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This is an exploratory study of reading and writing within a
particular discipline. It isaso aninvestigation of critical thinking and
an examination of engagement and resistancein using languagetolearn
about new concepts. | looked at how college history studentswrestled
with and sometimes worked around issues of theory, specifically
theories of the causes of the Civil War. Using analysis of think-aloud
protocols, | investigated how students comprehended theoretical writ-
ing about the Civil War and how they used the theoretical material to
take aposition in writing about these sameissues. My main purposein
thisarticleisto examinethe cognitive moves students make, their ways
of thinking, when working with theory, an activity which many educa-
torstoday aretouting as particularly important in devel oping students
critical thinking abilities. | am especially interested in the stances
studentstaketoward their subject matter which promotecritical reason-
ing, that is, which lead to engagement, as well as approaches which
circumvent or stand in the way of such thinking, that is, which lead to
resistance.

I will explainthestudy and discusswhat | mean by theory, but first
I would like to put atheoretical frame around the research. Why did |
look at theory? Partly because we live in theoretical times. Many
disciplines have seen efforts to make their work more explicitly theo-
retical, that is, more open about the underlying principlesgoverning the
work, and more consistent and rigorous about adhering to those prin-
ciples. Theory can obviously mean many different things, but | take as
my working definition James Britton’s notion of theoretical writing:
writing that builds and defends a systematic argument at a conceptual
level, includingimplicit or explicit recognition that therearealternative
perspectives. Such writing also involves the formation of hypotheses
and deductions from them. The theoretical turn in academia has been
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most evident in the areas of research, publication, and presentation, in
the“public” conversationsthat takeplacewithindisciplines. Inhistory,
a book by Peter Novick (1988) has created an enormous stir, causing
what distingui shed historiansarecalling one of theimportant debatesin
theprofessiontoday, by namingand examiningindepth atheoretical rift
that has existed for over 100 years, between so-called objectivists and
relativists, or fact people and interpretation people. In literature,
published work isincreasingly marked or named according to the type
of theoretical analysis undertaken. In our own ways, we are all trying
to come to grips with theory in our research and scholarship.

But theory isbeginningtofinditsway notjustintotheprofessional
publication, academic conference, graduate seminar, or scholar’s li-
brary carrdl. Itisasostartingtoturn upintheclassroom, asachallenge
to the “culture of recitation” which many critics complain has domi-
nated American schooling. Many teachersnow try to bemoreexplicitly
theoretical in their teaching, using theory to inform and improve
curriculum and instructional practice. Teachers are incorporating
theory into their courses to help students devel op richer, more concep-
tually-grounded understandings of subject matter and more powerful
ways of thinking about material. To cite just one example, a popular
American history textbook recently added anew section to each unitin
which the competing theories of prominent historiansare discussed and
contrasted. In literature teaching, | have published a book with a
colleague, George Newell, and there are other such bookson the market
which take developments in literary theory, such as reader response
theory, and use them to formul ate new ways of working with literature
in the classroom. Similar examples abound.

Y et despitetheincreased significance of theory inacademicwork,
and itsgrowing importancein the classroom, we know very little about
what happenswhen studentsare confronted with theory. Investigations
focusing specifically on how students approach theory have not yet
begunto emergeintheliteratureonwritinginthedisciplines. However,
agrowing number of studiesin recent yearsexaminethe closely related
issue of how students analyze and interpret complex subject matter in
their academic writing. For example, Flower et. al. (1990) examined
how college students approached an assignment to read and write about
timemanagementissues. They foundthat many studentsinterpretedthe
task asrequiring summary and little elaboration, more or lessignoring
the explicit request to interpret and critique the subject matter. Nelson
(1990) looked at waysinwhich coll ege studentsin sociol ogy, engineer-



74 Language and Learning Across the Disciplines

ing, and English frequently took shortcutsinwriting papers, and at how
these shortcutsoften allowed studentsto avoid thekindsof thinking and
learning activitiestheassignmentswereexpressly designed to promote.
Walvoord and McCarthy (1990), working with faculty co-authors in
biology, business, history, and psychology, looked in the chapter co-
authored by Breihan, a history professor, at how students could be
helped by explicit, step by step guidelinesto deal more effectively with
issues of historical interpretation in their writing. These arejust afew
examples of the body of literature that is helping us to understand how
students summarize and analyze across disciplines and how instructors
might best structure such writing instruction and assignments.

But moving up the abstractive scale, there has been virtually no
work on how students deal with theory. We do not know how students
attempt to comprehend theoretical material, how theory informs their
broader understanding of subject matter, or what happenswhen students
try to incorporate theory into their own writing. This issue of how
students cometo gripswith theory seemsparticularly important inlight
of the current educational emphasis on developing students’ thinking
skills, since thinking theoretically isamajor component of the critical
thinking movement. McPeck (1990), Meyers(1986), and other critical
thinking advocatesarguethat thinking skillsarebest acquired, nurtured,
and developed within a particular discipline, rather than as a set of
genericskills. McPeck arguesthat instruction should center on, quoting
Schwab, “...what substantive structures gave rise to a body of knowl-
edge, what thestrengthsand limitsare, and what someof thealternatives
arewhich giveriseto alternative bodies of knowledge.” Teaching the
assumptionsor theconceptual foundationsof adisciplinehel psstudents
develop a meta-understanding of the important issues and ways of
thinking that hold the disciplinetogether, aswell astheideasthat divide
peopleinthefield. So, theattempt isto help make studentsmore aware
of the discipline as a way of thinking about and making sense of the
world. History, then, isnot just a collection of dates and facts, as most
students conceive it to be, but atheory-based means of understanding
the past and of connecting the past with the present and the future.

In this study | looked at a large lecture class, with about 200
students, Introduction to American History. | satinonlectures, didthe
readings, and closely examined all course materials such as handouts,
review sheets, and tests. | also talked with the teacher about the nature
of the class, his goals, and how those goals related to the way he
structured the course. | looked and listened carefully for mention of
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theory or historical explanation in the class. That is, | looked for
mention of specific interpretations of history, for the naming or discus-
sion of different approaches or ways of looking at subject matter. This
wasatypical largelectureclassfor thisparticular university, and maybe
for universitiesingeneral. It wasatextbook example of the“ culture of
recitation.” Therewere no discussion sections, and no assigned papers,
just two in-class tests in which students were mainly asked to restate
material from the readings and lectures. Essentialy, the teacher just
lectured, and the lectures generally were chronologically organized or
€l se discussed the professor’s view of the causes of particular events.
Theteacher did not model theoretical thinking by contrasting opposing
views. Hedid not try to get students to form their own interpretations
or to consider alternative views. He dealt with events and issues as
eventsand issues, not trying to placethemin adisciplinary context. As
| said, thiswasavery typical history class. Itdid not at all stresscritical
thinking, questioning, reflecting about issues, forming and supporting
one' s own positions, or metacognition (thinking about, locating, and
framing one’' sown thought processes and ideas, taking control of one's
own learning). Those were not the professor’s goals; his goals were
entirely content related.

Soitiswithinthiscontext of atraditional, content-oriented history
class that | asked students to do some more theoretical reading and
writing, to read, think, and write about some contrasting theories of the
Civil War. | wanted to see how freshmen at a large midwestern state
university responded to a theoretical task. These students were not
accustomed to operating at such aconceptual level; their teacher hadn’t
prepared them for this sort of work. But with the growing emphasison
theory and with the claims of critical thinking advocates that teaching
contrasting theories or views on a subject helps develop students
reasoning powers, | thought it would be useful to seejust what happens
when students are asked to wrestle with issues of theory. The students
were al volunteers who were told they would get extra credit. They
identified themselves as average or good students of history in their
previouscourses. | did not want to work with people who would not be
able to comprehend or write about the reading passage because they
would have to be pretty deeply engaged with some rather abstruse
material in order to completethetasks| was going to givethem. All of
the students read a passage contrasting the two principal theories of the
causes of the Civil War. The passage described the theoretical camps
in some detail, naming particular historians and discussing their basic
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orientations. Some of the students wrote an analytic essay about the
passage, while otherswroteasummary. Thetwowriting promptswere
asfollows:

1. Two points of view regarding the causes of the Civil War are
expressed inthereading passage” The Causesof the Civil War.” Please
explain which point of view you feel ismorevalid and why. Becertain
to defend your points with specific evidence and examples from the
reading.

2. Write a summary of the reading passage “ The Causes of the
Civil War.”

Therewasanother reading passage, anon-theoretical, chronol ogi-
cally organized one, that students al so read and wrote about, in contrast
to the theoretical one. But this article focuses on the theoretical task.
Both reading passages were from their textbook, but when | worked
with them the class hadn't gotten to those sections yet. Students
composed aloud, saying what they were thinking and doing as they
wrote. But before they composed aloud, students spent one hour-long
session practicing thetechniqueuntil they becamecomfortabledoingit.

Before | elaborate on what they did, | will discuss some of the
limitationsof thestudy. First of al, | used composing aloud, which has
several real limitations. Itturnsthewriting into atimed task, cutting out
much of the possibility for invention, revision, multipledrafting. It also
adds another layer of complexity and difficulty to the reading and
writing process. The method has many strengths too, of course, and |
used it mainly because | wanted to get a close, detailed look at how
students handled the reading and writing tasks. No other method
provides nearly as much detail as composing aloud. Also, people who
have compared composing aloud with other methods, like retrospective
interviewing, have found their resultsto be very similar, so composing
aloud apparently does not greatly distort the composing process, espe-
cially if writers have been trained in the method. So composing aloud
was the right methodol ogy for me, but it isfar from perfect, and | need
to acknowledge that.  Another limitation of the study isthat | gave
students tasks of my own devising. | would rather have looked at how
students approached real school tasks. Unfortunately, | wanted to look
at writing about history, and | could not find any history teachers,
especially in survey classes for non-majors, which | wanted to look at,
who had their studentswrite, |et alone write about theory. Most of the
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teachers | spoke with thought the kind of writing | was talking about
would bevaluable, but they were so wedded to the“ coverage” model of
getting through the prescribed amount of material that they did not feel

they could do this sort of thing. However, several have now expressed
aninterestin having their studentswrite more and in possibly trying out
some more theoretical kinds of writing—in the past when our history
professorshave had studentswrite, it hasbeen mainly book reports; that
seemsto bethedepartmental model. And athird limitation of the study
isthat | had students do akind of writing that they were not accustomed
to doing—writing about theoretical issues. So thisis not a best-case
scenario where we look at what well-prepared students are capable of
doing. Again, my justificationisthat | wantedto seehow typical college
students, accustomed to being asked to summarize, would approach a
more conceptual kind of task. Butif | could have, | would have looked
at studentsin a class where they were learning just such an approach.

For the above reasons, when | discuss my findings | will not be
making claims about what students are capable of doing under ideal
conditions. | can only say how they responded under timed conditions
toadifficult task they were not used to doing. Withthat caveat inmind,
I will now discuss my findings.

Engagement and resistance are Freire-ian notions which have
beenwritten aboutinsomedetail by Henry Giroux (1983); they describe
different stances or ways of approaching aspects of schooling. Giroux
usesthesetermsinavery political senseto describethe extent towhich
students buy into or reject the culture of schooling. That political sense
isrelevanttowhat | amlooking at, but noneof thestudents! worked with
actively resisted or rejected the work | asked them to do. They all
accepted thework and engaged withit, but anumber of studentsfound
implicit ways to resist the kind of conceptual labor, the detailed
thinking, the playing with ideas, which my reading and writing tasks
asked of them. Ciritical thinking advocates and researchers such as
Marzano (1991) arguethat higher-order thinking requirescertain dispo-
sitions or stances, habits or patterns of thought, all of which require
intense engagement with one’ ssubject matter: ametacognitiveinclina-
tion to monitor and reflect on one’ s own thinking and problem-solving
processes; atendency tothink critically about content, asking questions,
exploring different positions, considering others’ ideas, generally going
beyond the information given; and a propensity to think creatively, to
look at ideasand eventsin new, uncommonways. Somestudents, when
asked to, will throw themselves into these activities, will adopt these
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stances, while other studentsalmost seemtowork equally hard to avoid
having to engage in these kinds of thinking activities. Thus, notions of
engagement and resistance, when applied to the analysis of student
writers’ composing aloud protocol s, can shed considerablelight onboth
the strengths and the difficulties of asking students to read and write
about theory.

| found three basic patterns with the 20 studentswhom | asked to
compose aloud while writing either a summary or an analysis of the
theoretical passage. Therewerestudentswho engagedwiththetask and
evidenced the kinds of thinking which the task encouraged them to do.
Therewere studentswho resisted, consciously or unconsciously, or for
whatever reason didn’t seem to adopt a critical thinking stance. And
finaly, there were students who both engaged and resisted, alternating
between both stances. What followsare examples of the different types
of engagement and resistance | observed; these exampl es show some of
the ways students found to manage the difficult task.

The theoretical reading passage discussed the two primary inter-
pretations by American historians of the causes of the Civil War. One
camp hasargued that thewar wasaninevitabl e conflict based largely on
economic and political differences, that north and south differed so
fundamentally onkey issuesthat war could not have been avoided. The
other camp has argued that war could have been avoided if politicians
had acted more responsibly and not been swayed by extremistson both
sides. | asked studentsto read and write about the Civil War because|
knew they would have studied it in the past, would have some back-
ground knowledge about it, and would probably have opinionsaswell.
Of al subjectsin American history, it seemed as likely as any to hold
some interest for students. Ten students summarized the theoretical
passage, and ten students analyzed the two interpretations, supporting
onegroup’ sposition. | would likefirst to discuss examples of engage-
ment with the theoretical issues, instances of the kinds of critical
thinking students engaged in when trying to write about theory. All
student names are pseudonyms.

Types of Engagement

The most common and most general example of engagement |
saw, listed below, involved attemptsto form and support aposition, that
is, to make an argument or state an assertion, then to bring in evidence,
specific details, and sub-arguments to back it up. Almost everyone
askedtowritean analysisof thetheoretical passageattemptedtodothis.
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All made an assertion, though several students did not specifically
attempt to support their assertions. The example from Meg shows how
one student went about putting together an argument. (The boldface
segments indicate when she is writing as she speaks.)

a) Forming and supporting a position, bringing in evidence and
sub-arguments to back it up (Meg)

Oh, let’ssee. You haveto pick whichside. | gowithinevitable. It was
an irrepressible conflict. Okay, the Civil War was an irrepressible
conflict in my opinion. It, came about because, let’ s see, wastheresult
of moral, economic, cultural and ideological differencesbetween the
North and South which, let's see, centered around slavery. Morally,
the free labor system of the North opposed, er, and the slave labor
system in the South were nearly as opposite as, incomparable, uh
dissimilar astwo labor systemscould be... Wherel’ m going with this,
whether I’ m going to continue with the moral issue or go onto economic?
Uh, | think I’ll go on morally.

Ascan beseenfromtheexample, Meg movesvery quickly to aset
position, suggesting a lack of deep engagement or consideration of
aternatives. But she does take a position, gives reasons behind it,
discusses cause and effect rel ations, and then doesakind of Aristotelian
analysis, breaking the issue into parts: moral, economic, then later
cultura and political.

Another way that some students engaged the material was to
consider counter arguments, to think about potential problemswiththeir
position, possi blestrengthsof theopposing view, contradictionsinwhat
they were saying, and also just complexities inherent in their subject
matter. Many students glossed over complexities, but some lingered
and tried to come to grips with them. This example isfrom Omar, an
Egyptian student, son of aprofessor, brought upin Germany, who | was
a little discomfitted to find knew more American history than the
American students.

b) Considering counter arguments, contradictions, com-
plexities, problems with a position (Omar)

| take the position of the irrepressible conflict because | think it was
mainly a moral issue. And though the other side does have some valid
points, such as economic and that the North and South were becoming
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different people, | think theroot of the problem of the Civil War was till
davery and that it wasamoral conflict. Umm, I’'m just trying to look for
some points of the opposite side so | can disprove them and some points
from my side so | can show they’re true...

The fact that they say the war could have been avoided if there were
more able leaders, | think isa pretty empty argument, because there were
some of themost ableleadersliving at that time, like Lincoln, who led the
war on both sides. Andif therewasaway to avoidit, I’ m surethey would
have wanted nothing better... Also, the argument that davery was
crumbling in the presence of 19th Century tendencies, that's pretty
ridiculousbecauseuntil the 60’ sblack peoplewerestill considered second
classcitizens. I’'m going to read the question one moretime just to clear
my head and then try to think of athesis statement.

Here Omar takes a position; however, unlike Meg above, it isnot
all black and whitebut allowsfor moreambiguity. Heconcedesthat the
other side does make some valid points, but then attempts to expose
some of the weaknesses in what he sets up as the opposing position.
What heisdoing isacrucial, fundamental part of critical thinking: he
is examining arguments, subjecting them to close scrutiny. All my
evidence from research and al so from some years of teaching suggests
that most students don’t engage in this kind of activity, considering
counter-arguments, unless they are specifically directed to do so and
shown how.

A third way that students engaged the material was to relate
reading passage content to their prior knowledge, opinions, and beliefs.
L earning theorists contend that we construct knowledge by examining
new information and ideas in light of what is already known, felt,
thought, or believed. A number of students tried to make significant
connections between the reading passage content and their background
knowledge and views.

¢) Relating reading passage content to prior knowledge, opinions,
or beliefs (Scott)

When | wasreading the essay, the section whereit started talking about
the different economic systems and morals, it made me think of how the
ColdWar started with communism, andthen alsowhereit saysslavery was
crumbling in the presence of 19th century tendencies.” And communism
today is crumbling and heading toward democracy...

Umm, I’ m still trying to figure out what | want to say. In high school,
we went over alot the Civil War. Injunior highwe did too. Wewent to
Gettysburg and everything for an 8th grade trip.
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Inthesetwo examples, Scott triesto bring in his prior knowledge,
but perhaps due to time constraints he doesn’t take his comparisonsfar
enough to do him much good on the paper. Heisrather groping around
here, exploring ideas, making tentative connections between points. In
fact, sensing that these parallels he is making may not be that relevant
to the task, he drops them and starts to consider only the Civil War
material; henot only stopsbringingin other historical eventsaspossible
paralels, likethe Cold War, he also explicitly stops considering things
he had previously read, seen, and heard about the Civil War, until heis
entirely focused on the reading passage.

A final form of engagement | will discussinvolvesmetacognition,
the self-consciousconsiderati on of thinking processesand management
and monitoring of problem-solving strategies. This example again
comesfrom Omar. Herehetriesto keeptightly focused on hisplan, not
to go off ontangents, though aswe' ve seen above, heiswilling to spend
guiteabit of timethinking over hispointscarefully and refl ecting about
them. The paradox hereisthat partly because he consciously directshis
own thinking and writing processes, in asense keeps himself on atight
leash, he's able to spend more time than most of the other students
exploring ideas in depth, reflecting and speculating about the subject
matter.

d) Metacognitivemonitoring and directing of thinkingandwriting
processes (Omar)

| guess|’ m supposed to get my information fromthereading here. 1I'll
now try to use the specific examples to, to support my thesis by first
showing that what I’m saying is correct and the opposite side is, is not
correct...

Now, seeing that my conclusion is pretty much a restating of my
introduction, I'll try, when | go through thisagain, try to giveit somekind
of atwist, some kind of thought, | guess, to leave the reader with, maybe
by using an example to show what I'm saying, or by changing the
introduction and leaving the conclusion likeit is.

So we see that with each of these strategies of engagement,
students were struggling to orient themselves in a complex body of
material, to find aposition of elevation. Let uslook now at some other
students who were given the same task but who approached it very
differently. | would argue that the following examples show students
who found ways to resist or finesse or approximate as best they could
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under the circumstances the kinds of critical thinking exhibited in the
previous examples. They formed goals or took stances which allowed
themto simplify complex issuesand avoid answering, exploring, andin
many cases even considering difficult questions. 1t may betoo muchto
say that these studentswereresisting. They were approaching the task
in the ways they had been taught, ways they had used before in school
writing, and which had been successful for theminthepast. Butineach
case | would arguethat there is someresistance, explicit or implicit, to
critical thinking, adefinite inclination not to mess around with compli-
cated issues.

Types of Resistance

The most widespread form of resistance | saw involved sweeping
complexity under the rug, ignoring it, or dismissing it. Often this
strategy took theform of what | call “ The Hermetically Sealed Essay,”
consisting of anassertion, three supporting points, and out. Writerswho
did this seemed to spend an inordinate amount of time on surface
polishing, on correctness, onword choiceand thingslikethat. | include
a short example from Kim.

a) Sweeping complexity under the rug, ignoring it, or dismissing
it. Writing “The Hermetically Sealed Essay.” (Kim)

Oh, let's see. ‘Other historians... No, we don’'t want to get into that
because | know aready | don't like that side as well.

Here, while reviewing the reading passage, she encounters the
position that she disagrees with, but like a bystander witnessing a
mugging, quickly decides she doesn’t want to get involved and moves
on. Thereisasenseinwhich such astrategy islegitimate, perhapseven
necessary, because Kim obviously cannot deal with every point. She
hastobefocused. But here, intheinterest of focusand support andbeing
on task, she misses the chance to get into some interesting issues and
ultimately short-circuits her critical thinking.

Another common form of resistance involved alowing one's
previoudy held views to dominate the consideration of new ideas.
Certainly background knowledge and personal opinion play akey role
intheassimilation of new ideasand information. However, sometimes,
asin the following two examples, students let such factors keep them
from even thinking about what might be conflicting material.
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b) Letting previously-held views dominate consideration of new
ideas (Daphne and Martine)

Onething to be expressed isthat the Civil War was caused because of
theconflict over slavery, but later, especially inthe 1920’ s, peoplethought
that itwas, at | east appeared to be, moreeconomic. Andit could havebeen
avoided if they would have sat down and talked about it, because slavery
was going to be, was already on a decline, on the outs. So that’s what
people, | don' tthink that they, umm, could have stoppedthe Civil War. But
| want to work from the readings. But from what I’ ve learned, I’ ve just
alwaysbelievedthat it wasbecause of slavery. Andthen after readingthis,
| still do. So that's, that would be my point of the Civil War, as acause.
(Daphne)

Okay, I'm having trouble thinking how to start. | guess my first idea
istopick aside. Let'ssee? | can't dothis. Umm, what | want to say isthat
because they had dealt with the war, uh, it was always caused, no, | mean
it has always been told to us as inevitable, like in our history books and
stuff. That'sthe point I’'m going to have to take because it’ s tradition, |
guess. (Martine)

Daphne's prior views on the Civil War alow her to dismiss
without serious consideration anew interpretation of the conflict. She
hastheideathat slavery caused the war, she's comfortable and secure
with thisidea, and she’ s very reluctant to consider alternative visions.
She even seems a little frightened by the possibility of other explana-
tions. The second example, from Martine, is a little different. She
appealsto tradition to justify her interpretation, and she almost makes
her choiceseeminevitable: “That’ sthepoint |’ mgoingto havetotake.”
Itisabit of an expedient, perhaps. She weighs her options and comes
down on the side of tradition, a choice which conveniently alows her
to avoid debating the issues at al.

A third way that students resisted involved relying on
commonplaces or cliches, taking the voice of authority and presenting
an argument in such away that ideas need not be examined or explored
or supported, just stated. David Bartholomae talks about this notion of
the commonplace in his essay, “Inventing the University.”
Commonplaces are culturaly or ingtitutionally authorized statements
that carry with them their own necessary elaborations. Bartholomae
arguesthat commonplacesaren’ t badinthemselves, that weall usethem
to orient ourselves in the world. But they become problematic when
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students do not go beyond them. Critical thinking works against the
commonplaces, engaging the contradictions and subtleties of received
thought, unpacking the conventional wisdom and examining it. A
number of studentsin the study began and ended with commonplaces,
they did not seem to attempt to go beyond them or to question themin
any way. Hereisan examplefrom Brad, avarsity baseball pitcher and
an extremely successful student.

¢) Faling back on commonplaces and cliches, taking on the
“Voice of Authority” without supporting one's points (Brad)

Okay, after reading the essay, I’ ve decided to go with the point of view
which saysthe Civil War didn’t haveto happen. | want to basically goon
the fact that anytime, | think, there’saconflict, it isavoidableif you find
acompromise. I'll just begin by stating that fact. | want to notethat there
were differences between the North and the South, but they weren't big
enough to causeawar. And | do agreethat skillful leadership could have
avoided the war, if people would have just sat down and talked and tried
tocomeupwithacompromise. | alsoagreewiththewriter that slavery was
notthereal issue, wasontheway out anyway, soit’ sjust akind of cop-out...

So, I’'m going to write something to the effect of that their impatience
brought about thewar, and if they’ d maybejust waited alittlelonger, they
could have seen thetwo sideswere actually alot closer than they thought.
It'shuman naturetorush in tothingsbut alittle waiting might have
proved the difference here.

Brad takes as hiscommonplace heretheideathat anytimethereis
aconflict, itispossibleto compromise. Interestingly, hedoesnot really
look for textual support for his position, but instead brings in other
commonplaces about “human nature” and about “ politicians’ to flesh
out his essay.

Thestudentswhose protocol sand essaysreflected resistancewere
all good students; they were successful at academic work. What they
did, they did very well. Yet, at leastinthelimited examples| observed,
they seemedtofleefrom seriousthought. Perhapsthat very strategy was
akey component of their success. They knew enough not to get bogged
downwith complexity. They went withtheir strengths: organizational
clarity, smooth phrasing, akind of safe, genial superficiaity. | believe
that one of the great advantages of having studentswrite about theoreti-
cal issues is that such assignments make it very difficult for students
successfully to hide behind clichesand the facil e restatement of subject
matter fromlecturesandreadings. Y et agreat deal of thehistory writing
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students are asked to do in both high school and college involves just
such an emphasis on summary and restatement. And studies of the
thinking processes students employ when doing such writing, that is,
summarizing chronol ogically-arranged history narratives, revea very
little of thecritical engagement—or resi stance—evident when students
write about theory. Thus, the present study demonstates that asking
students to read and write about theory is one important way of
encouraging reflection, questioning, speculating, metacognition, and
other forms of critical thinking. But at the sametime, the study shows
that many studentswill work to find ways of avoiding rigorousthought.
Therefore, those of usinterested in using theory in our classes need to
be aware of potentia resistance to theoretical tasks, and to know that
such resistance might be particularly strong wheretheory isconcerned.
We aso need to develop ways of reducing that resistance, making
theory less threatening, and encouraging the kinds of engagement that
move students toward effective critical thinking.

That critical thinking isimportant hasbecome acommonplacefor
agreat many educators. We don’'t want students simply to memorize
content. We believe they should ask tough questions of themselves,
their teachers, and their subject matter. They should step back and
reflect on what they hear and read. Wewant them not just to statetheir
ownviewsbut torethink, reformulate, and extend them. Theseideasare
amost items of faith. It’salso acommonplace that current educational
practice does not stress critical thinking sufficiently. But | would go
even further and ask if, in many situations, students might actually be
penalizedfor thinking too muchandtoocritically. Stoppingtoruminate
and consider different sides of an issue can gum up the workswhen, as
is so often the case, the goal is to get through content as crisply and
efficiently as possible. In thisview, an emphasis on critical thinking
would seem to reguire not just the introduction of afew new activities,
but aradically different educational agenda, one far less focused than
muchtraditional curriculum on coveringaprescribed amount of content
or information.

Thisstudy suggests some challengesweface not just in designing
new curricula, but in working with students who resist what for many
will bevery complex and unfamiliar acts of thinking. Having students
“cometo gripswith theory” isadifficult but potentially very rich way
of hel ping students go beyond and against the commonplaces. Itisalso
an important way of challenging the notion that history, or any disci-
pline, is merely a collection of facts and dates.
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