterprise" (255). 

We know the unequal society in whose arms we came of age; we 
can learn the history and politics that brought undemocratic arrange
ments into being at our worksites and elsewhere; we can take some 
risks together as citizens to change society and as tea~hers to change 
the conditions of our work, against language policies that divide and 
discourage, in favor of inspired learning, critical writing, equal fund
ing: and humane democracy. Farewell to educational apartheid; fare
well to tests, programs and classes supporting inequality; farewell to 
the triumphant Harvard legacy now everywhere in place, constantly 
troubled, widely vulnerable, waiting for change. 
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Note: 
A Brief History 

JBW has been in existence since 1975; the first two issues were 
administered by an Editorial Board which included the following City 
College of New York (CCNY) faculty members: Sarah D'Eloia, Vir
ginia Epperson, Barbara Quint Gray, Isabella Halsted, Valerie Krishna, 
Patricia Laurence, Nancy Lay, Betty Rizzo, and Mina Shaughnessy. 
Doris Fassler and Marylea Meyersohn joined the Editorial Board for 
the next two issues and Isabella Halsted and Patricia Laurence no longer 
served on the Board. Sarah D'Eloia (Sarah D'Eloia Fortune in 1985) 
became the editor in 1980. In 1981, JBWwent through a major transi
tion: it was no longer purely a CUNY publication; it had a National 
Advisory Board including Edward P. J. Corbett, Frank D'Angelo, Janet 
Emig, E.D. Hirsch, Jr., Lee Odell, Edward M. White, and Joseph M. 
Williams. 

In 1985 Lynn Quitman Troyka was named editor; her tenure from 
1986 to 1988 marked another watershed for JBW: the journal became 
refereed, the Editorial Board was expanded, the Editor's Column was 
begun, JBWbegan to come out regularly two times a year (spring and 
fall), and the biennial Mina P. Shaughnessy Writing Award for the 
best JBW article was established. Then, in 1989, Bill Bernhardt and 
Peter Miller came on board as co-editors and continued to increase the 
readership and the scholarship of JBW. Six years later, in 1995, Karen 
Greenberg and Trudy Smoke took over as co-editors. After working 
on three issues together, Karen stepped down. George Otte joined 
Trudy for the Fall1996 issue, and George and Trudy continue to edit 
the journal. 

The first fourteen (1975-1985) issues of the Journal of Basic Writing 
were theme issues which usually began with an introduction by one of 
the members of the editorial board. 

Vol. 1 #1 (1975) Error- Introduction by Mina Shaughnessy, 1-4. 
Vol. 1 #2 (1976) Courses-- Introduction by Mina Shaughnessy, 1-3. 
Vol. 1 #3 (1977) Uses of Grammar- The Introduction was contained 
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in D'Eloia's article, "The Uses-and Limits-of Grammar," 1-48. 
Vol. 1 #4 (1978) Evaluation - no introduction. 
Vol. 2 #1 (1978) Applications: Theory Into Practice- A Prefatory Note 

by Marylea Meyersohn, 1. 
Vol. 2 #2 (1979) Programs - Introduction by Barbara Quint Gray, 3-5. 
Vol. 2 #3 (1979) Vocabulary - Introduction by Betty Rizzo, 1-4. 
Vol. 2 #4 (1980) Reinforcement- Introduction by Sarah D'Eloia, 1-2. 
Vol. 3 #1 (1980) Toward A Literate Democracy- Preface, 1-2. 
VoL 3 #2 (1981) Training Teachers, Part I -Introduction by Sarah 

D'Eloia, 1-3. 
Vol. 3 #3 (1981) Revision- Introduction by Sarah D'Eloia Fortune, 1-

4. 
Vol. 3 #4 (1984) Training Teachers, Part II -Introduction by Sarah 

D'Eloia Fortune, 1-4. 
Vol. 4 #1 (1985) Basic Writing and Social Science Research, Part I -

Introduction by Sarah D'Eloia Fortune, 1-3. 
Vol. 4 #2 (1985) Basic Writing and Social Science Research, Part II, 

Introduction by Sarah D'Eloia Fortune, 2-3. 

As was initiated by Lynn Troyka, each editor or set of co-editors 
has written an Editorial Column to open each issue since 1986. Once 
JBW became a refereed journal, there have been fewer special theme 
issues: the 1993 Special Issue on the Fourth National Basic Writing 
Conference Plenaries, the 1994 Special Commemorative "Remember
ing Mina Shaughnessy," and this issue based on the CCCC Basic Writ
ing Workshop on Class, Race, and Culture. 
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News and Announcements 

The Writing Program Administrators announce the Fall 1997 
Regional Conference, Developing Writers: High School to College. 
October 17-18, 1997 at California State University. Featured speak
ers: Richard Haswell, Alice Roy, Shirley Brice Heath and Montserrat 
Fontes. Deadline for registration: September 1, 1997. Send $35 ($25 
students) payable to English Programs/WPA to Mark L. Wiley, South
em California WP A, Department of English, California State Univer
sity, Long Beach, 1250 Bellflower Blvd. MHB 409, Long Beach, CA 
90840. For additional information visit their web site at http:// 
www.csulb.edu/ -writing. 

January 7-10,1998: CCCC Winter Workshop on Teaching Com
position to Undergraduates: Constant Change and Perennial Wis
dom in the Teaching of Writing will be held at the Sheraton Sand Key 
Resort, Clearwater Beach, FL. The workshop is designed to offer pro
fessional development opportunities to teachers in two- and four-year 
colleges through a three-strand workshop program: Technology and 
Writing, Basic Writers and ESL Students, and Diverse Contexts for 
Writing. Program co-chairs are Lillian Bridwell-Bowles and Ben Wiley. 
Information 1-800-369-NCTE, ext. 205. 

The National Center for Developmental Education announces the 
Kellogg Institute for the training and certification of developmental 
educators to be held June 26-July 24, 1998. The Institute program 
consists of a summer session at Appapachian State University, Boone, 
North Carolina, followed by a fall term practicum project on the home 
campus of training participants. Information: Elaini Bingham or Maggie 
Mock (704) 262-3057. 

CALL FOR PAPERS: Journal for the Assembly for Expanded 
Perspectives on Learning OAEPL) is soliciting manuscripts for the 
fourth annual edition; the theme is "Mind, Body, Spirit: Teachers Mak
ing Connections." Possible areas for consideration include: schema 
theory as body based, poststructuralist textualities, ecofeminism, writ
ing as healing, silence, and ethics. Send 4 copies of 12-15 page manu
scripts (APA style) by January 31, 1998 to Linda Calendrillo, Co-Edi
tor of JAEPL, Department of English, 600 Lincoln Ave., Eastern Illinois 
University, Charleston, IL 61920, email jaepl@cctr.umkc.edu. Inquir
ies Kristie S. Fleckenstein, Co-Editor of JAEPL, University of Missouri
Kansas City, Kansas City, MO 64110-24999. 
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