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L etter from the Editors

Sharon Quiroz

University of Michigan, Ann Arbor
Michael A. Pemberton

University of lllinois, Urbana-Champaign

Thisistheinaugural issue of Language and Learning across the
Disciplines. It accomplishes our major goal: to be aforum for discus-
sion and debate about issues of concern to al of us involved in the
enterprise of helping both students and professionals to learn the
languagesthey will need for lives as good peopl e, speaking and writing
well.

Yet, the creation of this journal has proven to be a daunting
endeavor, al themore daunting because the conversationswe have had
(both between ourselves and with other colleagues) about the journal's
shape, goals, and primary emphasishasillustrated therather -- how shall
we say -- eclectic opinionsabout what interdisciplinarity is, what WAC
is, what discourse communities are, and even what counts as worth-
while, publishible research in each of these areas. Though weinitially
found thisdiversity quitetroublesome aswetried to define our goalsfor
thejournal and identify its prospective audience, we gradually beganto
suspect that diversity and eclecticism were what the journal should
actually be about..

Asweseeit, thecurrent theoretical interest among scholarsin our
field in issues concerning interdisciplinarity, situated discourse com-
munities, and writing across the curriculum programs indicates a
pressing need for aforuminwhichtheseissuescan be exploredin detail
and disseminated to scholars and others with similar interests. In that
sense, we envision LLAD as a scholarly journal in the “traditional”
sense.

But we also see a need to include work on classroom practice.
Pedagogy is, ultimately, at the heart of much of what we do. Whenwe
guestion the ways in which students, members of diverse professions,
and evenwe, ourselves, navigatethemultitude of language contextsand
communities that we encounter every day, we are, in fact, questioning
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how we learn, teach, and are taught the rules of situational discourse.
Toignore-- or even dight -- pedagogy inthisjournal seems, tous, to be
both myopic and illogical. At first we thought of dividing the journal
into sections on “theory” and “practice,” but these categories aren’t
guite symmetrical and might have led some readers to misinterpret
LLAD'sparticular focus. Toclarify: weareparticularly interestedinthe
implications of theory and research on practice (and vice versa) rather
thaninthe errataand details of practiceitself. In other words, we hope
to seereflectivethinking (and writing) about how language theory and/
or research results might impact the structure of a classroom, a course
of study, or an entire program; we are less interested in seeing daily
lesson plans.

Thesamegeneral credo holdsfor issuesof administrativepractice.
We see the need for much discussion of the social, intellectual and
political locations of WAC programs, and descriptions of specific
programs may contribute to that discussion, but we want to focus, for
the most part, on the larger issues. How can theory inform program
design, and how does it do so at particular institutions? What is the
relationship between discourse practices and administrative concerns?
We envision ajournal with articles that explore the general issues of
language use, administrative practices, classroom practices, curricula,
learning theory, critical thinking, composition theory, and educational
technology.

We see a need to invite in all those who participate in today’s
writing programs: those who teach, whether in the disciplines or in
interdisciplinary studies, or who specializein rhetoric and composition
studies; those who conduct research in any of these areas; administra-
tors, however they may fit the other descriptions; and students, too,
especially undergraduates whose reflections on discipline-specific lan-
guage practices may provide some useful insights and fresh perspec-
tives.

We see the need to draw upon diverse critical stancesincluding,
but not limited to: ethnographic research, cognitive approaches, femi-
nist and gender-based perspectives, rhetorical theory, genretheory, and
cultural and international studies.

We worried, too, whether we were attempting too much for a
fledgling journal, taking such a big bite out of such a huge pie that we
would end up choking ourselvesrather than savoring thetaste. It could
be easier to focus on specific issues traditionally thought of as WAC
issues and the scholars who have been associated with that movement
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for along time. We think about the politics and wonder whether, in
principle, it would be easier and better to have one journal for the most
traditional approachesto disciplinary writing, and another dedicated to
the most radical anti-disciplinary stances.

But what we want to read and think about must, in some way, take
place in alanguage of public discourse. What that languageis, or will
be, is a question the journal will address. That is why we call it a
“forum,” and focus on the spacein which weall cometogether. Thatis
why the name is Language and Learning across the Disciplines. And
that is why our editorial board is so extensive and diverse. We want
manuscripts and readersfrom peoplelikeal those onthe board, tojoin
the debate as we have represented it by asking these specific speakers
to take aleadership role in the project.

In thisissue you will find Paul Prior’s article “Girl Talk Tales,
Causa Models, andthe Dissertation: Exploring the Topical Contoursof
Context in Sociology Talk and Text,” a piece of discourse anaysis
which studiesthelanguage(s) of adiscipline, findingtheremuchthat the
disciplinehasnot said about itself, and that wewoul d surely never know
without disciplined inquiry.

Y ou will find awritten version of our favorite presentation at the
Conference on College Composition and Communicationin San Diego
last March, Cheryl Geider’s”Literacy and Expertiseinthe Academy,”
acritique of modern schooling, asit prepares students to be producers
and consumers in the culture of professionalism.

You will find Russell Durst’ s reflective investigation of students
studying history, “Coming to Grips With Theory: College Students
Use of Theoretical Explanation in Writing About History.”

Youwill find Art Y oung’ s plenary addressto what may turn out to
have been the first ever national "Writing Across the Curriculum”
Conference in Charleston (February 18-19, 1993). We name it last
because it seems to bring us back to the goals we named at the outset.
Inhisaddress, titled here, “ The Wonder of Writing Acrossthe Curricu-
lum,” Art told the audience that he uses writing-to-learn in the classes
he teaches because that keeps him honest, makes him, he believes, a
better person. Maybe even a good person, we suggest, speaking and
listening well.

And speaking of good people, we'd like to thank our willing and
able editorial board. We chose them so asto include the many visions
of writing, teaching, and learning the languages of our time. That, we
think, is an excellent piece of work.



Girl Talk Tales, Causal Models,
and the Dissertation: Exploring
the Topical Contours of Context
in Sociology Talk and Text

Paul Prior
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign

Sincethe early 1980s, composition studies has arrived at a broad
consensus that it isimportant to understand how socia contexts relate
to the cognitive processes and individual behaviorsinvolved inwriting
and reading texts, although within this broad consensus are various
notions of context and of how contexts relate to processes and texts.
Drawing on both structuralist and everyday accounts of discourse and
society, composition theory and research have generally conceptual-
ized the contexts of writing in terms of abstract, unified constructs.
Whether defined globally (culture, language, history, discourse com-
munity, genre, ideological state apparatus) or localy (institutional
setting, communicative situation, task demand), context has typically
been construed asastatic, unified given, something that bothframesand
governs literate activity.

Sociohistoric theories question such unified constructs, view-
ing discourse as the concrete, historical, socially mediated actions of
individuals(e.g., Bakhtin, Dial ogicand Speech Genres; Becker; Duranti
and Goodwin; Laveand Wenger; Lemke; Tannen; Vygotsky; Wertsch).
In these approaches to discourse, contexts are dynamic, dialogic,
negotiable constructs that participants achieve ininteraction by draw-
ing on socially-sedimented and emergent resources. Instead of asking
what isthe context of a particular communicative action, socichistoric
approaches would ask:

1) What are the practices through which contexts are nominated,
displayed, ratified, and contested by particular participantsin

interaction?

2) How doestheemergent situated action of themoment articul ate
with past and future chains of events, chainswhich are, in
effect, streams of micro- and macro-histories?

How contexts are conceptualized and studied is akey issuein compo-
sition studies, particularly in understanding the complex relationships

Volume 1, Number 1: January 1994 DOI: 10.37514/1.LD-].1994.1.1.02



mp
Typewritten Text
Volume 1, Number 1: January 1994

https://doi.org/10.37514/LLD-J.1994.1.1.02

6 Language and Learning Across the Disciplines

between discourse, knowledge, and social formations. From a
sociohistoric perspective, contexts are in effect emergent, dialogic
histories generated as sedimented practices and resources are dynami-
cally employed at alocal intersection of multiple histories (personal,
interpersonal, ingtitutional, and sociocultural). One way to trace this
unfoldinginteractionof historiesistoexplorethespecial topics(Aristotle;
Miller and Selzer; Perelman) participantsemploy intalk andtext. Inthis
paper, | will illustrate thisapproach by presenting acase study of topics
in the talk and texts of a sociology seminar.

Topics. Connecting Rhetoric to Sociohistoric Approaches

In Aristotle srhetoric, the common and special topicswere places
rhetors could go to generate lines of arguments and to find material for
those arguments; topics formed afixed terrain of established concepts,
propositions, and narratives. Miller and Selzer’ sexamination of special
topics among transportation engineers decentered and expanded
Aristotle’'s notion in two key ways. First, following the modern
rhetorical stance (see Perelman) that rhetoric is ubiquitous, Miller and
Selzer treated scientific concepts, which Aristotle had treated as
arhetorical first principles, astopics. Second, they formulated a more
explicitly multidimensional view of topical terrains, suggesting that the
textsthey examined were shaped by theintersection or interpenetration
of three topical domains:

* thegeneric—implicit and explicit model s and expectationsfor

the form and content of particular types of texts;

« theinstitutional—concepts, procedures, values, issues, and
narratives connected with particular institutional bodies or
forums; and

» the disciplinary—concepts, procedures, values, issues, and
narratives connected to specific disciplines.

The notion that special topics are associated with particular institutions
brings Miller and Selzer's view close to sociohistoric approaches
becauseit clearly situatestopicsin concrete, local sociohistoric worlds
aswell asin abstract, unified discursive domains.

Miller and Sel zer’ snotion of special topicsbringsrhetoric closeto
sociohistoric notionsof sense(Vygotsky, Wertsch; Wertschand Minick)
and thematic content in speech genres (Bakhtin, Speech Genres).
Sociohistorictheories, however, would suggest further decentering and
expansion of topical dimensions as discourse is fully grounded in the
concrete, situated activities of peoplerather than in abstracted terrains.
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Concretely situated, topics become dialogic, varying locally with situ-
ation, activity, and participants. In other words, topics must be situated
inwhat Bakhtin called speech genres, highly flexibleand heterogeneous
types of situated discourse (utterance) linked to the varied spheres and
differentiated roles of human activity. To take a genera example
relevant to this paper, the topic of gender might beinfused with content
from a range of discursive domains, from everyday experiences of
gender in particular settings (e.g., aclassroom or a doctor’s office) to
highly theoretical domainsliketherole of gender in the construction of
biological knowledge. The sense of gender as atopic will vary asthe
speech genre (situation and activity) varies(e.g., aprivate conversation
at acoffeehouseversustrial testimony inacourtroom). Itwill alsovary
according to the personswho are sources and recipients of an utterance:
the sense of gender will be shaped by socia categorizations (male/
female, boss’employee, lawyer/witness) and by individual biography
(to use well-known examples, Jane Fondaversus Barbara Bush, Cindy
Crawford versus Gloria Steinem, Clarence Thomas versus Jesse Jack-
son). Rather than imagining gender as a stable location on a single,
abstract topical terrain, gender becomes a dynamic network of place-
times, generating multipleinterpenetrated topical terrains. Inthisview,
topicsemerge asindexical expressionslinked to social and affective as
well aslinguistic and propositional contexts. Topicsare seen as spaces
where affective and conceptua attention might accumulate, a con-
tinuum of spaces ranging from widespread, deeply sedimented, well
worn sociocultural rutsto highly transient, local and emergent currents
in a particular stream of communication.

Connecting Topicsto Contexts

How can topics point to contexts? In an earlier ethnographic
study, | explored disciplinary discoursein agraduate seminar in second
languages education. An analysis of the specia topics rehearsed in
classroom sessions and course materials revealed a complex array of
disciplinary topics, originating intwo kinds of spaces. First, thecourse
rehearsed topics like communicative competence, the writing process,
cultural schemata, text parsing, foreigner talk, and so on. These special
topics represented concepts and issues drawn from particular disci-
plines (e.g., second language education, linguistics, psychology, and
composition studies), that is, from public spaces intertextually consti-
tuted by disciplinary publications and cycles of credit. Second, the
courserehearsedtopicslikerandomness, validity andreliability of tests,
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sample size, connection of hypotheses to measures, and replication.
Here the course drew on a different public intertextual space, the
apparently transdisciplinary issuesof experimental designandanalysis.

By examining how these special topics were (or were not) em-
ployed by students in their writing and how they were treated by the
professor in hiswritten response, | was able to explore how discourses
and roleswere negotiated in that course. Onewriting task in the course
was a critique of aresearch article. Some students closely matched
prominent course topics in their critiques. For example, in a single
paragraph Barbara, a Ph.D. student, noted that a researcher had prob-
lems with sample size, randomization, and design (lack of a control
group, inadequate observationtime) and had failed to provide sufficient
information on subjects, experimental conditions, and tests (i.e., reli-
ability and validity). In addition, she questioned the researcher’s
definition of “communicative competence,” arguing that it failed to
consider meaning, akey criterioninthefield. In hiswritten responses
tothiscritique, theprofessor underlined thesekey topicsand praisedthe
writer for her analysis in the margins of the paper. However, Pat,
another Ph.D. student, offered a critique employing very different
topics, drawn from everyday and political discourses(i.e., self-interest;
critiques of technocratic society and the decontextualized nature of
empirical socia sciences). The professor accepted Pat’s use of these
topicsin her critique, displaying agreement in his marginal comments.
However, when Pat employed the same kinds of topics for a second
writing task (a practice dissertation research proposal), the professor
rejected them, asking (in his marginal comments) for her to provide
citations to support her claims and detailsto clarify her research plan.
(See Prior for further details of these cases.) These students' use of
special topics and the professor’ s responses to those topics traced not
only themultipl e, sedimented contextsavail abl eto participants, but al so
pointed to thelocal negotiation of relationships and thelocal construc-
tion of the discipline.

In analyses of classroom talk, Wertsch has examined how teach-
ers and students’ asymmetrical negotiation of referential content and
perspective works to privilege certain sociocultural voices (or dis-
courses or speech genres) over others (see also Wertsch and Minick).
For example, Wertsch anal yzeshow an emergent topi cinaconversation
(apiece of lavaan elementary student brought to class for share-time)
fluctuated between multiple discourses as referential content and per-
spective were negotiated. Over the course of a41-turn exchange, the
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lavaappeared asaphysical object connected to the personal history and
experience of the child, as an object subjected to formal/scientific
taxonomies like light-heavy and smooth-rough, as a sign defined in
terms of other signs in a dictionary, and as a sign/object subsumed
within geological narratives of volcanic activity. Inthisbrief interac-
tion, the teacher introduced the formal, scientific, sign type-sign type
exchanges, pushingthestudentsto reconceptualize (and recontextualize)
thelavaoutside of the personal history of the child. Wertsch notes how
such microdiscursive exchanges fit into macro-social and historical
patterns as the teacher is seen initiating and privileging a particular
sociohistoric discourse, the Western “voice of rationality.”?

These exampl es from textual and conversational exchanges sug-
gest that topics can trace contextsin two senses. First, topicsindex the
biographical and social histories (or contexts) that, in part, shape
emergent interactions. In this sense, topics represent sedimented
resources that can be used in communication. Second, topics are
dynamic tools used by participantsto nominate, sustain, and challenge
emergent constructions of context as part of the general activity of
managing the intersubjective grounds of meaning, configuring partici-
pants' identities and relationships, and fabricating goal-oriented ac-
tions.2

The Research

The research presented in this paper was undertaken as part of a
broader ethnographic study of how writing was cued, produced and
responded to in four graduate seminars at a major midwestern univer-
sity. Datawas gathered from multiple sources, including:

1) observation and audiotaping of seminar sessions;

2) collection of students' draft and final texts (often with pro-

fessors' written responses); and

3) semi-structured and text based interviews with professors and

students.
In analyzing and presenting these data, | have sought to integrate
multiple research inscriptions (texts, interview accounts, field notes,
and classroom transcripts) to produce asituated, documented narrative
of literate activity in talk as well astexts.

One of the seminars | entered offered particularly rich data that
sharply framed issues of context. Sociology, a seminar organized by
Professor Elaine West, wasatopical offeringwithout atitle.® It counted
toward adepartmental requirement for advanced research, but wasonly
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offered pass/fail. The seminar, in fact, appeared to be an institutional
extension of other activities. The seven Ph.D. studentsin the seminar
were all employed as research assistants in the Study, a longitudinal
survey of high school studentsand their parentsthat examined relation-
ships between socia and psychological variables. Professor West was
the principal investigator of the Study, and her two co-investigators,
ProfessorsLynchandHarris, regularly satin. Fiveof theseven students
werealso West’ sadvisees. At least four had decided to usethe Study’s
data for their dissertations. Three students had already (when the
seminar began) been listed as co-authors on one or more of the 15
conference papers or journa articles generated from the Study. The
salience of these other contexts (the Study, the departmental program,
and disciplinary forums) was reflected in the fact that West, Lynch,
Harris, and five of the students had met biweekly as an unofficial
seminar the previous two quarters.

The seminar provided aforum for the students to present and get
responsestotheirindividual projects, all of which usedthe Study’ sdata.
As an intact research team with an established agenda, the seminar
opened with West suggesting that students should produce more devel -
oped versionsof thework they had started the previoustwo quartersand
reviewing what students planned to present. After this first meeting,
most sessionswere devoted to discussion of one student’ swritten work
and research. In the seminar, students presented drafts (some rough,
somenear compl etion) of dissertati on prospectuses, preliminary exami-
nations, conference papers, technical reports, and journal articles.
Discussionsfocused on substantiveissuesof theory and research design
as well asthe texts themselves.

Toexplorethetopical contoursof contextsin Sociol ogy, thispaper
will focus on one case, a dissertation prospectus written by a student |
call Sean. | chose Sean’ scasefor tworeasons. First, thedatal collected
on it were particularly complete. The data presented in this paper are
drawn from a corpus of materials consisting of:

1) six drafts of Sean’s prospectus, including the final version;

2) atranscript of atwo-hour seminar discussion of his draft

prospectus (the raw datais over 20,000 “words’ long);

3) semi-structured and text-based interviewswith Sean, inwhich

the prospectus and related work are discussed; and

4) semi-structured and text-based interviews with Elaine West

(Sean’ s empl oyer/advisor/professor), in which his prospectus
and other work are discussed.
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Second, as | analyzed how Sean presented his draft prospectus, how it
was negotiated in the seminar conversation, and how it was finally
revised and implemented, | was struck by the topical and contextual
heterogeneity | found, and especially by the differences between the
topicsinvoked ininterviews and seminar talk and the topics displayed
in Sean's texts. In this paper, | examine how contexts and
contextualizations were implicated in the negotiation of Sean’s pro-
spectus by tracing three key, interwoven topical threads in this
microhistory of disciplinary response and revision: girl talk tales,
causal models, and the dissertation.

Negotiating Sean’s Dissertation Prospectus:. A Microhistory of
Topical Trajectories

Sean was the most advanced graduate student in the Study/
seminar. Asthe Manager of DataAnalysis, Sean had played akey role
in the Study, arole reflected in his co-authorship on ten of the sixteen
articles or conference papers the Study had generated over atwo-year
period, a total that placed him second only to Professor/Principal
Investigator Elaine West (fifteen out of sixteen) and just ahead of
Professor/Co-Investigator David Lynch (seven out of sixteen). In
addition to several third and fourth authorships, Sean had first author-
ship on one conference paper that had been submitted to a refereed
journal for publication and second authorship on four other papers (at
least one of which had been submitted for publication).

Figure 1 providesthree accounts of how Sean selected depression
as the issue for his dissertation. (See Appendix A for conversational
transcription conventions.) Much as Gilbert and Mulkay found in their
discourse analyses of scientific accounts, Sean’s interviews point to
more local, personal, contingent influences (his work in the Study,
variablesavailableinthe Study’ sdata, hisneed for adissertationtopic),
whilethetextualized account in his prospectuspointsmoreto the public
contexts of the discipline, particularly the professional literatures of
sociology and psychology (his central citation is his own preliminary
examination, a 64-page document that cited 132 sources). Much as
Knorr-Cetina found in her study of how research articles on plant
proteins related to laboratory work, Sean’'s text appears to reverse
history. In the interviews, the Study appears to be the origin of the
research, ingtitutionally providing Sean with depression as aresearch-
ableissue, whileinthetext it appearsthat theliteratureistheoriginthat
has prompted and authorized depression.
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1) Interview #1

...I"’ve been working on this project for about 2 1/2 years asthe dataanalyst and | had
to comeup with adissertation area and the study was designed to um investigate
theeffectsof adolescent wor k experienceon psychological functioningand | knew
that therewere5 main indicator sof psychological functioningand | just decided
to pick oneof them and that would bemy dissertation topic, ok, ...So anyway | just
said you know “I'm interested in depression.” Well, as part of the project we had a
prototypic analysis, it'sa standard way we have of looking at each of the 5 outcomes,
so Elaine just said, “Well, good, why don't you start the prototypic analysis on
depression”

[asked if he had an initial interest in depression]

..itwasmoreof looking at thefivevariablesand deciding what | wasgoingto do.
Basically the three biggies as far as | could see were self-esteem, self-efficacy, and
depression. Self-esteem | know first hand wasjust a very complicated literature,
it'sgigantic, and ther earesomevery seriouscomplicationswith thewholeidea of
self-esteem, sol didn’t want toget intothat...and alsothere’ salot of good work that' s
been done on self-esteem, so it would be difficult for me to make acontribution in that
area, not only in terms of getting on top of the hugeliterature, trying to circumvent the
fundamental problems, but also in trying to come up with something new and that you
know peoplewould beinterested in, very difficult variableto work with | think. Self-
efficacy was actually a very good variable, but someone already took it, ...
Professor Lynch, he already had self-esteem, er self-efficacy, and so | felt as
though depression would be my best shot....

2) Draft prospectus: Introductions

The preliminary examination was suggestive of several profitable
areasof resear ch intoadolescent depr essed mood. Becausemy current
resear ch has focused on adolescent work experiences and depressed
mood, | havechosentopursueapr oject which bothreflectsthisinter est
and extendsthe findingsto date. The hypotheses to be explored by this
dissertation concern how social support from different sources affects the
relationship between work characteristics, self-concept, and depressive
affect; emphasisis especially placed on gender differences.

These expectations will be further specified in the first section of this
prospectus. Thesecond section considersissuesrel atingtooperationalization
and analytic strategy, which necessarily entails discussion of the datato be
used. Thefinal part of this prospectus considers the specific contributions
that can be made by this dissertation, as well as limitations.

|. Formulation of the Hypotheses

The central focus of this dissertation is the examination of how social support
from various domains impacts on the relationship between work characteristics and
depressed mood among adolescents. A literature search failed to identify any
resear ch, using adolescent samples, which hasexamined ther oleof social support
in theworkplace.

Y et thereisreason to believe that social support may play animportant roleinthe
adolescent workplace. Asindicated in the preliminary, adolescents draw on social
supports from various domains of involvement; indeed, adolescent mood and self-
concept are quite responsive to social support. Previous resear ch has also indicated
that features of adolescent work, including stressors, significantly predict variationin
depressed mood. Among adults, indicators of social support have been foundtolessen
the effect of depress-ogenic qualities of the workplace. Thus, several pieces of
evidence from adolescents and the literature on adults both suggest that social
support may beintegral to models depicting the rel ationship between adolescent work
experiences and depressed mood.

Figure 1. Accounts of Sean'sdissertation in talk and text
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In Sean’'s interviews, his texts, and, as we will soon see, the
seminar talk, the dissertation is topicalized. However, while the
dissertation appears to be a marginal, backgrounded topic in his texts,
it assumes amore central rolein thetalk. For Sean, the dissertationis
a multiply charged topic, a contextual confluence tied not only to
projected research and writing and departmental evaluations (his up-
coming prospectus meeting; his dissertation defense), but also to his
work in the Study, which is the source of his data; to interpersonal
relationships, particularly the key relationships with Lynch and West;
and finally to career plans (such as the fact that he has just accepted a
position and must successfully defend his dissertation within six
months). Thus, the first topical thread we encounter isthe dissertation.

Seminar/Study Participants attending
Elaine West: professor of record, Principal Investigator of the Study, advisor to Sean,
member of Sean's prospectus committee.
David Lynch: professor sitting in on seminar, Co-investigator of the Study, chair of

Sean's prospectus committee.

Sean: ABD Ph.D. student, Data Analyst for 2 1/2 years, West's advisee.
Thomas: Ph.D. student, data coder for the Study, not West's advisee.

Moira: Ph.D. student, Data Collection Manager for the Study, West's advisee.
Linda: Ph.D. Student, data coder for the Study, West's advisee.

Sean’s hypotheses from the text
of hisdraft dissertation prospectus

(2) Girlswill utilize socia support
more than boys.

(2) Girlswill be more responsive to
expressive social support than boys.

(3) Boys will be more responsive to
instrumental social support than girls.

(4) Expressive socia support will have
negative implications for depressed
mood especialy among girls; among
females, these effects will be more
pronounced among same-sex dyads.

(5) Instrumental support will have
positive implications for negative mood,
especialy for boys.

(6) Level of depressed mood will
affect subsequent, perceived socia
support.

(7) Different sources of social support
will have differential influence; support
from parents, teachers, peers and work
supervisors will be examined.

Sean's hypotheses from the text
of hisfinal dissertation prospectus

(1) Girls will utlize more social
support than boys

(2) Girls will be more responsive to
expressive socia support than boys.

(3) Boys will be more responsive
to instrumental socia support than
girls.

(4) The negative, causal relation-
ship between instrumental support
and depressed mood for boys will
be stronger than the negative,
causal relationship between ex-
pressive social support and de-
pressed mood for girls.

(5) Thedifference between the
maghitude of the negative causal
relationship between expressive
social support and depressed mood
for boys and the magnitude of the
negative, causal relationship be-
tween instrumental social support
and depressed mood will be negli-
gible.

Figure2: Seminar participantsand Sean's hypotheses
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As the seminar discussion of Sean’s draft prospectus began,
Professor West suggested discussing first conceptual, then measure-
ment, and finally analyticissues. Conceptual issuesessentially referred
to the hypotheses and their justification. Figure 2 provides a list of
participantsto refer to asextractsfrom the seminar discussion of Sean’s
prospectus are provided and then displays the hypotheses from Sean’s
draft prospectuson theleft and hisfinal prospectusontheright. Asthe
changed hypotheses suggest, conceptual issues werea central and
contentious focus of the seminar conversation: after two hours of
seminar talk, only thefirst threehypothesesemergedintact. Hypotheses
four and five had undergone major revisions, and six and seven had been
dropped.

In the seminar, Sean began by reviewing his preliminary exami-
nation, sayingthat thekey issuehehadidentifiedintheprelimwas: Why
do adolescent girls (and women) suffer from greater depressed mood
than adolescent boys (and men)? Arguing that the literature suggests
that girls and boys occupy basically the same structural positions in
society and that both share the same basic human information process-
ing system, Sean concluded that the differences in depressed mood
might come from gender-related differencesin the contents of thought,
what he called “the sense-making aspects of the gender role identity.”
After Sean had reviewed this argument, West prompted him to discuss
his specific hypotheses.

Figure 3 providesexamplesof Sean’ sargumentsfrom hisseminar
talk and from hisdraft text. Episode 1 presents Sean’ sreasoning for his
first hypothesis. Hisdepiction of girlsas“moreemotiona” (lines7) and
his immediate self-repair (lines 7-10) foreshadow what isto come as
participants appear to draw on everyday and specialized discourses to
debate Sean’ s hypotheses. In Episode 2 in Figure 3, Sean presents the
core of hisargument for hypothesis4in aseriesof truncated narratives.
Inlines 13-14, heintroduces the issue as “what happenswhen girls get
together and engagein social support,” adouble-voiced topic, ahybrid
construction (Bakhtin, Dial ogic) combining theeveryday world of girls
getting together and the disciplinary world of engaging in social
support. Lines17-20 present thefirst premisein Sean’ sargument, and
his basic story of girl talk. Lines 22-24 present the second premise, a
someone story depicting the interpersonal theory of depression. Lines
24-29 then represent a narrative conclusion drawn from the two narra
tive premises, Sean’s combined tale of how girls' talk leads to girls
depression. Sean’s tale of girl talk is immediately challenged by
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Thomas; however, beforeturningtothechallenges(many of whichare
framed in counter-narratives of girl talk), | would point to the way
Sean presented the same argument in the draft prospectus. 1nthe

Seminar Episode 1

Sean: ...umjust picking up on the idea of the differences

in the sense making aspect of gender roles, because girls are more-
are thought to be more communal and social support is

inherently a communal phenomenon, the first hypothesis then

that girlswill utilize more social support than boys, um,

aso though, part of the- the sense making differenceis

that girls are more uh emotional, [.5 s] and, um, [1.5 s] uh

ex- expressiveis a better word,

boys have emotions, just different types of emotions, um, [.5 §]
10 that they’re moreexpressive and so uh socia support in the prelimis
11 conceptualized as being either expressive or instrumental,
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Seminar Episode 2

12 Sean: [talking] ....hypothesis 4 is the most controversial one, um
13 andit's based on some speculation about uh what happens

14 when girlsget together and they engage in social support,

15 expressive socia support, and it- it's thought that-

16 it'sargued that, there'salot of evidence that

17  girls ruminate more than boys do and that if they get together

18 and engagein expressive social support

19 then the content of that isgoing to be, it’s going to be like

20 vocal rumination, it’s going to be very negative, and then there'sum
21 asoaninterpersonal theory of depression that says that

22 when someone expresses negativity, the other person is much more apt
23 todeny itslegitimacy, which increases the seriousness

24 of the person’s negativity and so, when you get two girlstogether

25 engaging in expressive social support, uh oneisgoing to express

26 some negativethings, they're going to ruminate out loud,

27 theother oneislikely to deny that, that thosefeelingsare

28 legitimatein someway, and that could increase the negativity of
29 that person, but=

Draft of the dissertation prospectus

These relationships could explain gender differencesin the process

by which adolescent depressed mood is determined. Resear ch suggests
that femalesinternalize their problems and ruminate mor e than males,
who engage in distractions and externalizing behaviors (Nolen-Hoeksema,
1987; Conway et a., 1990; Patterson and McCubbin, 1987; and see fn. #7
in preliminary). For femalesthe affective quality of expressive social
support will tend to be negative, reflecting thisrumination. Coyne's
(1976) interpersonal theory of depression further suggests that expressions
of negative affect will tend to be rebuffed, as not legitimate feelings.

10 Thisdenia enhances negative mood.*
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[footnote at the bottom of same page]

11 (1) Thus, ego (seeking support) expresses negative feelings. Expressive
12 socia support becomes a forum for further rumination.Y et alter, from

13 whom support ise€licited, disconfirms ego’sfeelings. Thisdenial leads
14 togreater negativity. Thisdynamicismost pronounced in afemale

15 dyad engaged in expressive social support. Insuch cases, alter not only
16 negatesego’'sexpressions, but imbuesthe exchange with her own

17 negativity aswell.

Figure3: Why aregirls more depressed?
Sean'sargument in talk and text
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textualized support for hypothesis 4, Sean cites the literature more
prominently and also deploys his argument in terms of abstract,
synchronic relationships between variables rather than narratives of
girlstalking, the only exception being the somewhat obscure, footnoted
narrative (lines 11-17) of ego and alter that is explaining the interper-
sonal theory of depression. | suggest that Sean’ staleof girl talk and the
round of conflicting storiesthat it generates are strongly double-voiced
narratives, connected intertextually to both everyday sociocultural
stereotypesand disciplinary discoursesof gender. Howgirlstalk,inany
case, becomesasecond key topical thread inthis seminar conversation.
Figure 4 presents two challenges to Sean’s arguments for his
fourth hypothesis; both are stated primarily as counter-narratives. In

Seminar Episode 4 : Thomas challenges Sean’'s story

Thomas: | mean, that doesn’t seem to make senseto me. | mean, yes,

| expect that- that girls are getting together and ex- and engaging in
expressive support, but | wouldn’t expect that they would-that they would
um [1s] dismiss um negative feelings

Sean: What would you expect?

Thomas: | would expect the opposite

Sean: /why?/

Thomas: /because/ | would expect that they would be getting together in- uh
to listen to each other’sfeelings and not necessarily just dismissing it,

10 asl would expect boysto do that, because they would try to move away
11 from emotion, [1 5] to well, “ Ok, you have- you have this problem

12 now what can you do about it” whereas| think girlsare

13 much more likely to be comfortable...
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Seminar Episode 5: West challenges Sean's story
14 West: Can | say something? When | read the first version of this,
15 | suggested that maybe this one be-be dropped /’ cause/=
16 Lynch: /yeah/
17 West: =it seemslikethe critical issueiswhat’s happening
18 intheseinterchanges and if in fact it does generate kind of you know [1 ]
19 mutual gloom and /negativity/
20  Sean: /umhm/
21 West: you know you tell me about your problems, and that makes me
22 moredepressed and I'll tell you about mine, and you’ll get more
23 depressed and then I'll say “1'm depressed” and you'll say [laughing]
24 “there'snoreason to beyou know”
[8 seconds of West and others laughing; several short fragmented voices)
25 West: and and you know but- but that may not happen, and then you know
26 inalot of casesum, you know, people do want to sort of let off steam,
27 andthat is cathartic and uh- but we have no ideawhat’s happening
28 inthesedyads,
29  Sean: uh, well, we have, we- we can look at it to some degree, [1 S| SO
30 West: well, well you cantry it, but | think that of all your hypotheses,
31 thisistheonethat’sreally the most controversial and also the one
32 that'sleast amenableto test in the kinds of data that we actually have

Figure4: Counter-narratives:
Challenging Sean's story of girl talk
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Episode 4, which immediately follows Episode 3, Thomas challenges
Sean' staleof girl talk, statingthat it “ doesn’t seemto make sense” (line
1) and that he would “expect the opposite’ (line 6). Thomas first
intertextually echoes Sean’s double-voiced formulation, agreeing (in
lines2-3) that girlsget together and engagein social support; however,
as he contests Sean’'s story of denial, his naming of the topic shifts
toward everyday discourse: “negative feelings’ (line 4), “feelings’
(line 9), and then “emotion” (line 11). Finally, animating the voice of
a boy presented with a problem (lines 11-12), Thomas presents a
fragment of constructed dialogue, aconversational devicethat Tannen
(1989) argues is intended to enhance listener involvement.

Itisinteresting that Thomassimply el aborates on hisexpectations
in response to Sean’ s question (“Why?’ line 7). My question is;: Why
does Thomas' story represent a legitimate, even effective challenge?
Thomas does not cite sociological literature, research or theory; he
simply restates his expectations, yet Sean’'s response to Thomas
challenge was essentially to concede the point. Recalling a technical
distinction between clinical depression, which theinterpersonal theory
addressed, and everyday depressed mood (or depressive affect), which
the Study’s data queried, Sean conceded that denial might not make
sense in discussing depressed mood.

After his concession on denial, Sean went on to reaffirm that the
basi ¢ linkage between expressive social support, rumination, and nega-
tivity still held. David Lynch, the professor who would chair Sean’ sup-
coming prospectus committee, then entered the conversation. Arguing
that Sean needed some empirical support for his claim, Lynch con-
cluded that “it” should either be substantiated or dropped (though
whether he was referring to just denia or hypothesis 4 as awhole was
not clear).

Elaine West, the principal investigator and Sean’s advisor, then
enters the conversation with her comments in Episode 5 of Figure 4.
West identifies the central issues as “what’ s happening in these inter-
changes’ (lines17-18). West then shiftsintoamoreinformal, everyday
discourse, signalled first by her decidedly non-technical term “mutual
gloom” (line19) and strengthened by the sing-song prosody of lines21-
24 (“you tell me” and “I'll tell you” and so on). Climaxing in a
constructed dialogue carried on laughter, West’s ironic retelling of
Sean'’ sstory ispunctuated with 8 seconds of loud laughter and multiple
voices, after which West regains the floor to suggest that expressive
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support may allow “people” to “let off steam” (line 26).

At the end of Episode 5, West returns to disciplinary topics. In
lines 27-28, referring back to thecritical issueidentifiedinlines 17-18,
West suggests that the data does not provide evidence of what happens
“inthesedyads.” Inlines31-32, she assesses hypothesis4 as*the most
controversial” and (again) the “least amenable to test in the kinds of
data’ the Study collected. With these comments, West has opened up
the third key topical thread, the issue of causal models and measure-
ment.

From this point on, the extended debate over Sean's fourth
hypothesis bounces back and forth between two main topical threads,
tales of girl talk and discussions of causal modelling, while the third
topical thread, thedissertation, isapowerful subtext, only occasionally
surfacing. Here | should highlight two key patterns in the negotiation
of these topical contours. First, the conversation is proceeding in a
multidimensional space where topics may suddenly jump from one
discursive surface to another or may in a sense be suspended between
surfaces, dialogically invested with multiple senses. Second, words
(lexical selection) appear to play akey role in nominating, sustaining,
and contesting thesetopical terrains. For example, thetopic of girl talk
appears to invoke multiple discourses in this conversation. Sean
attempts to evoke girl talk as a variable in an abstract disciplinary
domain, asapotential mechani sm connecting depressed mood to social
support. However, Thomas, West, and Lynch contextualize Sean’s
argument in more concrete domains. All three refer to girl talk asthe
concrete interactions of girls. West and Lynch also contextualize
Sean’s argument in terms of the concrete measures of the Study, the
guestionnaire items that underlie Sean’s psychological and social
constructs. Inother words, girl talk isadiscursive shifter in adialogi-
cally contested space, and the words participants select work to
reconfigure thetopicsand the space. Aregirls“emotiona” or “expres-
sive?’ Dogirls“engageinexpressivesocia support” ordo“l say, ‘I'm
depressed.’” In short, the sedimented senses of words (the different
discourses they invoke) make them key forces in a dynamic represen-
tational conflict over how to contextualize Sean’ s hypotheses.

Responding to West's comments, Sean argues in Episode 6
(Figure5) that hisuse of the Study’ smeasuresfor hismodel doesmake
sense. His argument seems to work on three levels. First, Sean is
making a theoretical point about modelling, arguing that because
linkages between his variables are being estimated in the Study’s
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statistical model, the meaning of those linkages should be considered.
Second, the theoretical argument seemsto have everyday overtones of
opportunity and waste (“We have it, shouldn't we use it?"). Finaly,
Sean constructs a narrative of scientific activity (cf. Myers). With
almost kaleidoscopic deixis (e.g., the varied uses of “I,” “you,” and

we" inlines4-7), Sean’ stale of pursuing unpopular hypothesesin the
face of skepticism (animated in line 4) appears to be an appeal for
identification and solidarity. Sean’s narrative of science seems to be
deployed to reestablish the social-discursive fabric of science that
became frayed in West's parody of his story and the laughter that
followed.

After Sean’ s narrative, West continues (in Episode 7) to question
Sean’s hypothesis; however, Sean’s topical nominations apparently
rekeyed the conversational context, at least for atime. Thetopics shift
to disciplinary issues (relations between measures and hypotheses, the

Seminar Episode 6; Sean shiftsto modelling

Sean: - that theway | seeit, I- ih, um you know um[53] you want
totry to speufy the model as fully as possible and you' re never able
to fully test any model especially using secondary data, so just, I-
the argument that “well thisis speculative and you can’t test it that well.”
well, you can say that about many many things,but we can follow it up
somewhat, so why not? particularly given, | think, that what we're talking
about here when ahypothesisis offered, what you're saying is, “I think that's
there's arelationship here that should be looked at,” now when you look
at the model that's going to be specified, you see that whether or not
we pay attention to this hypothesis or not, those linkages will be estimated
in the models, so what you're really talking about is, should we, you know,
look at that number and- and try to give substantive meaning to it or not?
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Seminar Episode 7: West questions Sean’s models and measures

13 West: /but the problem ig/ that if you set forth the hypothesis and

14  your measuresaren’t very good, if you don’t confirm your hypothesis,
15 you don't know if it’s because your measuresor the hypothesisiswrong,
16  soso you know, not that it hurts to look at anything, /uh/

17 Sean: lyeah/

18 West: touh you know not really develop it asamajor contribution and-
19 Sean: yesh

20 West: of, you know, of this study because | think what's (clear you're)
21 goingto find isthat closeness and you know /these/=

22  Sean: /closenesy [sotto voce]

23 West: =variableswill have positive effects on lots of outcomes, just like
24 they adways seem to do in theliterature, and uh and it could be that it's

25 because theliteratureisright, that warmth in parent-child relationships
26  you know is very important and you know this keeps coming up [laughing]
27 as asimportant, then our measur es probably tap warmth here, [laughing]
28 they'rethe same measuresthat are used in many other studies that have
29 foundpositive relationships between closenessin both boys' and girls' uh
30 outcomes now if we had /more/=

31 Sean: /yeah/

32 West: =finely tuned measuresthat really got into the kinds

33 of interactional dynamicsthat you'retalking about we might find um
34 you know the negative effects of social support

Figure5: Of measuresand models and many things
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literature, the nature of the Study’s variables), and the conversational
organization and tone shift to a serious, well-regulated two-party
exchange. West repeatedly mentions “measures’ in general (lines 14,
15, 27, 28, 32) and refers to the Study’s measures, which Sean has
glossed asindicatorsof social support, asmeasuresof “ closeness’ (lines
21,29) and “warmth” (lines25, 27). Shealludesdirectly and indirectly
totheliterature on the measures (lines 24, 25, 26, 28) and characterizes
the outcomes associated with them as* positive” (lines23, 29). Finaly,
she contrasts this discussion of measures with Sean’s, representing (in
lines 32-33) Sean's story as one of “finely tuned measures ... of
interactional dynamics’ and emphasizing the contrary nature of his
negative expectations for outcomes. Contextualy, it is important to
recall that West established the measures and to note that the variables
Sean hasbeen describing as* socia support” arederived from question-
naire items like, “How close do you feel to your best friend of the
oppositesex?’ Asthisstretch of talk continued, Sean’ sturns continued
to be mostly short, although at one point he attempted to defend hisuse
of the Study’ s measures. When Sean finally appeared to agree that his
use of the measures was problematic, the topical subtext of the disser-
tation resurfaced as West noted that “the whole thing doesn’t stand or
fall on that particular hypothesis.”

Thisdial oguebetween West and Sean ended equivocally asDavid
Lynch re-entered the conversation. Lynch and Sean engaged in a
dialogue over 50 turns, divided into three main sections. Inthefirst 30
rapidly exchanged turns, Lynch and Sean revisited the issue of Sean’s
measures. Seconding West's argument, Lynch first suggested that
Sean’ s“story hasto do with interactions among girls asthe expressive
interaction; wedon't have any measuresof that.” When Sean pointed to
the questionnaire items he had planned to use as measures (apparently
reversing his agreement with West five short turns earlier), Lynch
insisted that they werenot measuresof interaction, pointing out that they
did not getintothequality or amount of interaction orin somecaseseven
say much about who was interacting.

In Episode 8 (Figure 6) Lynch disagreeswith Sean’ sargument on
modelling from Episode 6 (Figure 5). In akind of mini-lecture, Lynch
reviews basic concepts of causal modelling (lines 1-14), thus, continu-
ing the disciplinary conversation West and Sean had established.
However, at theend of hisremarks(the 39th turn of thisstretch, lines16-
19), Lynch renominates the topical thread of girl talk and begins to
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Seminar Episode 8: Lynch on modelsand girl talk

Lynch: in anoth- | think there' sadi- alittle misper ception of modeling
heretoo, | listen to your s your comments on- that is, you'reright

the numbersare out there, but by that we mean the correlations are

out there, the question is what do you do with those, if you take uh say (aw)
the simplistic but nice little typology, we have causal and non-causal aspects,
and inside the causal we have direct and indirect effects, well if we don't-

if wedon’t chooseto look at this, it doesn’t mean we haveto put it

in a causal path, we just leave in a non-causal path, it'san error term,
or it’snon-causal=

10 Sean: =umhm=

11 Lynch: =association, so evenif it's out there, you'reright in a sensethat,
12 yes, it'spart of the correlation matrix, but that doesn’t mean

13 wehavetolook at it, because if we can’t specify the process, (then we'd
14 say) we may misspecify the process (ok?), we'll get faulty /conclusions/
15 Sean: /yeah/ yeah| seeyour point

16 Lynch: and uh, [2 ] but- but my main count[er] on that, thisis morein
17 termsof the measurement, |- |- | agree, | also have to think of why-

18 why would someone— if you'reif you'rein thisdyad or relationship

19 or just an expressive relationship like this— why would you stay?

20 why would you react that way, knowing, after some experience doing this,
21 that in fact these things deteriorate, that would argue for a woman

22 not beingin situationslike that, and | think- which is Thomas' /(count)[er]/
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Figure 6: From models back to girl talk

guestion itsreasonableness, particularly focusing on the motivations of
Sean’s characters. His question “Why would you stay?’ in line 19
invokes powerful, long-standing cultural notions connecting motiva-
tion to probable action. Such notions can be found in Aristotle’s
Rhetoric and their continuing power wasillustrated sometimeafter this
session when the same question wasrepeatedly directed at AnitaHill in
her testimony against then Supreme Court nominee Clarence Thomas.
It is aso worth noting that in this narrative, as in several others that
contested Sean’ sstory, Lynch offersanother kind of recontextualization,
maturing the characters from girlsto women (line 21).

After a short discussion of what the literature says about social
support, the three topical threads converge in Episode 9 (Figure 7).
Lynch and Sean (lines5-11) jointly construct the problematic rel ation-
ship between Sean’ smodel sand the Study’ smeasures. Sean concludes
inline 11 that he will drop “that” (presumably referring to the hypoth-
esis). Atthispoint, West offersanalternativetodroppingthehypothesis
(lines 15-20), suggesting for the first time that a subset of girls may fit
Sean’ sstory. Sean agreesthat West’ salternative may betheway to test
hishypothesis, but concludes” not withthedissertation” (line22). Thus,
in this short series of exchanges, the three topical threads converge as
Sean moves to jettison hypothesis four.
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Seminar Episode 9: Sean triesto drop hishypothesis

1 Lynch: /I-[clearsthroat]/ | think you might be able to tighten

2 thetheoretical stance to make the point, but | don’t think there's- you know,
3 there's it'sgoing to be real tough testing with anything here

4 Sean: yeah=

5 Lynch: =l think the moreyou tighten up theidea, the less well
6  any of our datais/going (to)/=

7  Sean: lyeah/

8 Lynch: =substantiateit=

9  Sean: =becauseit’'s essentially an interactive=

10 Lynch: =yeah=

11  Sean: =type of- yeah, | think we'll just drop that [laughing]

12 West: oh, you know, what he might do isto=

13 Lynch: =thefirst partisstill fine

14  Sean: yeah, good

15 West: you know | mean in your analysisyou could separate

16 thecases () and separate out the cases who really seem to be quite

17 depressed and seeif for them the closeness has a (mor €) negative effect,
18 because then that might indicate that they’re, you know, they’re engaging in
19 that kind of depressive uh rumination and interaction, | mean that’s what-
20 that'skind of indirect and it's uh by implication and it’s not as=

21 Sean: =wdll | think but uh yeah, that would be the- maybe a way to do
22 it, but not with the dissertation

Figure7: Hypothesis4isdropped. Or isit?

Although the hypothesis had apparently been dropped, Thomas
next reentered the conversation to raise a “theoretical issue.” Thomas
asked Sean: “Areyou saying that the ways girls support each other is
dysfunctional, the ways boys support each other is more functional ?’
Sean first answered “no,” but by line 4 in Episode 10 (Figure 8), he has
apparently talked himself into accepting Thomas' characterization of
his argument. In his question, Thomas again renamed the topic,
switching from Sean’ s use of the abstract, agentless terms “expressive
and instrumental social support” to the concrete terms “the way boys
(girls) support each other.” Thisrenaming, combinedwith hisuseof the
term “dysfunctional” (asin “dysfunctional families") again seemed to
shift the conversation toward everyday discourse.

Sean’ s acceptance of Thomas' representation of hypothesis four
assuggesting that girls’ social supportis“dysfunctional” triggersmore
guestionsand isshortly followed by another intense round of narratives
and counter-narratives of girl talk. However, first West reenters the
conversation to offer another alternativeto hypothesisfour (which had,
remember, apparently been dropped). In Episode 10 (Figure 8) from
lines 7-11, West beginsto reformul ate hypothesis four, suggesting that
support isbeneficial for boysand girls, but is somewhat less beneficia
for girls because some girls are enacting Sean’'s story of mutually
reinforcing rumination. Sean askshow to statethishypothesisandthen
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Seminar Episode 10: Sean gets a new hypothesis

Sean: . we should assume that social support has positive effect- that
would @(plam hypothesis 5, but in the case of girlsit doesn’t becauseit's-
because it’s expressiveit's- and because they ruminate,
it'sjust another occasion for them to ruminate and so it’s dysfunctional
West: well maybe /you could/
Thomas: /that so-/ go ahead
West: now maybe you (could) state thisin a somewhat weaker form,
and to just say that you would expect that the uh positive implications of
social support or uh (effect )would be weaker - would be lessfor girls
10 than for boys because some girls may be engaging in these processes
11 that you don't- you don’t expect so much for boys
12  Sean: how do you- the positive aspects of expressive support will be
13 greater,
14  West: no /what you say is/=
15 Sean: Iwill belessfor/
16  West: =isthat- isthat, you know, you're expecting (that) social support
17 will have a negative effect on depressive affect, you could say that
18 that negative effect would be stronger for boysthan for girls
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Figure8: Girl talk reconsidered

West restatesit (lines 16-18), shifting from the everyday use of “nega-
tive” as“bad” that Sean had employed in hisdraft hypothesesto amore
technical, mathematical phrasing in which “negative” means numeri-
cally lower. Ascanbeseeninthefina version of hypothesisfour (see
Figure9), asomewhat more el aborated version of West’ sreformulation
becomesthefinal wordin Sean’ srevision of hisprospectus. Thedebate
over thishypothesiscontinued for sometime (with girl talk the primary
thread and modelling asecondary one), but wewill leaveit at thispoint.

Figure 9 provides a side-by-side comparison of hypotheses four
and five and their support in the draft and final versions of the
dissertation prospectus. The final prospectus was rewritten with each
hypothesisor pair of hypotheses stated, foll owed by aparagraph or two
justifying the hypothesis (a structure Lynch proposed later in the
conversation). Having read sel ectionsfromthetranscript of the seminar
response, you can see the major effectsit had on both Sean’sformula-
tions of hypotheses four and five and on their accompanying support.
The bold print text, indicating revision, showsthat little remains of the
draft text (basically two sentences, Draft, lines 14-25; Final, lines 25-
35).

Thefirst effect seenin Figure 9isthereversal of hypothesisfour.
Theoriginal hypothesishad suggested that expressive support wasbad,
increasing girls depressiveaffect; therevised hypothesissuggeststhat
itisgood, decreasing their depressive affect, although this decreaseis
less than the decrease instrumental support provides for boys (the
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(Areasof revision are marked in bold to show what was dropped or changed.)

[Hypotheses 4 and 5 from page 8 of
Sean’ s draft prospectus, excerpted froma
paragraph in which all seven were
listed.]

(4) Expressive social support will
have negative implications for
depressed mood, especially among
girls, among females, these
effectswill be more pronounced
among same-sex dyads.

(5) Instrumental support will
have positive implications for neg-
ative mood, especially for boys.
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[Support for hypotheses 4 and 5 was
found on pages 5 and 6 of the draft pro-
spectus, starting with the second para-
graph of a section headed “ The Sub-
jective Appraisal of Support.”]

10  Theserelationshipscould ex-
11 plain gender differencesin the
12 process by which adolescent

13 depressed mood is determined.
14 Research suggests that females

15 internalize their problems and

16 ruminate more than males, who

17 engagein distractions and

18 externalizing behaviors (Nolen-
19 Hoeksema, 1987; Conway et dl.,
20 1990; Patterson and McCubbin,

21 1987; and see fn. #7 in preliminary).
22 For females the affective quality of
23  expressive socia support will tend
24 tobenegative, reflecting this

25 rumination. Coyne's (1976) inter-
26 personal theory of depression

27 further suggeststhat expressions
28 of negative affect will tend to be
29 rebuffed, asnot legitimate feel-
30 ings. Thisdenial enhances neg-
31 ativemood.*

32 In developing an instrument to
33 assessadolescent coping (A-

34 COPE, Adolescent Coping

35 Orientationsfor Problem Exper-
36 iences), J. Patterson and

37 McCubbin (1987) present data
38 which bearson thisargument.
39 “Developing social support,” asix
40 item factor, five of

[footnote at bottom of same page]

41 (1) Thus, ego (seeking support)
42 expresses negative feelings.

43 Expressive social support be-

44  comesaforum for further

45 rumination. Yet alter, from

[Hypotheses 4 and 5 with accompanying
support as presented on pages4to 6in
Sean'sfinal prosepectus.]
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(4) The negative, causal relation-
ship between instrumental support
and depressed mood for boyswill
be stronger than the negative,
causal relationship between ex-
pressive social support and de-
pressed mood for girls.

(5) Thedifference between the
magnitude of the negative causal
relationship between expressive
social support and depressed mood
for boys and the magnitude of the
negative, causal relationship be-
tween instrumental social support
and depressed mood will be
negligible.

(In Sean'sfinal prospectus, support for
hypotheses 4 and 5 was presented in the
two paragraphs immediately following the
two hypotheses.]

46
47
48
49

These hypotheses acknowledge
the often observed, negativere-
lationship between social support
and depressed mood (e.g.,
Friedrich et. al., 1988; Cohen et.
al., 1985; Dean and Ensel, 1983).
However, the salutory effect is
greater for boysthan girls.
Research suggests that females
internalize their problems and
ruminate more than males, who en-
gagein distracting and externalizing
behaviors (Nolen-Hoeksema, 1987;
Conway et. al., 1990; Patterson and
McCubbin, 1987; and see fn. #7in
preliminary). For femalesthe
affective quality of expressive social
support will sometimes be negative,
reflecting this rumination. While
such rumination could be bene-
ficial, operating as a catharitic
release, it could also contributeto
further rumintion, which would
detract from its beneficial effect.
Theinstrumental support received
by boys assiststhem in changing or
reacting to their stressful cir-
cumstances. Hypothesis 5 reflects
the speculation that the less-salient
type of social support will have
roughly the same effect between
the genders.

Thusthe proposed model posits

(figure continued on facing page)
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46 whom support is€licited, dis- 50 that: the protective effect of social
47 confirmsego'sfeelings. This 51 supportisgreater for boysthan
48 denial leadsto greater negativity. 52 girls; and the magnitude of social
49  Thisdynamicis most pronounced 53 support received by girls does not
50 in afemaledyad engaged in 54  offset thisdifference.

51 expressivesocial support. In such
52 cases, alter not only negatesego’s
53 expressions, but imbuesthe
54 exchangewith her own negativity
55 aswell.
[page break to page 6]

WhICh reflect expressivity (e.g.,
57 “talk to friend about how they
58 feel”), was positively correlated
59 with cigarette, beer, wine and
60 marijuanauseamong girls, but
61 not boys. Similar resultswere
62 obtained for two other factors,
63 “Ventilating feelings’ and
64 “lInvestingin closefriends,” for
65 both boysand girls. These
66 correlational patterns, plus some
67 regressions, lead the authorsto
68 concludethat, particularly for
69 girls, coping which involves
70 investingin closefriends,
71 ventilating feelings, and de-
72 veloping social support facilitates
73 substanceuse.

Figure 9: Comparison of Hypotheses 4
and 5in Sean'sdraft and final prospectus.

formulation West offered in Episode 10, lines 16-18). The complex
language about magnitudes in the revised hypotheses reflects a prag-
matic puzzle that followed the debate over girl talk (i.e., how to
reconcile more support with less efficient support so that the result is
till more depression).

A second obviouseffect iswhat hasbeen deleted inthefinal from
the support for hypotheses four and five. The interpersonal theory of
depression, withitstale of denial, isgone, asisthe detailed description
of the relationship between support and drug abuse (Draft, lines 32-40,
56-73). And, of course, gonetoo are citations to these sources. Inthe
final text, severa key additions also appear. Thefirst sentence (Final,
lines 17-22), with its three new citations, documents the beneficial
effect of social support, a point West repeatedly stressed (e.g., see
Figure 5, Episode 7, lines 23-29). Another addition (line 34), the
explanation for theweaker influence of expressive support among girls,
follows West' s argument that Sean’s story only “sometimes’ applies
(seeline10in Episode 10) and al so mentions(lines 35-38) the potential
cathartic value of expressive social support, apoint West madein lines
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Seminar Episode 11: Hypothesis 6 gets dropped

West: [discussing the confounded nature of the data]...there’salot of issues
in here that are /difficult to deal with/

Lynch: /it wou- you'd be/ hard pressed to convince me without data
that uh that that’s- that’salinear effect dso[1 g

Sean: yeah, why’sthat?

Lynch: because I- me- th- th- the mor e depressed mood you get,

| think the more effect it’s going to have on your perception of support,
and it’sreally non-linear

Sean: yeah, | (need) to get that too, /I think it gets-/

10 Lynch: /yeah, and you don’t want/ to get into nonlinear modelsin your
11 dissertation, not at thispoint, [7 s] you havea- but that’sa great stand-
12 alone[29]

13  West: that would be something you could write a paper on later

©OCO~NOURAWNE

Figure 10: Avoiding non-linear modelsin the dissertation

26-27 of Episode 5 (Figure 4). Although West had initially suggested
dropping (Figure 4, Episode, 5, lines 14-15) or downplaying them
(Figure5, Episode 7, lines 18-20), hypotheses4 and 5ironically end up
playing amore prominent rolein the final draft becausethey standina
reduced field. Inrelatively short exchanges in the seminar talk, Sean
agreedtodrop hypotheses6 and 7 (SeeFigure 2) becausethey presented
difficulties of measurement and modelling, difficulties that would
complicate the speedy completion of his dissertation. Episode 11 in
Figure 10 presents the conclusion of a brief exchange on hypothesis 6.
Lynch’ sunanswered statement inlines 10-11 that Seanwould not “want
togetintononlinear models’ in hisdissertation evidently sealed thefate
of hypothesis6. It also providesan exampleof how adisciplinary topic,
nonlinear models, can be repositioned in another topical terrain, inthis
case being associated with Sean’s practical concern to finish his
dissertation quickly so that he could take the job he had accepted. With
hypotheses 6 and 7 removed, hypotheses 4 and 5 appear to be the key
contributions of Sean’s dissertation.

Before turning to concluding remarks, | should reinforce two
points. First, | have suggested that the girl talk talesthat Sean, Thomas,
West, and Lynch offered drew on everyday sociocultural discoursesas
well as disciplinary discourses. The two seminar episodes and one
extract from an interview with Sean in Figure 11 provide additional
support for thisclaim. In Episode 12, as West is again arguing for her
rewording of hypothesisfour (offered firstin Episode 10), sheidentifies
a “kernel of truth” (line 1) in Sean’s hypotheses. Evidently West is
appealingto her everyday understanding of society sincethehypothesis
has not been tested. Her argument that Sean’ s story appliesto a subset
of very depressed girlsbut not womenin general (lines6-12) apparently
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Seminar Episode 12: West's explains her rewording of hypothesis 4

West: because| think that the kernel of truth in this

isthat there aretendenciesfor girlsto be somewhat moreintrospective,
and you know this comes out in the literature over and over again, that
boys with problems kind of express them in an outward way, in behavioral
problems and so on whereas girls you know ruminate and they get depressed
and so forth, now if you get two girlsthat are operating along those lines
that arekind of mutually reinforcing this negativity

you expect that to happen, and for- for both perhaps to become

more depressed, because see the- the way that | think about thisisthat

10 thisismorea characteristic of a subset of girls,you know, who are sort of
11 more depressed so that while women in general may have some

12 of these tendencies /that/=

13 Sean: /yed

14 West: =they only uh lead to this uh-, you know, increase in depressive affect
15 for those who, uh you know, show them more strongly, or who are, you know,
16 already depressed for other reasons,

©OCO~NOURAWNE

Seminar Episode 13: Sean arguesthat boys do not engage in expr essive social
support

17  West: [talking] ....how would you consider just kids getting together and
18 hanging out and talking, | mean boysdo thisaswell asgirls

19 Sean: Yeah, but they- the- um, the argument is that they engage

20 indistracting behaviors, so that you know, something goes wrong at work
21 and then they [i.e., boys] get together after work, they'retalking about
22 thebaseball game and thisthat and the other thing, they're not

23 talking about what happened at work, whereasgirls get together,

24 they'll betalking about work, what happened at work, you know,

25 so, | think- there'salot of empirical support for the fact that girls ruminate
26 more and that boys engage in distraction more, ok? so, | think we're on safe
27 ground there.

Sean Interview #2: Challenged that girlsand boys occupy the same structural
position, given issues like teen-age pregnancy, sexual harassment, and so on
28  Sean: ...I'mreally thinking about work and uh, | still think your critique
29 applies, but maybe less so for adolescent work,we know that girls make

30 dgnificantly lessthan boys, not that much, but they do,so thereis

31 someevidencethat girlsaretreated differently than-1 don’t think it’s,

32 you know, they're not being sexually harassed or anything at this stage....

Figure 11: Connecting narratives of girl talk to cultural discourses

explains both her initial, unsuccessful attempt to reformulate Sean’'s
plan (Figure 7, lines 15-20) and her final, successful attempt (Figure 8,
lines 7-18). In Episode 13, Sean is arguing that boys do not engagein
expressive social support. While the literature certainly supports the
notion that boys engage in distracting behaviors, Sean’s narrative of
boystalking about “ the baseball game” (lines21-22) pointsagaintothe
insertion of culturally stereotyped topics into adisciplinary argument.
Finally, a short segment from Sean’s interview provides additional
insight into the grounds of Sean’s argument. As an observer, | had
immediately been struck by the oddness (from my perspective) of
Sean's assertion that boys and girls occupied the same structural
positions in society, an assertion that was never questioned in the
seminar. When | assumed therole of devil’ sadvocate with Sean about
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this assertion in an interview, he indicated that | had offered a good
critique, explained that it was a heuristic assumption, but then con-
cluded with the commentsin lines 28-32 (Figure 11). Inan analysisof
the rhetoric of sociology, Edmondson suggests:

Thedeviations from conventional [sociological] methodology
which are discussed in this book have a common character:
they deal much more with personal events, attitudes, or reac-
tions than their authors' theoretical positions would justify.
Because of this, though not only because of it, | claim that the
sociological arguing | investigate takes place in terms of
‘personal communication.” Thistype of communicationisnot
necessarily irrational, unscientific or unduly biased. It is
simply more closely connected with the personal existences of
author, subjects and reader than most current assumptions
about academic writing imply. (p. 2)

Sean’ ssuggestioninline 32 that adolescent girlsare not being sexually
harassed at work illustrates, | believe, the way a key assumption in
Sean’ s argument is grounded in his everyday experiences and beliefs,
just as my questioning of that basic assumption was grounded in my
everyday beliefs, which would lead me to say that such harassment is
likely.

Second, it is important to stress that the dissertation was also a
highly indexed, multidimensional topic. The prospectus, at least
theoretically, served as a kind of institutional charter document for
Sean’s research. This status was implicit in the fact that most of the
seminar response to the draft prospectus addressed what Sean believed
and what research he would do rather than what hisrevised text should
say. However, in addition to itsties to canonical models for scientific
research and institutional models for professional certification, Sean’s
prospectus had topical radiationsto his statusin the Study, hisinterper-
sonal relationships (particularly with West and Lynch), and his future
career (especially the position he hoped to take in six months). Inthis
sense, the draft prospectus represented just one element in a complex
pattern of relationships and activities; response to the text provided an
opportunity not only to revise the text, but in areal senseto revise that
wider pattern of relationships and activities.

In Sean’ s final interview, the multiplicity and power of this first
topical thread, the dissertation, is strikingly illustrated. In Figure 12,
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Sean interview #2: Asked what results he had found, Sean laughs

Sean: [laughs] ...when you get down to the empirical business of it Paul,

the very first thing you haveto dois establish that thereisindeed

an instrumental and expressive support. Thereisn't. [laughing]

So the whole thing was blown out of the water within one week of analysis
Paul: [laughing] so that’s what you' re writing up now, or did you do
something different

Sean: [Sean discusses what he did find and then returns to the prospectus]
...but see when the committee met to talk about the prospectus, the actual
committee, what they sai-, the- Ray Scott is a statistician type of guy and

10 hesaid, “You know Sean thisargument istoo well specified because

11  you know” and like he saw what was going to happen right away, he said,
12 “You know, at every step you're assuming that something will definitely
13 betrueand that’snot, that’s not a good way to construct an argu-,

14 you should leave arguments open so oneway or the other you’'ll be ableto
15 do something" sothe committee, it was kindaweird, the committee said,
16 you know, “The hell with this prospectus, you know, go do something
17 on social support, stressors, and adolescence, [laughing] we'll see you

18 inacouplemonths.” so| went out and sure enough it failed and | came
19 in, told Elaine, she goes, “ Ok, well, go back and do it, you know, keep

20 going”

©OCO~NOURAWNE

Figure 12: Making the dissertation work

Sean recounts how the plan laid out in hisdissertation prospectusfailed
inthevery first step (lines2-4). Hethen goesonto explainthat thethird
member of his committee, astatistician, had predicted the problem. In
astretch of constructed dialogue, Sean first animates Ray Scott (lines
10-11 and 12-15) and then the whole committee (lines 15-18) to the
effect that they had anticipated that hisanal ytic strategy would blow up,
but had authorized him to just do something, or as Sean’ s account has
it, “The hell with the prospectus....” (line 16). Finally, Sean narratesa
discussion with West in which he announces that he cannot test his
hypotheses and she tells him to “go back and do it” (line 19). | am
reminded of a conclusion Knorr-Cetina drew from her research: “If
there is a principle which seems to govern laboratory action, it is
scientists' concern with making things ‘work,” which points to a
principle of success rather than truth” (p. 4). Making, in this case, the
dissertation work appearsto meto be the fundamental topical threadin
thismicrohistory of talk and text, the theme around which other topical
variations play.

Conclusions

First, a sociohistoric analysis of three key topical threads dis-
played inthe seminar negotiation of Sean’ s dissertation prospectusand
inscribed in Sean’ s texts points to the dynamic and dial ogic nature of
topicsand to thekindsof practicesinvolvedintheir contextualized use.
Tracing the topical threads in the talk and texts illuminated, at least
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partidly, the sedimented contexts and discourses infused into this
negotiation. Each thread appeared to be discursively multiple. Partici-
pants’ talesof girl talk pointed not only to the disciplinary literature on
adolescent girlsand boys, but al so to everyday sociocultural discourses.
Discussionsof causal modelling rehearsed conceptsfrom experimental
design and statistical analysis, but were also grounded in the local
institutional contextsand relationships of the Study. Discussionsof the
dissertation invoked an overlapping matrix of personal, interpersonal,
andinstitutional contexts(everything from Sean’ shistory of work inthe
Study and the nature of the Study’s data to his prospectus committee
meeting schedul ed for the next week and the job he had accepted for six
months later). In other words, the topics were indexed in multiple
discourses, shifting between different topical terrains, and, at least
sometimes, diaogically charged with divergent senses.

As for the practices involved in using these topics, the topical
analysis suggests that sedimented contexts did not simply enter this
chain of events as static, inert elements. participants tactically em-
ployed these topics to nominate and display, contest and ratify dis-
courses asthey worked to achieve the emergent meanings and goal s of
their on-going interactions. Simply the act of switching to everyday
discourses, as Thomasand West did in their early counter-narratives of
girl talk, represented atactical construction of theimmediate context, a
construction that not only directly challenged the disciplinary validity
of Sean’s arguments, but that also tacitly contested the disciplinary
contextualization of that argument, the social -discursivefabricinwhich
the argument was embroidered. In addition, participants’ situated use
of topics often reaccentuated the established discourses. Thomas
everyday commonsense expectations (Episode 4) were tacitly ratified
as legitimate disciplinary arguments. In Episode 11, Lynch’'s com-
ments illustrate recontextualization in the opposite direction, turning
the abstract, “disciplinary” issue of non-linear modelling into acontin-
gentissueconnectedto Sean’ stimelineand hisinstitutional evaluations.
Thus, | suggest that this topical analysis traced key contours of the
contexts (sedimented and emergent histories) and the practices impli-
cated in the construction, negotiation, and revision of Sean’s prospec-
tus.

Second, the dynamic and heterogeneous nature of topics, and
particularly the gap between thetopicsin the seminar talk and thosethat
appearedin, and disappeared from, Sean’ stexts, hasimportant implica:
tionsfor our understanding of disciplinary enculturation. Sean’ stexts,
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and hisactual research, were not generated through the instantiation of
canonical schemes of sociology, scientific research, and graduate
education. Instead they were congtituted as a historical trajectory
through a dynamically configured, multidimensional space. In other
words, Sean’ stexts wereradically indexed in local activitiesand local
histories. Y et, theselocal histories of textual production and reception
werenot overtly displayedin Sean’ stext: indeed, aswehaveseen, many
were literally marked by their absence. Thus, this study of the topical
contoursof contextinthe negotiation of Sean’ s prospectussuggeststhat
disciplinary knowledge and disciplinary membership are not contexts
that we can simply assume and use in explaining discourse. Instead,
they represent dynamic achievementsthat must be artfully constructed
or displayed within (perhaps against) the heteroglossic, multiply deter-
mined ground of everyday life. Asde Certeau argues, disciplineshave
no true autonomous spaceto operatein, no way to cut the cord of social
andmaterial historicity. Asacomplex of situated practices, disciplinarity
is achieved through tactical movements back and forth between mul-
tiple possible worlds/discourses, trangating all the time, and through
the tact to sense how which topics may be appropriately nominated
where. Clearly, as this microhistory of talk and text suggests, the
practices of disciplinarity can only partially be learned through astudy
of its texts, for where the discipline is most purely displayed, its
practices are most thoroughly obscured.

Notes

1) Inanother illustration of how topics connect to contexts, Lindstrom
providesan interesting analysisfromavery different setting, an oral debateon
theisland of Vanuatu. In the debate, the participants strategically employed
topics, working to establish the truth of their positions by invoking or contest-
ing different (sometimes contradictory) island discourses. For example, part
of thedebatefocused ontheissue of whether there should beadebate at all and,
if so, who had rightsto speak init, that is, on whether it was an internal family
issue or one involving the wider community. Another issue revolved around
whether the death of aboy was connected to his grandfather’s cursing him or
tohisparents’ early resumption of sexual relations. | citethisexamplebecause
it makes the cultural nature of topics more visible; topics can appear obvious
and natural at home.

2) In saying that participants use tools, | do not mean that this useis
always conscious and controlled. Indeed, | assume that use of these semiotic
toolsislargely tacit and normally involves unintended consequences (i.e., the
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toolsinasenseal so usethe participants). Bakhtin (Dialogic) vividly describes
the conflictsthat emergeasanindividual’ sword encountersthe alien words of
others. Leont’ev, who developed Vygotsky's notions into activity theory,
suggests that tools represent a crystallization of sociohistorically developed
structures of labor practices and relations. In more memorable terms, the
psychologist Abraham Maslow is reported to have said, “If the only tool you
have is ahammer, you tend to treat everything asif it were anail.”
3) Names of participants and institutions are pseudonyms.
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Appendix A: Transcription of Talk

Transcription symbols:
1) = latching of speech, i.e., no perceptible pause across aturn
2) [ He/
/No / overtak (i.e., ssmultaneous talk)
3) () unintelligible
4) (yes) uncertain transcription

5) abrupt self-interruption

6) [1] explanatory note

7) [1s] noteindicatesapauseof over 1/2 second, estimated in
half-second intervals

8) “Go ahead” guotation marksindicateconstructed dialogue
9) material deleted from transcript

10) Bold print Emphasis added to highlight points for analysis

Closer transcription wasgenerally donefor classroominteractionsthan
for interviews. Ininterviews, somebackchannel talk may bedeleted to
save space. Capitalization, punctuation and line breaks are included to
aid in reading the text. 1n some cases, line breaks might be related to
breath groups and intonation contours; however, line breaks were not
based directly on transcription.
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Literacy and Expertise
In the Academy

Cheryl Geidler
Rensaeller Polytechnic Institute

Theability toread and write are usually regarded asabirthright in
thiscountry. Thetransmission of reading skillstothegeneral publichas
been part of theagendafor American education sincetheinitiation of the
public school movement (Cook-Gumperz; Graff; Soltow and Stevens).
Asaresult, weregularly espousetheideal if not the practice of teaching
everyoneto read, and recent educational reformshave attempted to add
writing to this agenda.

The concept of expertise, on the other hand, has aless 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
Americanculture, inparticular, thefigureof the" expert” invokesstrong
and ambivalent reactions as we, on the one hand, look to experts for
guidanceineverything fromtoothpasteto 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. Yeta
growing body of research on literacy practices repeatedly pointsto the
complex ways in which reading and writing have been transformed by
the academic professions. Infact, reading and writing practices, which
on the surface look open and easily available to all, may actually have
become arcane practices restricted to just afew.

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.

Volume 1, Number 1: January 1994 DOI: 10.37514/LLD-].1994.1.1.03
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In this article, | attempt to untangle the complex relationship
between literacy and expertiseintheacademy. Highlighting patternsin
evidence reviewed more extensively elsewhere (Geisler), my main
argument will bethat 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
functionswith respect to expertise. First, the academy took on thetask
of certifying the cognitive expertise of alimited 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 regquired a college degree was the clergy. Over the course
of afew 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
somelife-timejobsinuniversitiesand coll egesand mandated coursework
in their areas of specialization.

The second task taken on by the academy at theturn of the century
was educating the general public. As Larson has pointed out, the
modern professionsnot only had to arrangethe conditionsfor their own
market advantage through a credentialing system, they also had to
createthemarket for their professional services(Larson 8). Thatis, the
general public had to be educated concerning those areas of activity
which had best be left to experts. Paradoxically, thisrequired incul cat-
ing arespect for expertise and delimiting its proper areas of operation
— dl without actually transmitting the expertise itself (Bourdieu and
Passeron 41).

The American academy was thus faced with what | call the
dilemmaof expertise. Onthe one hand, it was charged with the task of
producing experts — that is, producing the expert knowledge upon
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which professionalswould act and passing that knowledge on through
certified educational programs. On the other hand, it was also charged
with the task of producing consumersfor 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 istailored accordingly
(Collins91). Inthe United States, however, these two sets of students
wereeducated simultaneously. Thatis, at thesametimeandinthesame
classrooms, students who would eventually become experts in the
domain content of the curriculum sat side by sidewith thosewho would
become consumers of that expertise. Such was the dilemma of exper-
tise.

The American academy appears to have responded to this di-
lemmaby using thetechnology of literacy to separate expertiseinto 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, theinstitutional 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 afield’ 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 thetwo 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 spacesmight interact, asimple examplecan beimagined. The
content problem space of athird 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 | think
of ?"), use (“What are dogs used for?’), and life cycle (“How long do
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dogslive?’). Therhetorical problem space, on the other hand, would
be shaped by the writer's relationship to the intended audience. Its
objectsmight include potential readerswho are examinedin such terms
as recent experience (“What have my readers heard about recently?’)
and general beliefs (“How do my readersfeel about this?’). According
to Bereiter and Scardamalia, successful writers must shift among these
two separate problem spaces, allowing the results of explorationin one
space (“We'veal just seen 101 Dalmatians.”) to guide exploration in
the other (“What are dalmatians used for?’) and vice versa (“1 know a
lot about collies. Why would my readersbeinterestedincollies?’). By
doing so, writers engage in knowledge transformation rather than
simple knowledge telling.

Characterizing expertise asmade up of dual problem spaceshelps
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 seemsto emerge early in experts' training.
Nearly all of the studentsin 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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beforethese studentsdevel oped the second characteristic of expertisein
ill-defined domains: the capacity to adapt abstractionsto 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
radiol ogists studied by Lesgold and his colleagues produced misdiag-
noses which ignored patient history and the radiol ogical setting. With
just socia scientific abstractionsto go on, theexpertsin Latin and South
America studied by Voss, et. a. 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, | am suggesting, by modelling expertise as the
interaction of arelatively early developing problem space of domain
content and alater devel oping problem space of rhetorical process. In
thedomain content problem space, expertsdevel op the abstractionsthat
enablethem to go beyond everyday understanding. Butitisthroughthe
rhetorical problem spacethat they devel op the reasoning structuresthat
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 al problem spaces
— are both susceptible to either a naive representation fairly close to
everyday understanding or amoreabstract representation characteristic
of expertise. In the problem space of domain content, expertise
reconfiguresnaiveand everyday objectsinto moreabstract entitieswith
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. a.; Wiser and Carey;
Young, aswell asthereview 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, al the
evidence points to the same pattern of transformation: novices appear
to operate with amore everyday understanding of texts as repositories
of knowledge, completely explicit intheir content but utterly opaguein
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Therelationship 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 thisisthe way novices overlook the fact that
texts are authored while experts cannot even begin to understand atext
without knowing who wrote it (Bazerman; Charney; Geisler, Chapter
10; Haas; Haasand Flower; Lundeberg; Penroseand Fennell; Wyaitt, et
a.).

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 devel opmentinour schools. Thisprocessappearstofall
into three periods. During the period of general education, asshownin
Figure3, roughly kindergartenthroughlatehigh school, studentsappear
to operate with naive representations in both problems spaces. Asthe
research on physics problem-solving suggests, students by and large
approachthedomain content of thecurriculumby assimilatinginforma-
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tion into their everyday understandings or by maintaining distinct
representations, onefor theformal knowledge of the classroom and one
for their everyday life. Participation in the IRF structures of schools
teacheschildrenthat academicknowledgeisdifferent fromand 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 abasically naive representation.

During thissame period, therhetorical problem spaceisrelatively
stableand underdevel oped. Studentsareencouragedtoview textsasthe
totally explicit source of formal knowledge, asautonomoustexts. Inthe
first few years of elementary schooal, attention is paid to learning the
reading procedures by which this knowledge can be read out of texts
(Heap; Baker and Freebody), but fromthen onrelatively little attention
ispaidtothetext. Writing during thisperiod isrelatively rare (Britton,
eta.; Applebee, 1981), but whenit doesoccur it servessimply toreverse
reading procedures: Thetext to bewrittenismadeisomorphic withthe
structure of the domain content asthe writer understandsit, using what
Bereiter and Scardamalia have called knowledge-telling procedures.

Naive Problem
Space of

Naive
Problem
Space of

Everyday

Entities

Figure3
The collapsing of problem spacesin K-14.
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Through these reading and writing practices, then, the rhetorical prob-
lem spaceisamost entirely collapsed onto the problem space of domain
content. Under thisnaiverepresentation, textsaretakentobeequivalent
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
acquirethe 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
directionsin how to usethem. Nevertheless, some studentsdo beginon
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 studentswill betested. Writing, on therare occasionsit is used,
serves to duplicate the knowledge structure of these texts (Applebee,

Naive Problem

Naive Problem

Content Expertise

Figure4
The emer gence of the expert representation
of domain content in under graduate school.
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1984, Chapter 4; Brown, Day, and Jones, Garner et a.; Sherrard;
Nelson). Students know intuitively that to do more would jeopardize
their mastery of content knowledgethey will berequiredto demonstrate
on tests (Penrose; Schumacher and Nash; Langer and Applebee). Itis
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
schoolsfor others, thisnaiverepresentation of rhetorical processunder-
goesamajor reorgani zation and abstraction. AsshowninFigure5, the
rhetorical dimension of expertise is suddenly revealed as something
distinct from the domain content. Texts are now seen to have authors,
to make claims, to be acts that can be understood only within in a
temporal and interpersonal framework (Haas; Penrose and Fennell).
Someissues are hot, someissuesirrelevant, someissues 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 emer gence of the expert representation
of rhetorical processin graduate school.
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This emergence of an expert representation of the rhetorical
problem spaceisthefinal stageinthe acquisition of expertise. Foritis
only when both the domain content and the rhetorical processes of a
field arerepresented in abstract termsthat they can, together, engagein
the dynamic interplay that produces expertise. Teachers, who once
remained remotelecturersonissueslong dead to their fields, now come
alive as mentors in cutting edge research. The ora discourse and
accompanying hands-on activity of knowledge construction start to
restructurethebasically flat formal domain content abstractionslearned
earlier. Rhetorical knowledge and domain content knowledge, as
Bereiter and Scardamaliafirst suggested, comeinto 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” usedintheabovediscussion— canrightly beunderstood aspart
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.
Consistentwiththisgoal, nearly al investigationsof cognitiveexpertise
have accounted for expertise as acomplex 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
encouragestudentstoabandontheir simplisticknowledge-tellingmodel
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
expertstend to decompose a problem into subproblems each of which
can, to some extent, be solvedindependently (Simon). Thisdecompo-
sition, hefurther suggests, followsthenatural ly-occurring weak bound-
aries among entities in a system. Thus, a good decompoasition is
supposed to keep entitieswith strong bondstogether 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 thedual problem space framework would be adanger-
ous one, however, for it accepts as “natural” what is actually the
outcome of socia arrangements and cultural power. In particular, it
might suggest that academi c expertiseisso cognitively complex that we
can reasonably expect only some students to master it.

We must avoid thisinterpretation. Some kind of decomposition
may beinevitable given the limitations of human information process-
ing, but no particular decompositionisitsalf inevitablewhentheentities
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
structureof thinkingitself. Thedevel opment of thedual 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 appearsto 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
deliversexpertiseto somewhilewithholding it from others. Expertise,
which was restricted in the late nineteenth-century to the indigenous
cultureof theupper-classEastern elites, appearsto havebeentaken 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 auniversal 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 hew class of professional experts.

Asaresult, our current educational sequence providesall students
with anaive understanding of the moreformal component of expertise
while withholding an understanding of this tacit rhetorical dimension.
In thisway, as suggested in Figure 6, a Great Divide has been created
— not agreat divide between orality and literacy as literacy scholars
originally suggested (Goody and Watt; Havelock; Olson), but rather a
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great dividewith expertson onesidewith acompleteif digjoint practice
of expertise, and laypersons on the other side facing what seemslike 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 metadi scourse (Crismore),
textsneglect therhetorical dimension of expertise, making the problem
space of rhetorical process absolutely indistinguishable from the prob-
lem space of domain content. Asaresult, students may be ableto use
textbooksto perceive that their everyday understandings areinconsis-
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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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 theway that it will bemost likely to beignored or misunderstood
by students. When these students grow up to be laypersons, they will
bewell educated inwhat Halloran (personal communication) hascalled
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 theliteracy practices of the schoolsarethe
key tothat persistence. Taken at their face value, school texts appear to
belifeless artifacts which, by their very autonomy, invitellittle by way
of further interaction. Interaction, indeed, seemsto be besidethe 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, atrading
of everyday conceptsin favor of theformal 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
middleclass(Collins189). Oncethesurpluswealth of industrialization
had been redistributed and absorbed by this emerging professional
class, however, upward mobility no longer seemed assured (Collins4).
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; Larsonxviii). Atthispoint,
then, professionalismwastransformedinto moreof anideol ogy shaping
individual aspirations than an actual reflection of reality. It is still,
however, an ideology that can motivate some students to persist in
school.
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By and large, however, most studentswho persist with literacy in
the schools are relying on what Bourdieu and Passeron have called the
“cultural capital” they bringfrom home (Bourdieu and Passeron 32; see
also Callins 9; Gouldner 20). As Heath's research has indicated,
students from middle class Anglo-Protestant homes bring to school a
whole host of interaction patternswith textsthat are not commoninthe
other indigenous cultures. These early literacy events appear to be a
powerful determinant of students’ later successin school (Wells). Such
interactions, Scollon and Scollon have suggested, enable children to
recast themselves as textual agents, thus rehumanizing autonomous
textsand understanding them asapart of their everyday lives. Suchan
advantage, in effect, initiatesstudents’ development of aproblem space
of rhetorical processyearsahead of those who do not bring comparable
cultural capital from home.

If, for whatever reasons, studentspersistin school, they will move
onto undergraduate school wherethey will be exposed for thefirsttime
to the problem solving contexts in which abstractions about domain
conceptsareval uable. Thisistheboundary withexpert practiceand, 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
analysesto come up with theright answer (Larkin, McDermott, Simon
and Simon). Expertsin 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
disputethat everyonehasagreedto archiveitintextbooks; solutionsare
S0 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 expertsto
articulate and therefore most difficult for studentsto learn.

Only after studentsdeclaretheir mgjors, select professional schools,
or apply to graduate school will they beallowedto moveon andreapthe
rewards of professional expertise. By thistime, students will have
demonstrated a decided aptitude in their chosen area of speciaization,
amost 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 incul cating the virtues of an upper-classlibera culture. Only
with these declarations of cognitive and sociological affiliationinplace
will they be invited to cross the Great Divide.
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Once at the cutting edge — where knowledge is most contingent
and problemsareby definitionill-defined— studentsfindthereasoning
procedures experts use to explore the problem space of rhetorical
process more explicit and accessible. Experts don't ssimply 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 abothersome or irrelevant aspect of thetext,
becomes the source of important clues: how certain is this author’s
claim? did thisresearcher 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 isinitiated. And what isrecov-
ered, strangely, isthetemporal and human aspectsof indigenousculture
that students once thought they had to leave behind. It isthe details of
lived experience, in the lab, in the conference room, in the funding
agencies, that must be recovered. But it isareconfigured indigenous
culture, one more abstract in which the “career” of a professional
serving humanity, uncovering truth, and contributing to progress takes
onapublicsignificance. Professional identity becomespart of personal
identity (Larson 227-229). The abstract temporal dimensions of cul-
tural progress, thegetting and using of knowledge, becomethetemporal
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
guestions must admit that expertise is not simply a developmental
phenomenon. Itissimply not the case, for example, that studentsin the
general curriculum are taught to read in away that must only be further
devel oped when they go on to the university. After fourteen years of
being taught that thetext hasall theanswers, isit any surprisethat some
studentsfind 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 expertsin 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 understandingsthat hasbeen drummedinto
them through the period of general education.
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We might argue, of course, that thislack of rhetorical interpreta-
tionarisesout of theselaypersons’ absolutelack of knowledge. Thatis,
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 al,
experts are not the only ones who can make connections between
specialized content and experience. They are simply the only ones
whose experience counts.

Thecontrast between the neat devel opmental sequence suggested
by Figure 2 and the complex transitions diagrammed in Figure 5isa
telling one: The development of the two problems spaces of expertise
doesnot take placea ong twoindependent and strai ghtforward continua
asFigure 2 suggests. Instead, obscured by the myth of the autonomous
text, the rhetorical problem spaceisonly alowed to emerge, as shown
in Figure 5, within the context of an already abstracted representation
of domaincontent. Inthisway, theprocessesof cognitive devel opment
havebecome heavily intertwined with the sociological dynamicslegiti-
mizing professional privilege. That it, the circuitous development of
rhetorical process practically guarantees that experts will be the only
onesableto useafield stextsin 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 thisbrief and too rapid survey, | would suggest that we
simply can make no real sense out of the literacy practices of the
academy unlessweunderstandingtitutional forcesof professionalization
that create a society made up of experts on one side and laypersons on
the other. Inasimilar manner, however, we can get no purchase onthe
sociological phenomenon of expertiseunlessweseehow itisplayed out
ontheminutepracticesof reading andwriting of individual agents. This
iswhat | havereferredto el sewhereastheproblem of reflection (Geidler,
Chapter 13).

For, in one way or ancther, we are those individuals. Simply by
virtue of being at home in these texts, reading and writing these texts,
we areinvolved. Even those of us in the academy who do not see
ourselvesasimplicated in the professionalization project must cometo
termswith the way the academy has been shaped by that project. Itis
all too easy to view expertise asthe outcome of monalithicinstitutional
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forces over which we, as victims or innocent bystanders, have little
control. But aslong as research on expertise iswritten as the account
of what other people do, theaccount will beafalseaccount. Only once
we engage with the problem of reflection, seeking explanations which
ring bellswith our own experience, with what we ourselvesdo, will we
be getting closer to the truth.

Thestakefor involvement are high. Aslong asstudentsthink 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
refuseto makethemovewill beforcedto drop out; asignificant portion
who do makethemovewill becrippled. Muchismadetoday of school
reform but in most cases, academic practitionersmakethesecallsfor the
reform of others and never of themselves. The argument made here,
however, isthat some of the persistent i nequitiesin American schooling
began with the academy’ s alliance with the agenda of the professional
movement. Solong asthisalliance persistsunguestioned, solong asthe
university functions primarily as a credentialling wing for the profes-
sions, wewill continueto construct and reconstruct the Great Dividein
every act of our daily reading, writing, and knowing.
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TheWonder of Writing
Acrossthe Curriculum

Art Young
Clemson University

Themainreason| got involved with writing acrossthe curriculum
fifteen yearsagowasadministrativeand related to campuspolitics. The
main reason | have stayed actively involved in writing across the
curriculum for fifteen years is personal and related to my teaching.
Quite smply, | am a better teacher because of writing across the
curriculum. So while motivations and intentions are messy things to
characterize, for me the combination of administrative and teaching
responsibilitiesand personal and public desires have led to most of my
professorial lifebeing engagedinwriting acrossthecurriculum—inmy
own classroom and on my college campuses— first at Michigan Tech,
and now for six years at Clemson University.

Fifteen years ago, asanew department head, | wascalled into the
officeof my even newer Provost and givenacharge: do something about
thelack of communication skillsexhibited by Michigan Tech engineer-
ing students and recent graduates. | returned to my department,
symbolically located, | thought, on the other end of campus, and met
with colleagues to decide what to do.

Now doing something about the communication skills of engi-
neering students was not at that time the battle cry of my fledgling
departmental administration. We had established our own internal
prioritiesaround moretraditional goal sof creatinganew undergraduate
degree and thereby attracting more majors and of starting a graduate
program. It wasasif Bill Clinton, on being ushered into power on the
promiseto build an economically strong America, had beentoldthat his
first priority would beto build an even stronger Germany and Japan. To
aid aggressive competitors in campus politics for market share and
funding priorities. And not only to hel pthemto achieveabetter product,
amore marketabl eengineering graduate, but to helptheminan areathat
they themselves didn’t deem very important to their mission or worthy
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of their time— an areathat they saw as a secondary one—communica:
tionsskills. Kind of likethe Japanese or Germanswanting U. S. advice
on fashions— what to wear to acorporate dinner. Or sowethought. In
some sense, very early on, we saw the Provost’ s charge as an opportu-
nity, but to recognize how big an opportunity it really was took time,
experience, and anew way of thinking about university priorities, about
colleaguesacrossdisciplines, and about what being ateacher wasreally
all about. Soafter about ayear of study and discussion, awriting-across-
the-curriculum project was launched at Michigan Tech.

Now, | hope you don’t mind if | use the abbreviation “WAC” for
writing acrossthe curriculum. It hasbecomeastaplein my vocabulary,
like GM, IBM, or GE. In fact, aslong as | am drawing analogies to
market competition, | might share an experience | had earlier thisyear.
Conducting the second day of a faculty workshop at St. Thomas
University in New Brunswick, Canada, | arrived to find an overhead
transparency projected onto the screen — “WAC MAN: THE RE-
TURN.” It was a newspaper ad from a local electronics store in
Fredericton — appropriately, perhaps, named “Wacky's.” | will spare
you the rest of the extended analogy | wrote about obtaining a WAC
mobile so that the briefcased crusader could battle sentence fragments
and commasplicesinanever ending battle against |anguage corruption.

What | have found in fifteen years asa WAC Man, isthat being
involved with WAC has kept the focus of my professiona life on
teaching. | realizethat my teaching suffersif | allow myself to become
isolated, to drop out of the WAC community of teachers at my school,
that | losethereality check on my own teaching and forgo opportunities
for further growth as ateacher. That is why WAC, for me, is both a
personal and institutional matter. For WAC to work, it needs both the
commitment of individual teachers and a supportive interdisciplinary
community and institutional commitment to nurture it. Thus, my
remarkstoday will have thistwin focus, theindividual and the commu-
nal, the personal and the public, the teacher and the institutions that
support teaching.

It has not been enough for me to get some good ideas about
teaching at aconference or faculty workshop and then drop the conver-
sation — go into my classroom and shut the door behind me. | need to
find waysto sustain the conversation— with my own studentsasjunior
colleagues in the enterprise of teaching and learning — and with each
of you. | need them and | need you to keep the teaching conversation
going within me, and together we must find ways to keep the faculty
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workshop going—with ong breaksand with good food, of course—but
a continuing workshop nonetheless.

Writing across the curriculum, when it works well and thrives,
conceives of students, teachers, our variousdisciplines, and our admin-
istrative programs as one interrelated system (Herrington and Moran
iX). Thisissomething | could not or did not imagine sixteen years ago
— when | viewed faculty in different disciplines as competitors for
market share — ones who talked a disciplinary language | could not
understand and did not want to understand.

Writing across the curriculum has its beginnings, for me, in the
important work of James Britton, Nancy Martin, and their colleagues at
theUniversity of London’ sSchoolsCouncil Project. Theirswasamajor
effort to integrate and then study “language across the curriculum” in
English schools in the 1960s and 70s. Their work demonstrated in
theory and in practice that language was integral to learning aswell as
tocommunicationinall disciplines. Most WAC projectsintheU. S.in
the late 70s, such as the one at Michigan Tech, were motivated by a
desire to enhance student abilitiesin these two areas. First, they were
concerned with students’ ability to communicate, what was often called
student literacy — functional literacy, critical literacy, academic lit-
eracy. Teachers, administrators, and funding agencieswanted students
to read and to write better than they did. Second, they were concerned
with students’ abilities as |earners — they wanted students to become
more active and engaged learners, critical thinkers, and problem-
solvers — and they believed that providing students with increased
opportunitiesto usewriting asatool for learning would help meet these
goals. Insomesense, wemight say that first-generation WAC programs
founded on these premises focused on the cognitive development of
individual students. They encouraged writing in all disciplines to
enable students to become astute learners, critical thinkers, and effec-
tive communicators.

In the 1980s, teachers explored the social dimensions of written
communication, an exploration that gradually shifted WAC theory and
practice away from a cognitive emphasis to a more socially-based
perspective on writing. This shift paralleled WAC's move from the
individual classroom into the wider socia arena of campus-wide and
state-wide programs. Thus, to the first two premises for WAC pro-
grams, athird and a fourth were added. Third, writing is a social
activity; it takes place in a socia context. If we want students to be
effective communicators, to be successful engineers and historians,
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then we cannot separate form from content, writing from knowledge,
action from context. We should not teach writing genericaly, in a
vacuum, asif it wereaskill unconnected to purposeor context. Student
writers need to join a community of learners engaged in generating
knowledge and solving problems, to join, even as novices, disciplinary
conversations and public-policy discussions. WAC programs, there-
fore, began to stress the role of collaboration in learning, the role of
audiencein communication, and theroleof socia contextinlearningto
write and writing to learn. Each new context makes different demands
on awriter and requires different understandings about what is valued
as expressions of knowledge in particular communities. Teachers
began to change the social environments of their individual classrooms
to nurture and challenge student writers, and they began tolobby for the
institutionalization of WAC within their school or college.

A fourth premise, then, isthat writing is social action; writersare
advocates who write to further personal and socia goals. If we want
studentsto beeffective communicators, wecannot continually ask them
to practice at writing separate from any social or disciplinary commu-
nity of shared knowledge and interests. Writers write to change their
perceptionsof theworld and to change others’ perceptionsof theworld.
Thus WA C programs have added advocacy writing to their repertoire;
students writing to audiences beyond the classroom, writing to audi-
enceswho want to hear what they know and what they think about what
they know, writing on electronic networksto understand, monitor, and
solveglobal aswell aslocal problems, writing “wherelanguagecanlead
to action in the world” (Dunlap 213).

Aswe move through the decade of the 1990s toward the twenty-
first century, WAC proponents understand more and morewhat isto be
done. We do not replace the cognitive dimension of writing with the
social dimension, but rather we continue to build on the knowledge and
experience of others in both areas. Today, mature WAC programs
attempt to use all four underlying premises as a way of empowering
students as active learners and effective communicators: writing to
learn, writing to communicate, writing as social process, writing as
social action. Certainly, there are tensions and conflicts between
teachers and scholars who prefer either cognitively or socially-based
instructional strategies, but the stance of most WAC programs is to
welcome competing viewpoints on such matters, to see WAC as an
inclusive and evolving movement, one which seeks to encourage
conversationsabout significant educational i ssuesby teachersand other
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interested parties, and then to listen for opportunities that may lead to
communal action and educational renewal based on consensus (preced-
ingfour paragraphsadapted fromthe" Introduction”to Farrell, Gere, and
Y oung's forthcoming Programs and Practices).

But as we al know, when we try to start and sustain WAC
programs, things do not always run smoothly in practice. About four
years ago, Toby Fulwiler and | were editing a book on this subject:
Programs That Work: Models and Methods for Writing Across the
Curriculum. Wewere just about finished, and it became time to write
theintroduction — an overview of the book and aresponse to the most
frequently asked guestions about implementing and running a WAC
program. But something was bothering me. | knew from my personal
experience as well as the experiences of the cross disciplinary faculty
represented in the fourteen chapters before me, that something was
wrong. We knew that WAC programs create a better academic
environment for both studentsand faculty tolearn and excel asteachers
and learners, and yet we also knew that most WA C programs remain
difficult to initiate, difficult to fund, difficult to sustain, difficult to
institutionalize, difficult to integrate into the central role of the school
or university. WAC* isstill an adjunct program on most campuses, still
on tenuous budgetary footing, still without administrative positioning
withintheacademy, till, asit were, operating onthefringe of academic
respectability” (287). Eventhough our book contained descriptions of
fourteen exemplary and apparently healthy programs, | thought we
needed to confront thisdarker reality. So Toby and | did what we often
do when we don’t quite understand what the other is talking about, he
went hisway towritethefirst draft of the“Introduction,” and | went my
way towritethefirst draft of what wasto becomethe Afterword” tothe
book — with the ominous title “The Enemies of Writing Across the
Curriculum.”

| elaborated on along list of attitudes and practices that subvert
WA Canditsefforttoimproveeducation, what | called enemiesof WAC
and institutionalizing WAC— alist familiar to most of you, I'm sure:

— Academic ingtititutions are organized by disciplinary depart-
ments, and thusinterdisciplinary programs, such asWAC, fall through
the cracks of the academy, along with many of our students.

— WAC isidentified as aremedia program, as a quick fix, as
something temporary, so that once students again write better, asinthe
good old days, the program will be phased out.
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— Unstable leadership: Writing faculty, often the most knowl-
edgeable leaders of WAC on campus, are often adjuncts, part-timers,
graduate teaching assi stants, non-tenure track— subject to being rolled
over and turned out in afew years.

— Resistance from English departments has many formsaswell:
reluctance to share responsibility for teaching writing with untrained
faculty in other disciplines; reluctance to water down the main mission
of the department, the literature program; reluctance to tenure and
promote faculty in composition.

— The pressure at many collegesisfor even larger classes, more
students, but also moreresearch. With large classes come standardized
tests and the belief that such tests are objective and preferable to
subjectivewriting assignments. Thisreinforcesthemyththat writingin
educational settings should be used primarily to test students' knowl-
edgerather than asopportunitiesto learn subject matter. Inthenation’s
schools, the situation is even worse. Not only are the students labeled
with a standardized test score, but so are teachers, schools, school
districts, and states. Teaching to such tests subvertsinnovative teach-
ing— and WAC thrives on innovation, just as mediocrity thrives on
standardization.

— At the college level, the traditional reward system devalues
undergraduate teaching and primarily rewards research, publications,
grants. It also assumes that the teacher’ s job isto disseminate knowl-
edge and that the student’s job is to memorize what the teacher
disseminates. If such a modd is accurate, it makes perfect sense to
videotapethe professor’ slectures, show themtoten or fifteen classes of
students at the same time— or watch them in the library if you miss
class— and have graduate students administer the scan-tron tests— to
measure how much the students remember from the video lectures. It
certainly does free up faculty research time— especialy if the video-
tapes only need revising once or twice a decade (or a career?)

— Thefear of student resistanceis another key enemy: everyone
knowsstudentshatetowrite, sowhy turnthem off and risk gettinglower
student evaluations at the end of the term? Teaching studentsto write
about physics or horticulture is someone else’ sresponsibility anyway.
Our system of education has trained students to be like Skinnerian
pigeons— to prefer things simple. Tell uswhat to say, when to say it,
how to say it, and then give us our reward. But asevery WAC teacher
knows, students are not pigeons, and when given the opportunity, most
prefer not to betreated aspigeons. Faculty areoften pleasantly surprised
when student evaluations actually go up.
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— And thefinal enemy | noted, faculty resistance: some faculty
are apathetic, othersinsecure, others downright hostile to any program
that offersto assist them with their teaching. They see such efforts as
asubtleindictment of their current teaching and feel threatened by any
attempt at collaboration centered on teaching. They believe that
teaching is a matter between teacher and students, and any organized
attempt to change their teaching strategies is an attack on academic
freedom. At colleges, faculty have an even greater reason to resist —
it is against their own self-interest. Time spent on teaching is time
robbed from research. (287-294)

Thisis adepressing litany, isn’t it? And thisfrom aguy whois
generally upbeat, optimistic, idedlistic, forward-looking. The WAC
Man. FifteenyearsasaWAC advocate. | don’t know what got into me
— some midlife episode, | assume. My “enemies’ essay has now been
out for acouple of years, and it has been interesting to see some of the
critical reactionsfromteachersin other places. Mostly, thereaction has
been favorable, favorableinthe sensethat they concedethat | common-
sensically summarized adepressing situation. Somescholarshavebeen
more perceptive and have constructed arguments about how | missed
the boat on such things as faculty resistance. Faculty resistance is
actually agood thing, they claim, because out of such resistance comes
the creative tension that engenders change. The post-modernist para-
dox: the need to be part of a community with stable traditions and
conventions — and the concomitant need for dynamic change and
resistancewithin that same community ( Howard 49). For somereason,
these arguments did not immediately lift my spiritsfrom their mid-life
depths.

And then | read an article by Willima E. Coles. Jr., of the
University of Pittsburgh, with the engaging title “Writing Across the
Curriculum: Why Bother?’ After summarizing my list of enemiesand
the struggles that WAC programsface, he writesand | quote, “that the
real wonder is not that the program has enemies. Thewonder isthat it
has gathered so many friends’” (23). And reading Col€'s essay, my
spiritsbegan to soar. And thusthetitle of my talk today on the wonder
of writing acrossthe curriculum. Colegoesonto concludehisessay in
thisway:

Why bother to work at writing across the curriculum? Finally, |
suppose, because a student, as it turns out, is not the only focus of the
process. For teachers, no less than for students, writing across the
curriculum — given its insistence that one ask real rather than loaded
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questions, the way it takes for granted the importance of dialogue and
revisionsaspart of thewriting process, anditsemphasisonteachersrather
than the supremacy of the Teacher — can bean expression of faiththat can
keepfaithitself alive, faithinthiscasethat real growth, real development,
real change, are possible, evenin an educational institution. Thisdoes, of
course, demand a commitment of time and energy, but an unreasonable
oneonly if | forget that, very simply, I’ m abetter teacher, abetter student,
abetter preson, when | act asthough | had that kind of faith. (25)

And thus the conversations we have at workshops, at colloquia
like this one, and in print (like the one | had with William Coles),
continueto work their magic for me. So with no apol ogieswhatsoever,
I'll tell you about onewriting and learning process| have beenusingin
an upper-level Victorian literature class| teach, and thereby share with
youthejoy | experiencein teaching, ajoy continually renewed not only
by my interaction with students but with faculty colleagueswho bother
about writing across the curriculum.

| usewritingto help studentslearn Victorianliterature ( thesubject
matter | teach), learn to read difficult texts, learnto talk and write about
them, learn to pose questions that need asking, learn to make meaning
in such a way that it is indeed meaningful to them and to others.
Although our subject matter changes depending on our discipline,
whether accounting or zoology, these are common goals among WAC
teachers, ones we can adapt to the unique circumstances of our own
teaching. By way of introduction, let me say that | learned about this
strategy I’ mgoingto sharewithyoufrom anengineering colleague, Dan
McAuliff, whouseditinan electrical engineering course, andthat it has
been adapted and used by teachers at Clemson in various disciplines,
including Melanie Cooper in chemistry and Robert Jameson in math-
ematics. Unless| am mistaken, all three of theseteachersusedit before
| did. Welearned about it from each other in our faculty workshops—
which over 400 Clemson faculty have now participated in — and
through articleswewrotefor our local WAC Newsletter. Although my
Victorian literature classenrollsabout 35 students per section, it should
be noted that Melanie Cooper’s first-year chemistry course enrolls
about 200 students per section.

The focus on this assignment is on a series of notes or letters
studentswriteto each other in pairs. They first writeto apartner about
the problemsthey’ ve encountered ininterpreting adifficult text— they
construct and contextualize questionsabout it— and then writeareturn
letter to their partner suggesting possible answers and perhapsraising
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other issuesto bediscussed. Inwriting, they often surprise themselves
with what they learn, and they are often gratified to help someone else
understand — to make a difference through written communication.

Let me give you the context for this assignment: thiswasthe last
of six writing assignments studentswererequiredto dointhecourse, in
addition to amidterm and afinal exam. Two of the other assignments
were formal critical essays on the literature, and three were more
informal creative writing assignments, like writing a poem in the
dramatic monologue form of Robert Browning. Students kept their
writing in aportfolio, which was read and assessed by them and by me
about midterm and at the course conclusion. For thisfinal assignment,
students had one week to read the novel Heart of Darkness by Joseph
Conrad, to read the critical introduction to the novel by Cedric Watts,
and to read one scholarly essay by China Achebe who argued that the
novel isracist. Part | of this assignment, the first letter, was written
before the novel was discussed in class; it could be handwritten and be
about 200 words long; and Part 1, the response letter,was written
following the week’s class discussion and needed to be typed and be
about 500 wordslong. Studentsknew aswell that therewould beafinal
exam guestion on Heart of Darkness.

| present one letter of inquiry and one letter of response from the
exchange between Emily and Alyson — as a way of centering our
attention on students' texts.

Alyson,

Onpage 149, Marlow makesageneral statement about women after
having a conversation with his aunt, saying, “It’'s queer how out of touch
withthetruthwomenare. They liveinaworld of their own, and there had
never been anything likeit, and never can be. Itistoo beautiful altogether,
and if they wereto set it up, it would go to pieces before thefirst sunset.”
After reading thenovel, | could see how Marlow would think that Kurtz's
Intended fit into this stereotype. Shereally did seem to be totally out of
touch with reality, and she didn’t seem to have a clue about the man she
loved. Thequestion | want to ask iswhether the Africanwoman described
near the end of the novel on page 226 fitsinto this stereotype. Actually,
| would like to know where and how shefitsinto thenovel at all, beyond
the insinuations of being Kurtz's mistress. | think this woman must be
symbolic of something, although | am not exactly sure of what. Isshea
living, breating human embodiment of the “heart of darkness,” the
wilderness of the African Congo, as seems to be indicated on page 2267

Emily
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Emily,

In class, we discusseed the possibility that Heart of Darknessis a
masculine novel. Thisideaseems supported by the narrator’ sreliance on
patriarchal assumptions and Marlowe's unsympathetic view of women
and, perhaps, by the subject matter which focuses on plotting, murder,
intrigue, and male adventure. Based on these assumptions, the savage
woman'’ srole can be explained as a symbolic representation of the things
to which this man feels alternately attracted and repulsed — woman and
Africa

Beforethetrip, Marlow has, asyou mentioned, stated hisdemeaning
and subordinating attitude towards women (that they’ re out of touch with
thetruth). But that description fitshis Aunt and the Intended specifically,
whilethis savage woman seems a striking deviation from this stereotype.
When considering the savage woman in the context of Marlow’ s stereo-
type, | came up with several possibilities.

Some possihilities for the purpose of this woman were suggested
briefly by Achebe. He believes that she serves as a direct contrast or
oppositeto the Intended. If so, | wonder why Conrad would deliberately
draw this contrast with his own view of woman who is embodied in the
Intended? When you consider the dichotomies presented (Thames/
Congo, AfricalEngland, civilized/savage, good/evil), this contrast of the
powerful, wild savage with the civilized, naive Intended is afitting echo
of the division made by Marlow. But does Marlow’s image of women
represent what he wants them to be? | think it does because he willfully
hides the truth from the Intended by lying about Kurtz's last words.

Yet | think it’simportant that, to Marlow, truth is available to men
only. Itisamasculineconcern. Soif thewoman represents Africa, which
hesuggestsisthecaseby commentssuchas”... thewholesorrowful land...
seemed to look at her, pensive, asthough it had been looking at theimage
of its own tenebrous and passionate soul” (76), then she has a strong
connection with the truth. As| seeit, the primitive and the savage isthe
vehiclefor truth in Heart of Darkness; therefore, thiswoman conveys, or
threatens to convey, truth....

However, another purpose this woman serves is to help explain
Kurtz. The implication that she was his mistress makes Marlow and the
reader consider her as a real woman, one who is capable of having a
relationship withawhiteman. It’ sinteresting to consider whether Conrad
created her to represent how savage Kurtz had become or to show us that
our kinshipwith Africaisreal. | think animportant questioniswhether she
representsapositive alternativeto the deluded, meek Intended or whether
sherepresentsthedarknesswhichlured Kurtzinto madness. That question
asks, | think, amajor decision to be made about the novel.

Alyson
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Asl read the exchange of student |etters, thefirst thing that struck
me was the quality of the talk about literature that is exhibited in the
letters: thequestionsandissuesthat werethoughtfully rai sed, theinsight
and agility with the process of literary interpretation, the quality of the
writing and thinking, theimpressive array of intellectual skillsthat was
brought to bear in assisting another to understand the novel: analysis,
synthesis, inferenceand specul ation, integration of primary and second-
ary sources.

Why was | surprised by such engagement and sophistication by
my students?— becausetheselettterscontrasted markedly with thetwo
formal critical essaysthey had written previously for me and to mein
the course — ones which were not coherent or insightful — ones that
were not ajoy to read. Many of you know the kinds of critical essays
I mean. | began to question what might have caused the difference: the
shift in audience from the teacher as primary to fellow student as
primary with theteacher assecondary? Theshiftin context, fromatopic
or question the teacher concocted to a question raised by a fellow
student? The shift from the form and language of my profession — the
specialized language of literary analysis in the critical essay — a
language many studentsmust do their best toinvent— sinceitisnot the
language of their profession or of their experience — to the form of
language of notes and letters — at once personal and familiar to the
students?

Some other questions | muse about when | study and interpret the
student writing:

— Why did the students claimto enjoy and learn morefromthe
lettersthey wroteand received rather thantheformal critical essaysthey
wrote?

— Why did many students write inept and “just playing the
game” critical essays and insightful and sincere letters about Heart of
Darkness? Andwasl just playing the gamewhen | earlier inthe course
assigned a critical essay on the role of love and marriage in Oscar
Wilde's play, The Importance of Being Earnest?

— Why didthestudentscomplain about therestrictionsontheir
creativity and their interpretive ability when | assigned the broad topic
of love in Wilde' splay for their critical essay, and not complain at all
about writing aletter to afellow student on amuch narrower topic (such
asthe“role of the African woman” in Heart of Darkness, who appears
for only a couple of pages) ?

— How come the students so easily integrated primary and
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secondary sourcesinto theflow of their letters, while quotes from such
sourcesin their critical essays resembled patchwork quilts?
— Andwhy, at theend of class, on the student evaluation form
— did numerous students comment that the letters were the most
difficult writing assignment of the term, and the most time consuming,
and yet theonethey found the most val uableand | earned the most from?
| assigned these essays |l ast semester — only three months ago —
so I'm dtill musing — | don’t have the answers to these and other
guestions. But | do have some initial observations that I’'m willing to
share with you — in the hopes that you will give me your ideas about
these issues as we chat in the discussion period following thistalk.

First, | think the social nature of the assignment was important.
Thestudentshadinterpreted my critical essay assignment asthefamiliar
school assignment — show the teacher that you read the novel and can
write somethings about it — show your teacher you canthink. Youare
not really hel ping theteacher understand thenovel any better — because
the teacher has read and taught the novel several times, read many
professional books and essays about it, and you have spent a week
reading the novel — while taking four or five other classes at the same
time. The advantage of the lettersisthat they are written for aspecific
individual, apeer, whoisasking real questions, asking for help, and for
whom you can play the role of colleague and of teacher. The letters
demonstrate students communicating to a real audience rather than
practicing at communicating for a pretend audience: profesional
scholars who read and write essays about Heart of Darkness. In
addition, the letters are contextualized within the classroom commu-
nity. Asyoucan seefrom Alyson’sresponseletter — and thiswastrue
of most letters— the classroom lectures, discussions, and readings are
integrated into theletter writing — students synthesi ze and make sense
of what they heard and read in class. The formal critical essays were
writteninthevacuum— asif to mention that you got someof your ideas
from classmates and class discussion wasaform of cheating. Theletter
assignment, | believe, wasvital totheknowledge studentswere making,
whilethecritical essay was perceived asan “ add-on assignment” — an
“out-of-class” project — and became, in practice, an isolated and
isolating task.

Second, | think the problem-posing nature of the assignment was
important. The students|earned asmuch in Part | of the assignment as
they did in writing the longer and more formal (it had to be typed) Part
I1. Fundamental to every disciplineisfiguring out how to ask important
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and germane questions that continue the advancement of knowledge
within that field. Y ou’ve got to know alot to ask good questions (and
| found out my students know a lot), and good questions beget good
responses. The person writing back to you knows that superficial
generalitiesor astring of quotesfrom secondary sourceswill not do—
will not answer your questionsand addressyour confusion, will not help
you understand a little more about Heart of Darkness, will not help at
al. Itasksthewriter to take seriously the responsibility of awriter. It
placesresponsibility onthewriterinPart || —anobligationtoteach, and
an obligation to be sincere and honest. Reading this student writing
mademequestionif | wasbeing honest when | earler asked the students
to write and essay on love and marriage in The Importance of Being
Earnest — when | aready knew most of the answers. | also note that
Alyson, inresponding sincerely to Emily, questions herself — and that
these questions and the remarkabl e conclusion to her essay become an
invitation to continue the conversation — not an attempt to provide
definitive answers and thus end it.

Inreading my students' writing— both the critical essaysand the
letter exchange— | not only learn about the students, about Oscar Wilde
and Joseph Conrad, but also, and maybe mostimportantly, about mysel f
asateacher, whoandwhat | valueinteaching. | now realizel prefer my
mirroredreflection, my ownselfimage, asitisrepresentedinthestudent
letters — rather than the image of me | seerepresented in their critical
essays. It makesme eager to read thewriting my studentsthissemester,
in an entirely different course, are generating. And it makes me eager
tolistento each of you talk about your teaching-- inthe hallwaysandin
the workshop sessions over the next two days of this colloquia. For
doing these things, quite simply, makes me a better teacher.
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Comingto Gripswith Theory:
College Students Use of
Theoretical Explanation in
Writing About History

Russel K. Durst
University of Cincinnati

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-
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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



82 Language and Learning Across the Disciplines

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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