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OVERFAMILIARITY: A COGNITIVE BARRIER IN
TEACHING COMPOSITION

“Theory," wrote Douglas Park, "in the form of widely shared wisdom
and sophistication should help us progress to better conditions and
assumptions" about the teaching of composition. Park was urging us to
step back from pedagogy and "see composition studies as whole and
defined." But about cognitive psychology, one major source of wisdom on
consciousness and learning, Park said, "It...risks immersing us in an ungo-
vernably various mishmash of terms and approaches."! As I have found in
my efforts to understand cognitive theory, the approaches are not as vari-
ous as they seem; in fact, summarizing the results of research, Jeremy
Anglin found remarkable similarities among independently operating cog-
nitivists.? In spite of the diversity of terms, there is sufficient agreement to
provide an overview of some aspects of cognition relevant to teaching
composition to basic writing students. Specifically, by adapting theories
about selected major cognitive operations to composition classes, we can
understand an important barrier to learning, a barrier 1 am calling "over-
familiarity." This concept can enable us to understand why students enter
our classes ignorant of information they have already studied. It can sug-
gest practices that help us to avoid the failures of our predecessors.

Cognitive theory describes two interactive and interdependent com-
ponents of learning/perception and conceptualization. Perception operates
on the external environment, continually scanning and delimiting its flux,
so that the internally functional structures of conceptualization can process
the information further, possibly storing it permanently. Among the cogni-
tivists who have provided us with models of these operations, none is
more justly well-known than Jean Piaget. His tandem and invariant opera-
tions, assimilation and accommodation, roughly correspond to perception
and conception. They function constantly, spontaneously, and recursively,
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