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Back to the Future;
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Discour se Valuest
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Yesterday afternoon, in the midst of the conference, | set my previ-
ously prepared paper aside and began to revise this talk. | had decided
my previous version focused too much on problems and not enough on
possibilities, the exciting possibilities | had heard so many of you talk of
as your current practices. So, | felt | needed to revise—my students
would say that's a fate awriting teacher deserves! What followsis a bit
of acollage from my previousversion and my notesfrom the conference.

It may be asign of my aging, but | think it's equally a sign of the
times, that when | think of writing-across-the curriculum—especially
when asked to look toward the future, | am drawn to looking back to my
initial involvement in WAC inthe mid-1970’s. In his history of writing-
across-the- curriculum, David Russell claimsthat “ Cross-curricular pro-
grams were almost always a response to a perceived need for greater
access, greater equity” (21). That was certainly true of the 1970's. At
thetime, | was responsible for a devel opmental reading and writing pro-
gram at a small state college with an open admissions policy. Many of
the students | taught—for reasons of previous education, and beyond
that, family background and class—were ill prepared for college. My
colleagues and | were drawn to writing-across-the-curriculum out of our
commitment to access and WAC's focus on using writing as a way of
helping students become more successful learners and writers
(Herrington).

When | think of names that influenced me and my colleagues ini-
tialy, | think of Mina Shaughnessy, articulating a commitment to edu-
cation for many students previously excluded and linking access to edu-
cation with “the realizations of a democracy” (294); Janet Emig, argu-
ing persuasively that “writing represents a unique mode of learning”. . .
active, engaged, personal—more specifically, self-rhythmed—in nature”
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(122, 124); James Britton, Nancy Martin, and colleagues making asimilar
case for language for learning, with Britton stressing informal “expres-
sive” writing. Britton’s influence is seen in the stress on journal writing
and other informal writing asamediumfor learning. Takingamoreanalytic
approach and viewing even moreformal writing for an audience asaway
of learning, Lee Odell called on teachers to analyze writing tasks and
figure out ways to teach students how to do the kind of thinking and
writing demanded by those tasks, asking what does it mean to think and
writelikeabiologist, an engineer, asociologist. Both Britton'sand Odell’s
approaches were about supporting “access’ to learning and using writing
asone medium for that learning.

It is this early guiding vision that should drive any future WAC
efforts, with teachers aiming for instructional practices that 1) prompt
students to be more active, personally engaged, reflective knowers, 2)
respect students' authoritative knowledge, 3) help them pursue their
personal interests and motivating intentions through the means offered
by particular disciplinary methods, and 4) foster a relation of students
working, as Fulwiler writes, “as partners in dialogue with the teacher.”
The guiding model should be faculty coming together to discuss teach-
ing practices, reflectively and generously, as we have done here at this
conference. The goal should not be dliciting more writing as a good
thing initself, but fostering student learning. Those of uswho believein
this goal should insinuate ourselves across our schools, whether through
specifically designated WAC meetings or groups focusing on such top-
ics as community service learning, using electronic media, cooperative
learning, general education (Walvoord).

We should also be seeking input from our students, both infor-
mally in our classrooms and formally through research studies of spe-
cific writing activities and students' experiences of them. | am thinking
of studies such as one conducted by Gisela Meyer Escoe, Jack Julian,
and Philip Way of the University of Cincinnati on the efficacy of specific
writing-to-learn activities for students, considering such factors as gen-
der and race. Essentialy, their research is asking whom such activities
are benefiting and whether those benefits are differentially distributed.
Also, at the University of Minnesota, the Center for Interdisciplinary
Studies of Writing makes small research grants available to teachers
(Bridwell-Bowles).

The importance of such classroom-based research is underscored
by a negative case | want to report, one that highlights the connection
between instructional practices and students' writing and learning. Itis
taken from a research study conducted by me and my colleague Marcia
Curtis and involves an experience of an African American student in an
Introduction to Sociology class. For one assignment, studentswere asked
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to summarize and compare two views on poverty, one that wasimplicitly
racist, characterizing a“normal” classnot in poverty and a“lower class,”
responsible for their poverty and by contrast with the “normal class,”
implicitly “abnormal” and not white. Asked to summarize this position
in adisinterested way where he was not asked to draw on his own knowl-
edge—knowledge that would have challenged this view, this student not
surprisingly had difficulty, difficulty that was as much ideological and
deeply personal as linguistic. It is not surprising, then, that he said he
could “find no place to fit in.” He reported that he was very frustrated
trying to write the paper and kept contradicting himself. He received a
C for the paper. Contrast his experiencein this class with his experience
in an Anthropology class where he was asked to reflect on his own expe-
rience and position in relation to the topic he was writing about. Further,
where instead of being asked solely to summarize apoint of view, hewas
asked to shape his thoughts about something.

WA C isabout showing students how to draw on their own authori-
tative knowledge when relevant and how to link personal knowledge
and interests with knowledge from other sources. In some areas, stu-
dents may have authoritative knowledge that we do not have and that
may not be adequately represented, or may even be misrepresented or
distorted in the materials we present to them. As ancther student from
our study has explained: “Sometimes the way we experience things in
the world isn't exactly how theories explain things or how something
you learn in class explains things.”

WAC is about connecting students' own interests and values with
disciplinary projects. For example, inan Economics course, GiselaMeyer
Escoe, Jack Julian, and Philip Way of the University of Cincinnati pose
a project to students to advise a congresswoman on whether to support
raising the minimum wage; each student decides on how to weight the
criteria used to make the policy decision (improving economic growth,
efficiency, equity). In this way, they are able to develop an economic
policy recommendation on the basis of their own values. In an Econo-
metrics courses, Bob Gillette of the University of Kentucky has students,
working in groups, choosetheir own problemsto study for amajor project.
In their groups, they also provide feedback to drafts of their work in
progress. Al Gubanich in biology at the University of Nevada has his
students design experimentsto test their own hypotheses. In other words,
within reasonable parameters set by the teacher and using the disciplin-
ary methodologies they are trying to learn, students pursue their own
interests and curiosities.

At other sessions, I’ ve heard teachers talking of other ways of en-
couraging more active engagement and interaction among students. Karl
Smith, a civil engineer at the University of Minnesota, spoke of using
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cooperativelearning principleswith writing to foster more activelearning
and positiveinterdependence among students working together in groups.
Others spoke of using e-mail and the World Wide Web to foster more
activeparticipation. For instance, Virginiaand Gary Hardcastle of Virginia
Tech use“WebChat,” an application that, when run on aWorld Wide Web
server, allowsfor participantsto engagein on-linediscussionsinreal time,
analogous to software that allows for asynchronous online discussions
among networked computers. The Hardcastles find that Webchat is an
effectiveway tointegrateinformal writing for thinking and communicating
into their philosophy classes. Pat Mower of Washburn University spoke
of making her College Algebra course writing-intensive and using writing
tasks to foster understandings of why something works, not just how.
One kind of writing assignment she uses requires students to post “crib
sheets’ onthee-mail list, explaining aconcept so an absent student could
understand it. Stanley Zoltek of George Mason University, also a math-
ematician, asks students to create sample problems to show their under-
standing of particular course materials and post their problems on the
Web. Both pointed to the additional value of students having an audi-
ence—their classmates in Mower’s case, and anyone accessing the Web
in Zolteck’s case, for encouraging studentsto take extracarein what they
post.

Linking writing with community-service learning projects also
presents exciting opportunities for more active and reflective learning as
well as promptsteachersto explore new pedagogical approaches (Deans).
At the conference, Ruth Overman Fisher spoke of awriting-link course
at George Mason University where a writing course is linked to both a
sociology and a project-based service learning course. At my own uni-
versity, the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, our Junior Year
Writing course in Exercise Science includes a community service-based
writing project. Asour experience has shown, such courses prompt both
students and teachers to broaden their notion of the scope of disciplinary
work and also to reflect on the kind of disciplinary and professional
texts they value.

That's asecond key point | want to make: In addition to continuing
to focus on instructional practices, WAC should encourage teachers to
reflect critically on disciplinary values. To underscorewhy thisisimpor-
tant | want to cite another negative case, one where discourse conven-
tions were taught rigidly and without reflection on them. Through my
research, | learned of apsychology research methods class where Ameri-
can Psychological Association style conventions were presented as
“rules,” quite inflexible rules. Indeed, students were limited even more
than the APA style book with students being told they could never use
“1,” even though in practice the prohibition against using “1” variesfrom
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journal tojournal. Astheteacher told me, “the more consistent the rules
you give them, the easier | think they find the writing.” Even when that
consistency misrepresents disciplinary practices? Students in the class
had questions about this practice, particularly given what they read on
their own in research articles, but these questions were not brought out
into the open for discussion (Herrington and Moran, “Prospect”). In
contrast to the practice in this class, | think of another writing-intensive
social science class, where the teacher presented examples from profes-
sional discoursethat illustrated some of the range of practicesin disciplin-
ary writing and where questions about conventions were invited.

In order to introduce students to some of the variation aready ap-
parent in disciplinary/professional practices, we need to be attune to it
ourselves and follow debates about these practices. What are the as-
sumptions about knowing and representation embedded in our discourse
conventions? Linked courses—where awriting course is linked with a
course in another discipline—seem like a productive way of helping us
recognize some of these assumptions and possible biases. For example,
Terri Myers Zawicki of George Mason University spoke of teaching a
writing link course with a political science teacher and discovering she
and the political science teacher had a different perspective on the ac-
ceptability of “1” in texts. Their different perspectives helped the other
see a taken-for-granted convention anew and reflect on the rhetorical
reasons for the convention. Zawicki stressed that such conversations
were possible because each was a co-equal partner in teaching the linked
courses. She spoke also of teaching a writing course linked with an
anthropology course that brought issues of representation and objectiv-
ity to thefore. We should also be open to possible biasesin disciplinary
language. For example, sexist biases in the language of molecular biol-
ogy have been criticized by Bonnie Spanier, herself trained in that field.
In“Encountering the Biological Sciences:. |deology, Language, and Learn-
ing,” she links this critique with undergraduate education, arguing that
“writing-across-the curriculum projects that address ideology in the dis-
course and practice of science are potentially transformative” because
they can help “promote the development of aware and ‘resisting’ stu-
dents who can take their rightful placesin science” (193-94).

Such awareness is promoted only when discourse conventions and
debates over them are brought into our classes. Underscoring this point,
Harriet Malinowitz argues in “A Feminist Critique of Writing-in-the-
Disciplines’ that it is:

important to help students examine the extensive, though
largely hidden, hybridity of disciplines (a practice which
would itself press at the bit of those academic departments
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that mask hybridity from their protegees and, often, from
themselves). (25-26)

Given the kind of thoughtful reflection | have heard from students when
given knowledge about the options they have, it seems to me that we
should trust our students enough to bring them into considerations about
disciplinary conventions, recognizing these conventions as the rhetori-
cal practicesthey are. (See aso LaCourt.)

We need to be equally open to reflecting on our disciplinary values
regarding epistemology. What ways of knowing are privileged? And
what ways are marginalized or even excluded? Having studied the writ-
ing of experiences of three students over their four years in college, |
have been struck as much by the sameness of the writing tasks they were
asked to do as the apparent differences. Almost all called for detached,
analytical thinking. One of the exceptions, in a Foundations of Human
Services course, called for empathic knowing (Belenky et al). For ex-
ample, for one project, “a cultural exploration” paper, students were to
learn about a group they did not belong to by reading a relevant book
and interviewing two people who self-identified with the group, trying
to understand their perspectives. A student who told me of the assign-
ment said it “restructured the way | thought about things.” I’'m struck by
her choice of the verb “restructured,” since she did not use it in talking
of other writing projects. | do not mean to deny the value of analytic
thinking—indeed, the project | just mentioned involved analysis and
standing back as well as empathic identification. My broader point is
that we should consciously consider the multiplicity and richness of ways
of knowing we might introduce students to over their years of college
and how writing could be one medium for engaging in that learning.
WAC forums—Iike this conference and ones we can create on our cam-
puses—that bring us together from our diverse departments, are a per-
fect place to think about the ways of knowing we might want to intro-
duce to students in our courses, in general education curricula, and our
majors. |I'm thinking of a session | attended yesterday by Roger Martin
of Architecture and Landscape Architecture at the University of Minne-
sota, showing the power of visual images and metaphor for landscape
architects. Also, Linda Powers at Virgina Tech spoke of the “Rule of
Four” for learning math concepts: investigate a concept symbolically,
numerically, graphically, and verbally. As she explained these four, |
realized how |, a word person, too often encourage the Rule of One,
verbal learning alone although rhetorical concepts certainly lend them-
selves to symbolic and graphical learning, even dramatic enactment.
While these examples may seem ideologicaly safe, the debate within
some of our disciplines over dominant practices also involves issues of
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power and representation as Spanier’s critique makes clear, issues that
come into play in our classrooms as well, as the example of the student
writing for the Introduction to Sociology course illustrates.

WEell, | best conclude quickly: When| think of thefuture—websites,
online writing courses, proliferation of writing-intensive courses, links
with community servicelearning projects, | feel both excited and astrong
pull to reaffirm the core values of Writing across the Curriculum: WAC
should reaffirm its commitment to access to education and be about in-
structional practices that aim to foster success for students as active,
personally engaged learners who can make places for themselves within
our disciplines. Asteachers, we need to be open to new challenges and
take reflexive, critically open and flexible stances toward our teaching
and disciplinary practices. Finaly, and if only to keep ourselves ener-
gized, we need to nurture our local community of teaching colleagues
and nurture our cross-institutional community at conferences like this
one.

I'll close with comments from three students, from three different
schools, commenting on writing projects in three different disciplines.
They remind me of why we're engaged in this project:

“[The writing] encouraged me to think, to relate the
material, and not merely memorize it.”

“Writing is my way of putting things together. A lot of
things | didn’'t quite understand about distillation. | realy
put distillation together when | wrote that lab.”

“It restructured the way | think about things.”
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