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Literacy and Expertise
in the Academy

Author’s Note:  The arguments made in this article are taken from Chapter 5 of
Academic Literacy and the Nature of Expertise, forthcoming from Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates in the spring of 1994.  The author would like to thank the Fund for the
Improvement of Post Secondary Education and the Spencer Foundation for their
support.

The ability to read and write are usually regarded as a birthright in
this country.  The transmission of reading skills to the general public has
been part of the agenda for American education since the initiation of the
public school movement (Cook-Gumperz; Graff; Soltow and Stevens).
As a result, we regularly espouse the ideal if not the practice of teaching
everyone to read, and recent educational reforms have attempted to add
writing to this agenda.

The concept of expertise, on the other hand, has a less egalitarian
ring.  Not being an expert in our society is seen as the default value,
something of which no one is ashamed and some are even proud.  In
American culture, in particular, the figure of the “expert” invokes strong
and ambivalent reactions as we, on the one hand, look to experts for
guidance in everything from toothpaste to national fiscal policy, and, on
the other, excoriate these same people for running roughshod over
average citizens and using lucrative professional monopolies to give
advice we no longer trust.

For these reasons, some readers may question my bringing them
together in this study of literacy and expertise in the academy.   Yet a
growing body of research on literacy practices repeatedly points to the
complex ways in which reading and writing have been transformed by
the academic professions.  In fact, reading and writing practices, which
on the surface look open and easily available to all, may actually have
become arcane practices restricted to just a few.

Cheryl Geisler
Rensaeller Polytechnic Institute

DOI: 10.37514/LLD-J.1994.1.1.03

mp
Typewritten Text
Volume 1, Number 1: January 1994

https://doi.org/10.37514/LLD-J.1994.1.1.03


Language and Learning Across the Disciplines36

In this article, I attempt to untangle the complex relationship
between literacy and expertise in the academy.  Highlighting patterns in
evidence reviewed more extensively elsewhere (Geisler), my main
argument will be that the cultural movement of professionalization has
used the technology of literacy to bifurcate expertise into two distinct
components — domain content and rhetorical process —  creating, in
effect, a Great Divide between expert and layperson.

Expert Cognition in a Dual Problem Space Framework
At the end of the last century, American schooling assumed two

functions with respect to expertise.  First, the academy took on the task
of certifying the cognitive expertise of a limited number of individuals
who would eventually make up the core of the modern professions.
Following an initial decline in the aftermath of the Jacksonian era,
academics — like other professionals — emerged by the end of the
century as far more numerous and far more middle class than they had
been in earlier decades  (Collins; Oleson and Voss; Veysey).

The changing fortunes of the academic professions were closely
tied to changes in the credentialling requirements of the professions
generally.  At the opening of the century, the only  professional career
which had required a college degree was the clergy.   Over the course
of a few decades, this pattern was to be altered significantly as univer-
sities took on the central task of certifying professional expertise
through the awarding of credentials (Freidson, Chapter 4).  This
credentialling system, in turn, both guaranteed academic professionals
some life-time jobs in universities and colleges and mandated coursework
in their areas of specialization.

The second task taken on by the academy at the turn of the century
was educating the general public.  As Larson has pointed out, the
modern professions not only had to arrange the conditions for their own
market advantage through a credentialling system, they also had to
create the market for their professional services (Larson 8).  That is, the
general public had to be educated concerning those areas of activity
which had best be left to experts.  Paradoxically, this required inculcat-
ing a respect for expertise and delimiting its proper areas of operation
— all without actually transmitting the expertise itself (Bourdieu and
Passeron 41).

The American academy was thus faced with what I call the
dilemma of expertise.  On the one hand, it was charged with the task of
producing experts — that is, producing the expert knowledge upon
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which professionals would act and passing that knowledge on through
certified educational programs.  On the other hand, it was also charged
with the task of producing consumers for expertise.  In many systems,
these two tasks would have been undertaken by a different set of
educational institutions.  In France, for example,  students who will
enter the professions branch quite early in their schooling from those
who will not, and the content of their education is tailored accordingly
(Collins 91).    In the United States, however, these two sets of students
were educated simultaneously.    That is, at the same time and in the same
classrooms, students who would eventually become experts in the
domain content of the curriculum sat side by side with those who would
become consumers of that expertise.  Such was the dilemma of exper-
tise.

The American academy appears to have responded to this di-
lemma by using the technology of literacy to separate expertise into the
two distinct dimensions of knowledge.  The first of these is the
dimension of domain content; the second, the dimension of rhetorical
process.  This separation has transformed not only social institutions,
but, as shown in Figure 1, the shape of expert thinking itself.  In
particular, the institutional forces of professionalization in this country
have shaped and are shaped by a cultural practice of expertise which
plays itself out, cognitively, in two distinct  “problem spaces” in the
sense Newell and Simon (1972) first introduced:  a problem space in
which experts explore the domain content of a particular field, and a
problem space in which they consider a field’s rhetorical dimensions.

For the most part, cognitive science has not seriously addressed
the possibility that expertise might involve more than one problem
space.  The work of Bereiter and Scardamalia represent one notable
exception however.  In their 1987 monograph, these authors were the
first to suggest that writers  negotiate between the two different problem
spaces of domain content and rhetorical process (Chapter 12).  While
Bereiter and Scardamalia did not provide a full analysis of how these
problem spaces might interact, a simple example can be imagined.   The
content problem space of a third grader trying to write an essay on her
favorite topic, for instance,  might consist of domain content concepts
such as “dog,” “collie,” and “dalmatian.”   Within this problem space,
the writer might explore her domain content knowledge through such
operations as class inclusion (“How many kinds of dogs can I think
of?”), use (“What are dogs used for?”), and life cycle (“How long do
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Figure 1
The dual problem spaces of expertise.

dogs live?”).  The rhetorical problem space, on the other hand,  would
be shaped by the writer’s relationship to the intended audience.  Its
objects might include potential readers who are examined in such terms
as recent experience (“What have my readers heard about recently?”)
and general beliefs (“How do my readers feel about this?”).  According
to Bereiter and Scardamalia, successful writers must shift among these
two separate problem spaces, allowing the results of exploration in one
space (“We’ve all just seen 101 Dalmatians.”) to guide exploration in
the other (“What are dalmatians used for?”) and vice versa (“I know a
lot about collies.  Why would my readers be interested in collies?”).  By
doing so, writers engage in knowledge transformation rather than
simple knowledge telling.

Characterizing expertise as made up of dual problem spaces helps
make sense of the complex pattern of expert problem-solving in ill-
defined domains.  The most obvious characteristic of the this problem-
solving is the abstractness of their domain content representations
(Glaser).  This abstraction seems to emerge early in experts’ training.
Nearly all of the students in studies of cognitive expertise, for instance,
appeared to use some kind of abstraction by early graduate school.

Such abstraction does not appear to constitute the whole of their
expertise, however.  Further training and experience were required
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before these students developed the second characteristic of expertise in
ill-defined domains:  the capacity to adapt abstractions to case specific
data.   Without such adaptation, however, domain content abstractions
seemed crippled.  On the basis of the abstract sentencing precedents of
the Australian courts, for instance, the aspiring magistrate studied by
Lawrence produced sentences that ignored the issue of how to best
prevent specific defendants from committing the same crime again.
Based solely on their abstract models of patient anatomy, the resident
radiologists studied by Lesgold and his colleagues produced misdiag-
noses which ignored patient history and the radiological setting.  With
just social scientific abstractions to go on, the experts in Latin and South
America studied by Voss, et. al. developed an analysis of the Soviet
agriculture problem that failed to consider aspects of Soviet culture.

These results suggest that the ability to adapt to case specific data
is distinct from and subsequent in development to the domain content
abstractions on which they are based.  This difference and sequencing
can be accounted for, I am suggesting, by modelling expertise as the
interaction of a relatively early developing problem space of domain
content and a later developing problem space of rhetorical process.   In
the domain content problem space, experts develop the abstractions that
enable them to go beyond everyday understanding.  But it is through the
rhetorical problem space that they develop the reasoning structures that
enable them to bring those abstractions to bear upon the contexts in
which they work.

Thus, as shown in Figure 2, the problem space of domain content
and the problem space of rhetorical process — like all problem spaces
— are both susceptible to either a naive representation fairly close to
everyday understanding or a more abstract representation characteristic
of expertise.   In the problem space of domain content, expertise
reconfigures naive and everyday objects into more abstract entities with
different features and different relationships (Bundy and Byrd; Chi,
Feltovich and Glaser; Clement; diSessa; Forbus; Gentner and Gentner;
deKleer; Greeno; Larkin, 1981; Larkin, 1983; Larkin, McDermott,
Simon and Simon;  McCloskey; Williams, et. al.;  Wiser and Carey;
Young, as well as the review by Glaser).   Thus, for example, physics
experts see forces and vectors where most of us see carts and pulleys
(Larkin).

In the second, or rhetorical, problem space of expertise, all the
evidence points to the same pattern of transformation:  novices appear
to operate with a more everyday understanding of texts as repositories
of knowledge, completely explicit in their content but utterly opaque in
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Figure 2
The relationship between naive and expert representations.

their rhetorical construction.  Experts take these same textual objects
and manipulate them in more abstract ways, attending to features the
novices ignore and ignoring the features to which novices attend.  The
most obvious example of this is the way novices overlook the fact that
texts are authored while experts cannot even begin to understand a text
without knowing who wrote it (Bazerman; Charney; Geisler, Chapter
10;  Haas; Haas and Flower; Lundeberg; Penrose and Fennell; Wyatt, et
al.).

By describing the achievement of expertise as an interaction of
two distinct problem spaces,  we can provide a better account for the
basic pattern of development in our schools.   This process appears to fall
into three periods.  During the period of general education, as shown in
Figure 3, roughly kindergarten through late high school, students appear
to operate with naive representations in both problems spaces.  As the
research on physics problem-solving suggests, students by and large
approach the domain content of the curriculum by assimilating informa-
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tion into their everyday understandings or by maintaining distinct
representations, one for the formal knowledge of the classroom and one
for their everyday life.  Participation in the IRF structures of schools
teaches children that academic knowledge is different from and superior
to the indigenous knowledge they bring from their home cultures
(Mehan; Edwards and Mercer). The problem space of formal concepts
becomes more extensive, as more and more concepts are added, but it
remains a basically naive representation.

During this same period, the rhetorical problem space is relatively
stable and underdeveloped.  Students are encouraged to view texts as the
totally explicit source of formal knowledge, as autonomous texts.  In the
first few years of elementary school, attention is paid to learning the
reading procedures by which this knowledge can be read out of texts
(Heap; Baker and Freebody), but from then on relatively little attention
is paid to the text.  Writing during this period is relatively rare (Britton,
et al.; Applebee, 1981), but when it does occur it serves simply to reverse
reading procedures:  The text to be written is made isomorphic with the
structure of the domain content as the writer understands it, using what
Bereiter and Scardamalia have called knowledge-telling procedures.

Literacy and Expertise in the Academy
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Figure 4
The emergence of the expert representation
of domain content in undergraduate school.

Through these reading and writing practices, then, the rhetorical prob-
lem space is almost entirely collapsed onto the problem space of domain
content.  Under this naive representation, texts are taken to be equivalent
to what they say.

Sometime during the early years of undergraduate school, some
students begin to work with more abstract representations  of domain
content as shown in Figure 4.  Such development does not appear to be
the result of any direct teaching but rather the result of hours of
individual effort at hands-on problem solving.  That is, students who
acquire the abstract representations necessary to do expert work appear
to do so tacitly.  Their textbooks and classroom lectures seldom
acknowledge the existence of these abstract representations or give
directions in how to use them.  Nevertheless, some students do begin on
their own to think about the domain content in more abstract terms.

During this intermediate stage, the rhetorical problem space
remains distinctly naive however.  Textbooks, still the mainstay of the
curriculum, are interpreted as containing the domain content upon
which students will be tested.  Writing, on the rare occasions it is used,
serves to duplicate the knowledge structure of these texts (Applebee,
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1984, Chapter 4; Brown, Day, and Jones; Garner et al.; Sherrard;
Nelson).  Students know intuitively that to do more would jeopardize
their mastery of content knowledge they will be required to demonstrate
on tests (Penrose; Schumacher and Nash; Langer and Applebee).  It is
only the occasional academic researcher, wandering into the school,
who is surprised by what they do.  Knowledge still has no rhetorical
dimension.

Beginning in late undergraduate school for some,  graduate
schools for others, this naive representation of rhetorical process under-
goes a major reorganization and abstraction.   As shown in Figure 5, the
rhetorical dimension of expertise is suddenly revealed as something
distinct from the domain content.  Texts are now seen to have authors,
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to make claims, to be acts that can be understood only within in a
temporal and interpersonal framework (Haas; Penrose and Fennell).
Some issues are hot, some issues irrelevant, some issues settled.  Some
authors are credible; some discredited; some irrelevant.  People write
texts not simply to say things, but to do things: to persuade, to argue, to
excuse.
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The emergence of the expert representation

of rhetorical process in graduate school.
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This emergence of an expert representation of the rhetorical
problem space is the final stage in the acquisition of expertise.  For it is
only when both the domain content and the rhetorical processes of a
field are represented in abstract terms that they can, together, engage in
the dynamic interplay that produces expertise.  Teachers, who once
remained remote lecturers on issues long dead to their fields, now come
alive as mentors in cutting edge research.  The oral discourse and
accompanying hands-on activity of knowledge construction start to
restructure the basically flat formal domain content abstractions learned
earlier.  Rhetorical knowledge and domain content knowledge, as
Bereiter and Scardamalia first suggested, come into dynamic transfor-
mative interplay.  Expertise, then, is recovered whole, becomes a
knowing that linked to a knowing how.

Literacy and the Great Divide
The cognitive tradition — the source of the concept of “problem

space” used in the above discussion —  can rightly be understood as part
of the movement to open up expertise, to make it explicit and more
available to those who aren’t born to it in apprenticeship training.
Consistent with this goal, nearly all investigations of cognitive expertise
have accounted for expertise as a complex skill which, if better under-
stood, could be made more freely available to more students earlier in
their careers.   Bereiter and Scardamalia,  for example, clearly hoped to
encourage students to abandon their simplistic knowledge-telling model
of writing and instead adopt a more reflective dual problem space
model.

But in order to actually meet the goal of opening up expertise, we
cannot afford to remain blind to the sociological dynamics by which
cognition has been used to support accounts of school failure.  Dual
problem spaces, for example, could be understood simply as the way
experts handle the complex tasks of expertise.  Simon has noted in
connection with ill-defined problems in general, for example, that
experts tend to decompose a problem into subproblems each of which
can, to some extent, be solved independently  (Simon).   This decompo-
sition, he further suggests, follows the naturally-occurring weak bound-
aries among entities in a system.  Thus, a good decomposition is
supposed to keep entities with strong bonds together and separate those
with relatively weak bonds.

Using this explanation, we might assume that experts operate in
the dual problem spaces of domain content and rhetorical process
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because of naturally occurring bonds and boundaries among concepts.
That is, by operating in the problem space of domain content, experts
could be simply keeping domain concepts with domain concepts;  by
operating in the problem space of rhetorical process, they could be
simply keeping rhetorical concerns with rhetorical concerns.  This
interpretation of the dual problem space framework would be a danger-
ous one, however, for it accepts as “natural” what is actually the
outcome of social arrangements and cultural power.   In particular, it
might suggest that academic expertise is so cognitively complex that we
can reasonably expect only some students to master it.

We must avoid this interpretation.  Some kind of decomposition
may be inevitable given the limitations of human information process-
ing, but no particular decomposition is itself inevitable when the entities
involved are cultural objects.  Instead, we must consider the ways in
which culture can influence not only the deployment of material
resources and the development of institutional structures, but also the
structure of thinking itself.  The development of the dual problem spaces
of expertise simply dovetails too well with the institutional require-
ments of professionalization to be accepted as simply the outcome of
processing limitations. Thus, in building a dual problem space frame-
work, we need to ask:  Why these bonds?  Why these boundaries?

The answer to these questions appears to be that the separation of
expertise into the distinct problems spaces of domain content and
rhetorical process is an important mechanism by which our society
delivers expertise to some while withholding it from others.   Expertise,
which was restricted in the late nineteenth-century to the indigenous
culture of the upper-class Eastern elites, appears to have been taken over
by the middle-class professionalization movement (Collins; Haskell,
Chapter 4; Bender; Higham) and divided into two distinct components:
a formally explicit knowledge of domain content which became the
mainstay of a universal education aimed at producing laypersons, and
the more informal and tacit knowledge of rhetorical process which
remained the more or less hidden component of advanced training
aimed at producing a new class of professional experts.

As a result, our current educational sequence provides all students
with a naive understanding of the more formal component of expertise
while withholding an understanding of this tacit rhetorical dimension.
In this way, as suggested in Figure 6, a Great Divide has been created
—  not a great divide between orality and literacy as literacy scholars
originally suggested (Goody and Watt; Havelock; Olson), but rather a
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great divide with experts on one side with a complete if disjoint practice
of expertise, and laypersons on the other side facing what seems like a
choice between buying into the formal culture of the schools or
remaining loyal to their indigenous home cultures.

This Great Divide has been maintained for the most part through
the literacy practices of the academy.  Literacy in the early years is
predominantly concerned with building a naive representation of the
domain content problem space.   Stripped of metadiscourse (Crismore),
texts neglect the rhetorical dimension of expertise, making the problem
space of rhetorical process absolutely indistinguishable from the prob-
lem space of domain content.  As a result, students may be able to use
textbooks to perceive that their everyday understandings are inconsis-
tent with formal knowledge (Alvermann, Smith, and Readence).  But
they do not seem to be able to use them to gain insight into the context-
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The Great Divide between expert and lay knowledge
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bound processes by which such formal knowledge can be integrated
with personal knowledge brought from their indigenous home cultures.

At this level, then, the literacy practices of the schools help to
create a layperson attitude.  In textbooks, knowledge is packaged in
exactly the way that it will be most likely to be ignored or misunderstood
by students.  When these students grow up to be laypersons, they will
be well educated in what Halloran (personal communication) has called
professional incompetence. That is, they will already know that do-
mains of knowledge exists which they do not and cannot understand,
and they will thus will be willing to look to professionals in these
domains and thus guarantee them their livelihood.

Persistence beyond this level of the system is the key to the
acquisition of expertise, and the literacy practices of the schools are the
key to that persistence.  Taken at their face value, school texts appear to
be lifeless artifacts which, by their very autonomy, invite little by way
of further interaction.  Interaction, indeed, seems to be beside the point.
Rather than engaging students on grounds where their personal experi-
ence and beliefs might be relevant, reading and writing in the schools
seem to require an abandonment of indigenous home culture, a trading
of everyday concepts in favor of the formal culture of books.  Students
unwilling to make this trade will not pass over the Great Divide.

As an ideology of privilege, professionalization does seem to
induce some individuals to make this trade, however.  One group of
students who seemed eager to make this trade in the late nineteenth
century were those motivated by the prospects of upward mobility.   In
the early decades of the professionalization movement, educational
credentials did appear to be effective in creating a fairly sizable
redistribution of income from the upper-class to the newly emerging
middle class (Collins 189).   Once the surplus wealth of industrialization
had been redistributed and absorbed by this emerging professional
class, however, upward mobility no longer seemed assured (Collins 4).
Groups might cling to the professional ideal as a prospect but it was
often at variance with the reality of a stratified society in which only
some professions attained the full complement of professional privi-
leges and, within the same professions, only some individuals reaped
unusual economic advantages (Friedson 88; Larson xviii).  At this point,
then, professionalism was transformed into more of an ideology shaping
individual aspirations than an actual reflection of reality.   It is still,
however, an ideology that can motivate some students to persist in
school.

Literacy and Expertise in the Academy
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By and large, however, most students who persist with literacy in
the schools are relying on what Bourdieu and Passeron have called the
“cultural capital”  they bring from home (Bourdieu and Passeron 32; see
also Collins 9; Gouldner 20).  As Heath’s research has indicated,
students from middle class Anglo-Protestant homes bring to school a
whole host of interaction patterns with texts that are not common in the
other indigenous cultures.  These early literacy events appear to be a
powerful determinant of students’ later success in school (Wells).  Such
interactions, Scollon and Scollon have suggested, enable children to
recast themselves as textual agents, thus rehumanizing autonomous
texts and understanding them as a part of their everyday lives.   Such an
advantage, in effect, initiates students’ development of a problem space
of rhetorical process years ahead of those who do not bring comparable
cultural capital from home.

If, for whatever reasons, students persist in school, they will move
on to undergraduate school where they will be exposed for the first time
to the problem solving contexts in which abstractions about domain
concepts are valuable.  This is the boundary with expert practice and, not
coincidently, it is here that differences are the greatest between what
experts do and what laypersons do.  Laypersons solving the well-
defined problems of textbooks struggle with laborious means-ends
analyses to come up with the right answer (Larkin, McDermott, Simon
and Simon). Experts in the same situations, by contrast, call on highly
routinized forward-search procedures in which the solutions are built
into the very way they represent the problems (Chi, Feltovich, and
Glaser).    At this boundary with expertise, knowledge is in so little
dispute that everyone has agreed to archive it in textbooks; solutions are
so pat they can be made available at the back of the book.   Articulate
problem solving in the rhetorical problem space is thus unnecessary,
and knowledge takes the highly tacit form most difficult for experts to
articulate and therefore most difficult for students to learn.

Only after students declare their majors, select professional schools,
or apply to graduate school will they be allowed to move on and reap the
rewards of professional expertise.   By this time,  students will have
demonstrated a decided aptitude in their chosen area of specialization,
almost single-handedly developing the more abstract representations
characteristic of the expert problem space of domain content.  In
addition, they will have passed through two years of general education
aimed at inculcating the virtues of an upper-class liberal culture.   Only
with these declarations of cognitive and sociological affiliation in place
will they be invited to cross the Great Divide.
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Once at the cutting edge — where knowledge is most contingent
and problems are by definition ill-defined —  students find the reasoning
procedures experts use to explore the problem space of rhetorical
process more explicit and accessible.  Experts don’t simply see the
solution to more ill-defined problems but explore extensive chains of
reasoning aimed at being informative and persuasive (Lesgold, et al.).
Texts, reconceived, are central to this activity.  Now metadiscourse,
instead of appearing to be a bothersome or irrelevant aspect of the text,
becomes the source of important clues:  how certain is this author’s
claim?  did this researcher do the right thing in the lab?  does this guy
know what he’s talking about?  Texts, which used to be read straight
through are now taken apart for clues.

A process of rhetorical recovery is initiated.  And what is recov-
ered, strangely,  is the temporal and human aspects of indigenous culture
that students once thought they had to leave behind.  It is the details of
lived experience, in the lab, in the conference room, in the funding
agencies, that must be recovered.  But it is a reconfigured indigenous
culture, one more abstract in which the “career” of a professional
serving humanity, uncovering truth, and contributing to progress takes
on a public significance.  Professional identity becomes part of  personal
identity (Larson 227-229).  The abstract temporal dimensions of cul-
tural progress, the getting and using of knowledge, become the temporal
rhythms of the professional’s daily life.

From a sociological perspective, however, we need to ask why
such bonds and boundaries appear to be so natural.   For what purpose
has such complexity been sustained?  In whose interests has this
bifurcated practice been developed?   Any complete answer to these
questions must admit that expertise is not simply a developmental
phenomenon.  It is simply not the case, for example, that students in the
general curriculum are taught to read in a way that must only be further
developed when they go on to the university.   After fourteen years of
being taught that the text has all the answers, is it any surprise that some
students find it hard to understand that they must read rhetorically, that
they must ask about the author’s purpose and context in order to use
knowledge productively?    Even those who operate as experts in one
domain resort to relatively naive strategies in other domains and take
texts at face value (Bazerman; Ackerman).  In each area of specializa-
tion, then, students must actually be untaught the distrust of personal
opinion and contextualized understandings that has been drummed into
them through the period of general education.

Literacy and Expertise in the Academy
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We might argue, of course, that this lack of rhetorical interpreta-
tion arises out of these laypersons’ absolute lack of knowledge.  That is,
perhaps students can only draw on background knowledge  if they have
such knowledge.  While such a statement looks eminently reasonable,
we must recognize that it can only be made once we have already
discounted all knowledge outside the academic framework.  After all,
experts are not the only ones who can make connections between
specialized content and experience.  They are simply the only ones
whose experience counts.

The contrast between the neat developmental sequence suggested
by Figure 2 and the complex transitions diagrammed in Figure 5 is a
telling one:  The development of the two problems spaces of expertise
does not take place along two independent and straightforward continua
as Figure 2 suggests.  Instead, obscured by the myth of the autonomous
text, the rhetorical problem space is only allowed to emerge, as shown
in Figure 5,  within the context of an already abstracted representation
of domain content.   In this way, the processes of cognitive development
have become heavily intertwined with the sociological dynamics legiti-
mizing professional privilege.  That it, the circuitous development of
rhetorical process practically guarantees that experts will be the only
ones able to use a field’s texts in any kind of sophisticated manner, will
be the only ones who can sustain serious interaction or invite serious
response on specialized content.

The Problem of Reflection
In closing this brief and too rapid survey, I would suggest that we

simply can make no real sense out of the literacy practices of the
academy unless we understand institutional forces of professionalization
that create a society made up of experts on one side and laypersons on
the other.  In a similar manner, however, we can get no purchase on the
sociological phenomenon of expertise unless we see how it is played out
on the minute practices of reading and writing of individual agents.   This
is what I have referred to elsewhere as the problem of reflection (Geisler,
Chapter 13).

For, in one way or another, we are those individuals.  Simply by
virtue of being at home in these texts, reading and writing these texts,
we  are involved.  Even those of us in the academy who do not see
ourselves as implicated in the professionalization project must come to
terms with the way the academy has been shaped by that project.    It is
all too easy to view expertise as the outcome of monolithic institutional
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forces over which we, as victims or innocent bystanders, have little
control.  But as long as research on expertise is written as the account
of what other people do,  the account will be a false account.  Only once
we engage with the problem of reflection, seeking explanations which
ring bells with our own experience, with what we ourselves do, will we
be getting closer to the truth.

The stake for involvement are high.  As long as students think that
they have to abandon the resources of their home cultures in order to
succeed in school and in the professions, a significant portion who
refuse to make the move will be forced to drop out;  a significant portion
who do make the move will be crippled.   Much is made today of school
reform but in most cases, academic practitioners make these calls for the
reform of others and never of themselves.  The argument made here,
however, is that some of the persistent inequities in American schooling
began with the academy’s alliance with the agenda of the professional
movement.  So long as this alliance persists unquestioned, so long as the
university functions primarily as a credentialling wing for the profes-
sions, we will continue to construct and reconstruct the Great Divide in
every act of our daily reading, writing, and knowing.
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