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William DeGenaro 

Why Basic Writing Professionals 
on Regional Campuses Need 
to Know Their Histories 

Where is the Historical Scholarship? 
Why in an age marked by regressive social policies and unchecked elitism within all levels of 

public education are practitioners and scholars ofbasic writing largely ahistorical? President 

Bush's "No Child Left Behind" Act provides perhaps the highest-profile iteration ofregressive 

and elitist policy, with its emphasis on top-down federal mandates and high-stakes testing 

and its failure to engage with the social context of student underperformance. Yet "No Child 

Left Behind" is, of course, legislation regarding K-12 policy, so a question for those ofus work

ing in the context of colleges and universities might be: do we observe similar forms of sys

tematic, policy-level elitism in the world of higher education? One notable policy trend with 

elitist overtones is the outsourcing of developmental learning from four-year colleges and 

universities to community colleges, for-profit providers, and other sate1Jites. The example of 

this outsourcing that put the trend on the radar of many in the field of composition studies 

was controversial legislation in 1998 that ended remediation at all four-year branches of the 

City University of New York-long an iconic symbol of educational access. The assumption 

guiding this trend is that work in "basic writing" and "basic math" remains beyond (or rather 

below) the mission of institutions of higher learning. Students should have learned this stuff 

already, or so goes the collective lament of the university. And so developmental courses

and by extension developmental students- move to other physical spaces, making the uni

versity a markedly more homogenous site in terms of both race and class. 

So the landscape of basic writing is a political one. Adler-Kassner and Harrington 

argue that given the political nature of basic writing's institutional status, instruction should 

foreground "how definitions of literacy are shaped by communities, how literacy, power, and 

language are linked, and how their myriad experiences with language (in and out of school) 

are connected to writing" (98). They propose literacy itself as a generative term for the "polit

ical" basic writing classroom, advocating a long tradition of using literacy narratives like Mike 

Rose's Lives on the Boundary as jumping off points for students to contemplate their own rela

tionships with cultural literacy, school literacy, and home literacy. Adler-Kas ner and Har-
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rington's curricular proposal is a useful one, precisely because they insist that basic writing 

professionals and students contend together with the political nature of basic writing's status 

within the academy. 

I am concerned, though, that the emphasis on literacy-as-generative-theme fails to 

contend with the outsourcing problem or the larger, inherently political question regarding 

where basic writing is and is not taught. Literacy is a social and political notion, but our dis

cussions of literacy often become discussions about individuals, not about the broad social 

context of literacy. Literacy narratives, in the end, are most often stories about individuals. 

"critical dialogue 

about the elitism of 

outsourcing is 

facilitated by historical 

narrative and 

historical knowledge" 

We recall Mike Rose's own struggles with 

testing and assessment more than his cri

tique of the systemic reasons for testing. 

Basic writing has engaged in its scholarship 

and in its classroom practice with the com

plex definitions of literacy since at least 

Bartholomae and Petrosky's Facts, Artifacts, 

and Counterfacts. A Basic Reading and Writ

ing Course for the College Curriculum, their 

1986 text about the basic writing curriculum 

they developed at the University of Pitts

burgh in the early 1980s. The pages of jour-

nals like 'leaching English in the 'Il.vo- Year 

College and Journal of Basic Writing have taken up the complexity of literacy/ literacies. And 

yet the subfield ofbasic writing has remained largely apolitical. While the Journal of Advanced 

Composition morphed into jac, a theoretically rich publication that engages the politics of high

er education, the aforementioned journals made no such transition. So I'm skeptical about the 

literacy trope's ability to generate critical dialogue about the outsourcing question. 

Instead, I believe that kind of critical dialogue about the elitism of outsourcing is 

facilitated by historical narrative and historical knowledge. And just as the realm of basic 

writing has remained apolitical, it has remained ahistorical. This is no coincidence. Many of 

the best-known luminaries in the field of composition studies-from James Berlin to Sharon 

Crowley to Robert Connors-have narrated numerous histories of college composition in the 

United States, yet a comprehensive history of basic writing does not exist. An Historical, 

Descriptive, and Evaluative Study of Remedial English in the United States, the dissertation 

Andrea Lunsford completed in 1977 at The Ohio State University, stands out as a rare schol

arly exploration of developmental writing that employs historical methods, and history is not 

the primary concern of the study. 
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Other seminal texts in the world of basic writing as subfield also tend to eschew his

torical methodology. Scholars largely consider Shaughnessy's Errors and Expectations-long 

an icon of a text within basic writing circles and beyond-as well as poet and teacher Adri

enne Rich's practitioner account of teaching open-access students in New York City in the 

1970s, to be primary historical documents, representations of a critical moment and a critical 

geographical locale. Certainly such documents cemented the City University of New York 

system as the academic and practitioner center for work in developmental writing. But even 

though these documents by now have a great deal of historical significan ce, the work of 

Shaughnessy and Rich also contains little or no historical m ethodology. 

Another figure associated with the CUNY system, Ira Shor, has probably contributed 

more than anyone else in the field to conversations about the social and historical contexts 

of basic writing's institutional development-_at CUNY and beyond. In the often-cited and 

extremely provocative 1997 Journal of Basic Writing article "Our Apartheid: Writing Instruc

tion and Inequality," Shor traces basic writing's origins to the 1960s, situating the course as a 

reaction to campus radicalism. Shor writes, "To h elp secure the status quo against democrat

ic change in school and society, a basic writing language policy producing an extra layer of 

control was apparently needed to discipline students in an undisciplined age" ("Apartheid" 

92). Shor extended that research in the essay "Errors and Economics," tracing the invocation 

of the "correctness" trope. Methodologically, Shor's scholarship leans toward critique, a 

rhetorical move that facilitates provocation , reflection, and praxis-and also prevents th e his

torical narrative from having a comprehensive scope. 

Mary Soliday's recent book The Politics of Remediation offers a fascinating model of 

how productive histories of basic writing can be. Remedial English existed long before 

CUNY's open-access policy and Soliday traces that history from the 1870s to the present, 

describing early "conditioning" programs, which entailed delaying enrollment for a year so 

that students could make up for various "deficiencies." Other precursors to present-day devel

opmental writing programs include early iterations of writing placement tests and other high

stakes graduation requirements, which Soliday points to as de facto "basic writing" programs. 

She proceeds to follow basic writing throughout the twentieth century, as colleges and uni

versities responded to periods ofliteracy crisis rhetoric with programs stressing the political

ly attractive "back to basics" labels. Soliday also documents some of the trends Shor has 

written about throughout his career, such as the management of growth through "differenti

ation," the founding of mid-rent or middle-prestige university systems, branch campuses and 

two-year colleges with varying degrees of prestige. Soliday identifies a fascinating and impor

tant trope in the history of basic writing: the tendency to make decisions about develop

mental writing based on institutional needs such as profit, enrollment management, and 



good public relations. In fact, Soliday presents a great deal of documentation that suggests 

institutional need trum ps student need. Soliday explains that, ironically, agency (indeed, 

blame) for the existence of developmental writing tends to fall squarely on students. Each 

time we as a society fret about poor writing skills, the "always newness" (Soliday's phrase) of 

basic writing implies the problem is new, allowing the blame to fall squarely on students. 

Soliday's work cries out (or ought to make us cry out) for greater attention to local 

histories. Her work focuses primarily on the City University of New York, a system with its 

own complex history and its own complex dynamics. Her CUNY narrative has a great deal to 

teach us about how institutions respond to the needs of community members-and the needs 

and imperatives of the institution itself. Yet New York City finds itself in a unique geograph

ical locale with unique problems and a unique student body. The California State University 

system, similarly, has seen trends reflective of its own unique situatedness. The point is that 

each institution inevitably developed and evolved according to a particular set of social fac

tors. Generalizing is difficult. Hence, we need to localize the history of basic writing and 

locate the origins of English remediation at our own institutions. This is particularly true on 

regional campuses and at two-year colleges, where "literacy crisis" rhetoric tends to be kicked 

up an extra notch or two, where the discourse of "student need" often goes unexamined, and 

where outsourcing is a trend that continues to shape institutional dynamics. Regional cam

puses in particular are the heirs of the programs in "differentiation" that Soliday describes

sites that remind us of movements to further the hierarchies of higher education that became 

a legacy of the twentieth century. In this article I'd like to look at how one basic writing 

course came to exist and then talk a bit about the broader implications of that h istory. 

Think Local 
Since the regional campus where I previously taught was founded in the 1960s, the English 

Department has taught first-year composition and the Learning Assistance Center has offered 

a one-credit writing tu torial taken simultaneously with the standard composition class. It is 

not an uncommon scenario at two-year colleges and branch campuses to have a separate aca

demic unit in charge of the so-called "basic skills" classes. In fact, an informal poll of mem

bers of the Conference on College Composition and Communication Basic Writing Special 

Interest Group suggests that at two-year schools, this is a more common practice than an 

arrangement in which the same unit teaches both composition and basic writing. 

What is significant is that this separation between basic writing and first-year comp 

tends to position basic writing as further apart from the intellectual and disciplinary work of 

writing studies. While it may be desirable in term s of focus to have a unit dedicated specifi

cally to developmental education, I believe it is undesirable to relegate basic writing to a 
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place easily forgotten by the academic knowledge-makers. And here, too, is where historical 

understanding and historical context becomes crucial. Without context, it is easy to look at 

my own institution's separation of first-year composition and basic writing as a simple and 

"a place easily 

forgotten by 

isolated case of situating instruction within 

the unit with the most expertise. The Eng-

lish Department has composition experts. 

The Learning Assistance Center has 

experts in secondary, special, and develop

mental education. History tells us that such 

a schism is neither isolated nor simple . 

the academic 

knowledge-makers" Rather, institutions of higher education 

have a long history of setting up institution

al roadblocks to student success. Sociologist Burton Clark famously analyzed back in the late 

1950s the "cooling out function" of higher education-the tendency to depress the aspirations 

of students. Now I'm not advocating blindly adopting monolithic and overly deterministic 

concepts like the "cooling out function" and applying those concepts to our own institutions. 

On the contrary, I'm suggesting that only through localized histories can we interrogate the 

extent to which these historical forces may be in effect locally. 

For years students at my former institution received a recommendation for the one

credit tutorial based on shifting assessment procedures including timed impromptu writings 

and performance on the Compass Tost. The tutorial, which consisted primarily of worksheets 

and sentence-level exercises, was optional and even students who scored below the designat

ed cut-off could elect to simply not take the tutorial. 

In the mid-l 990s, the then-director of Learning Assistance and a faculty member in 

the English Department decided to respond to what they saw as a lack of writing proficiency 

among students and proposed a new, stand-alone "basic writing" course to be taken before 

composition. Their goals included the institution of a full-three-credit-bearing course that 

would count toward graduation, count toward full-time status for financial aid purposes, 

employ a pedagogy that emphasized sentence-level "correctness" within the context of real 

student writing, and be subject to mandatory placement-all unlike the tutorial. 

The proposal for the course laid out a pedagogy that foregrounded-but was certain

ly not limited to-attention to grammatical and sentence-level concerns. The proposal read, 

"Fundamentals of Writing offers regional campus students developmental work in grammar, 

mechanics, diction, and the writing process. Students enrolling in English 007 will focus on 

both form and content in developing essays in preparation for English lll." The stated objec

tives include, "To develop students' sense of grammatical precision." And later, it reads: 



A number of students arrive on our campus with weak writing skills. Their knowl

edge of the conventions of written English is deficient even among the more well 

prepared students. A three-hour course will allow instructors the time needed to 

present elements of grammar, mechanics, punctuation, and usage in addition to the 

writing process as a whole. When students have the opportunity to learn from their 

own work rather than the "grill and drill " approach and achieve meaningful 

improvements in presentation, they will be more confident in their writing and bet

ter prepared ... (New Course Request) 

In many ways this course description resists simple characterization. On one hand, the 

framers of the course resist worksheet pedagogy and do not shy away from condemning the 

"grill and drill approach. " On the other hand, this articulation of course purpose emphasizes 

concern for sentence-level correctness and mentions "the writing process as a whole" almost 

as an afterthought. This is a curious juxtaposition of the global and the local, with the local 

garnering more emphasis. At any rate, accounting for student deficiencies and surface errors 

appears to be the central concern. 

Since the campus is a branch of a larger public university with a "one university" per

sonnel structure, new course approvals must go through the administration of the main cam

pus. The Composition Program and Composition Committee-both seated on the main 

campus-devoted little time to discussing the new course, despite the fact that they are charged 

with supporting the teaching of writing at all campuses of the system. Leadership within com

position studies had a different pedagogical philosophy than the pedagogy articulated within 

the new course proposal, and so decided to give the branch campus autonomy, essentially rub

ber stamping the course. Once again, localized decision-making can be a good thing, but on the 

other hand, autonomy came with a price: namely, basic writing instruction's virtual invisibili

ty among units (namely, the English Department and Composition Program) that materially 

and institutionally have more power than Learning Assistance. Even though the university sys

tem had by this point created a well-known program in rhetoric and composition , including a 

thriving doctoral program, strong faculty with much disciplinary knowledge about writing, ped

agogy, and literacy, and resources for ongoing support for curricular change and innovation, 

virtually no articulation between campuses took place as the new basic writing course went 

through the proposal and approval processes. Several members of the Composition Commit

tee-members of the committee whose primary appointment was on the regional campuses

attempted on several occasions to convince the Composition Program and English Department 

to intervene and influence the shape of the proposal. Ultimately, though, the Department con

cluded that attention to developmental concerns was not within its scope or mission. 

Here we observe a fascinating move toward professionalization. The teaching of writ-
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ing, within this University system, becomes a legitimate discipline, signified for example by 

a doctoral program. Yet who is benefiting from this newfound disciplinarity? The academics 

themselves? Certainly. Students on the regional campus? Not necessarily, as attention to 

their pedagogical needs becomes the concern of a still non-professionalized body like the 

Learning Assistance Center. 

Historical Relationship to Developmental Work 
My sense is that the Department historically has been confused about its role vis-a-vis the 

work of developmental writing. Consider the following two paragraphs that appeared in a 

1977 report issued by a University subcommittee studying the teaching of writing: 

Primary responsibility for the development of writing skills lies with the Department 

of English, which has the expertise to educate the majority of students in English 

composition. Therefore, much of the burden for correcting whatever deficiencies 

exist must be carried by the Department. (Report) 

Notice that by speaking of the correction of deficiencies here the subcommittee explicitly 

places remediation under the auspices of the Department. Less than a page later, the report 

reads: 

Remedial programs are a third area of responsibility. To deny that some students will 

require remedial instruction is to force the better prepared students to operate at a 

level below their potential. Within the structure of our University, the responsibility 

for remedial instruction is assigned to the Office of Developmental Education. (Report) 

This passage is fascinating on a number oflevels, not the least of which is the emphasis placed 

on how remedial students might affect (negatively) the "better prepared students." But what I'm 

most interested in is looking at this passage next to the previous one. The committee first states 

that developmental writing must be the responsibility of English Departments, and then says 

the responsibility exists elsewhere. Now you could argue that the committee was contrasting the 

ways things are and the way things ought to be. But the fact is, the report made numerous rec

ommendations of a large scope, so the committee could have recommended that the Depart

ment assume the work, or share the work, or lend its disciplinary knowledge to those doing the 

work, of developmental learning. But the extent of the recommended department contribution 

is that it encourage the University to provide material resources to Developmental Education 

(which, incidentally, is a department that no longer exists). Yet again, a confused articulation of 

the relationship between "basic writing" and "composition writing." 

Back to the 1998 proposal for the new basic writing course. From what I can gather, 

one critical, multi-campus conversation did take place during the proposal process-though it's 

significant to point out that the two campuses represented in this conversation were the two 
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decide on logistics like placement, pedagogy, and staffing. Revealing the course's existence to 

public audiences such as alumni and benefactors would have run the risk of damaging the insti

tution's credibility and prestige. Administrators also approved the proposed course number: 

English 0-0-7, thereby inspiring more James Bond jokes than Timothy Dalton. Actually, keep

ing a basic writing course under the proverbial radar is not a new concept. Andrea Lunsford 

reports that prestigious schools like Wellesley and Yale-the earliest colleges to offer "remedial 

English" classes during the literacy crisis not of the 1970s but of the late-nineteenth-century

frequently omitted course descriptions of remedial classes from their catalogues ( 40-41 ). 

Once approval on the main campus was complete, the course's founders turned their 

attention to local administration, which supported the notion that less-skilled writers needed 

further support on the campus. The only roadblock at the campus level was mandatory place

ment. Campus administrators were also acutely aware of the prestige factor and feared that 

mandatory placement into the basic writing class would make the campus seem more like a 

community college (an association they feared) and less like a university branch. Ironically, 

campus administrators also feared that mandatory placement would make it difficult for the 

campus to compete with local community colleges for prospective students. An interesting jux

taposition of concerns, no? On one hand, we do not wish to be equated with community col

leges. On the other hand, we do wish to compete with community colleges. Finally, 

administrators refused to institute a mandatory placement policy because they felt they could 

only mandate enrollment if the course had demonstrable value as shown by subsequent stu

dent achievement in the regular composition course. Administration decided that since GPAs 

in Composition I differed widely based on instructor (unlike math courses, which do utilize 

mandatory placements, and which show no statistically significant difference in section GPAs), 

they could never obtain useful statistical evidence about the positive effects of the new basic 

writing course (Krafft). Since administration was convinced that nobody could •prove" the 

effectiveness of the basic writing course using quantitative measures, they felt unjustified in 

instituting mandatory placement but justified in offering the course as a recommended option. 

So in Fall, 1998, the campus began offering the three-credit, recommended-but-not+ 

required basic writing course and has steadily offered the course ever since, with an average 

of twelve sections in the Fall, six in the Spring, and one in the summer. Like the one-credit 

tutorial, the course is administered by the Learning Assistance Center, so most of those sec

tions have been taught by •academic professionals," (mostly parMimers and the Learning 

Assistance Center's one full-time writing specialist) not tenure-stream faculty, although the 

faculty member who co-proposed the course taught three sections, and I taught one during my 

tenure there. The course continues to operate in a nearly invisible fashion, not appearing in 

the University's catalogue, not acknowledged by the main campus, and barely acknowledged 












