COMPOSITION IN THE UNIVERSITY

Almost everyone has had occasion to look back upon his school days and
wonder what has become of the knowledge he was supposed to have
amassed during his years of schooling, and why it is that the technical skills

he acquired have to be learned over again in changed form in order to stand
him in good stead.

—John Dewey, Experience and Education

Ever since the late nineteenth century, instruction in composition
has been required of all students who enter American higher education. The
required, introductory-level course is called “English Composition” or
e . n . . ..

Freshman English” at most schools. The delivery of required composition
instruction is a huge enterprise; at many universities the saff of the compo-
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sition program outnumbers the staff of the Colleges of Engineering and

out of the requirement as well s the students at the dozen or so eljre private
universities that do not impose one. In the academic year 1994—0s, there were
12,262,608 undergraduates enrolled in American colleges and universiries
("Campuses,” ¢).' If a quarter of these students were freshmen—which is
likely, since freshman classes tend to be larger than more advanced classes-—
nationally there were at leas: four million students enrolled in the freshman
composition course during that year. This means that some one hundred sixty
thousand sections of Freshman Composition were offered, if schools limited
enrollments per section to twenty-five students—as they rypically do.

By any measure, require& first-year COMPpOsition uses enormous resources
and takes up Iarﬁe_:__‘ chmm\i teacher time. Despite this. univer-
sity faculty do not write or talk much about composition, unless it is to com-
‘plain about the Jack of student literacy. Within English departments, where
?omposition‘fé’usually housed, the center of intellectual interest is not com-




2 e COMPOSITION IN THE UNIVERSITY

Zﬂ\%o?;irion but literary studies.* The typical stance of literary scholars toward
composition is figured in two recent histories of literary studies, where its
importance is underlined and then dismissed. In his history of the develop-
ment of the discipline of American literamre, David Shumway writes that
“English departments owe their relative size and importance and perhaps their
very existence to the demand that college students be taught to write” (xo1).
And in his history of English-language literary studies, Gerald Graff acknowl-
edges that without composition “the teaching of Jiterarure could never have
achieved irs central starus, and none of the issues I discuss would matter very
mouch” (2). Despite their admissions of the institutional importance of com-
position, however, neither of these historians is interested in the intellecmual
and institional relations of literary studies to the required introductory com-
position course. Nonetheless it remains true that the required course serves
literary studies in many ways, not the least of which is that composition gives
literary studies something 1o define itself _against. Hence it is not possible to
fully understand the history of literary studies without considering its rela-
tion to composition. Something like the reverse is true for people who study
and teach composition: it is not easy to imagine the required course outside

of the humanist underpinnings given it by its association with English de-
partments.

COMPOSITION STUDIES

An academic field called “composition studies” has emerged during the
last rwenty-five years. Most of the people who work in this feld are currently
housed in English departments becanse scholarship in composition grew di-
rectly out of the pedagogical challenges faced by people assigned to teach the
required first-year course. Today, scholass in composition conduct challeng-
ing and innovative research into the scenes in which contemporary writing is
done. They construct theoretical models of composition and they devise
pedagogies intended to facilitate composing. Composition scholars are also
interested in historical and contemporary theories of language use and in the
history and theory of rhetoric. Given the centrality of the required composi-
tion course to liberal arts and general educaton curricula, as well as the huge
administrative responsibilities associated with the direction of first-year com-
position programs, many scholars in composition are also interested in aca-
demic and cultural politics.

The recent emergence of this field has made it possible for faculey who
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are interested in composition to accrue professional rewards and satisfactions
that were not readily available to composition teachers before that time. In-
deed, such persons are now enjoying 2 kind of success, at least as success is
measured by academic standards. Annual meetings of the professional orga-
nization of composition teachers—the Conference on College Composition
and Communication—attract thousands of people, and these meetings fea-
ture lively debates about theoretical and pedagogical issues. There are more
scholarly journals devoted to composition theory and the teaching of writing
than have ever existed before, and editors of such journals receive many more
submissions than they can publish. A few composition teachers and theorists
now hold tenured or tenure-track positions in universities throughout the
country. Undergraduate courses in advanced composition and professional
writing are thriving. Ph.D. programs in composition are flourishing at doz-
ens of universities, and every year talented students compete to secure spots

on their limited admissions rosters. As of this writing, persons who hold Ph.D. Cerg/
degrees in rhetoric and composition are still able to obtain tenure-line posi—{lb*_

tions, although the number of available jobs in the humanities is dwincﬂing:g"’" _'.:
It remains true, however, that such persons are employable primarily becauses® et

- f'ﬂi

they are needed to supervise massive programs in required first-year compo-
sition and not because composition studies is an exciting new field in which
new academic priorities are being set.

Academics who profess composition studies go abour their professional
work somewhat differently than do their colleagues in literary studies. Their
interest in pedagogy inverts the traditional academic privileging of theory

over practice and research over teachizﬁ:mposiﬁon scholarship typically
focus the processes of learning ra an on the acquisition of knowl-
edg; composition pedagogy focuses on change and development in stu-
dents rather than on transtmission of a heritage. Composition studies encour-
;g-es collaboration. It emphasizes the historical, political, and social contexts
and practices associated with composing rather than concentrating on texts
as isolated artifacts. Composition studies also acknowledged women’s con-
tributions to teaching and scholarship long before other disciplines beean to

do so. A list of candnical authors in composition scholarship would include at
Jeast the names of Ann Berthoff, Lynn Bloom, Vivian Davis, Janet Emig,
Maxine Hairston, Winifred Horner, Janice Lauer, Josephine Miles, Mina
Shaughnessy, and Geneva Smitherman, all of whom achieved professional
prominence prior to the era of affirmative action in a field of study that readily
accepted their contributions. '

e
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Given its differences from academic business as usual, it is 2 shame thar
composition studies is nearly invisible within the academy. Its unusual pro-
fessional practices and artitudes admirably fir it to become a theoretical and
pedagogical site wherein the sorts of institutional changes currently advo-
cated by materialist, feminist, ethnic, and postmodern theorists could be
worked out. The problem is that theorists are largely nnaware that cornposi-
tion studies exists. They do know about Freshman English, however.

THE STATUS OF FIRST-YEAR COMPOSITION

The history of composition studies has been written in the fortunes of
the required introductory course in composition. Unfortunately, this course
enjoys very lirtle status within the university, and so its history and status
negatively affect the current status of composition studies.

Muinosﬁtion course was invented at Harvard
in the late nineteenth century. From Harvard it quickly spread to other col-
' mhas been required at most schools ever since.
During the nineteenth century the course was taught at Harvard and else-
where by regular faculty. However, in the early years of the rwentieth cen-
tury, the work of teaching the required course fell onto the shoulders of pro-
bationary faculty, primarily because full-time faculty realized that there was
no professional future in teaching a course that produced no research (see
chapter 6). Graduate students began teaching the course during the 19405 as
universities came increasingly 1o be defined as aggregates of specialized dis-
ciplines in which research was the primary pursuit. Their numbers began to
be supplemented by part-time teachers during the 19505 and 1960s, when col-
leges and universities were 50 overwhelmed by postwar enrollments that they
were forced to recruit adjunct faculty 1o teach the required course. Todzy, the
required first-year composition course is taught primarily by graduate stu-
dents at research universities that have a sufficiently large pool of people do-
. ing graduate study; remporary instructors are employed at universities and

colleges where freshman enroliments exceed the available number of gradu-
ate instructors. The course is taught by permanent faculty only at two-year
colleges and the odd liberal arts college or public university that still retains a
primary coromitment to undergraduate teaching. '

For most of is history, then, the required first-year composition course
has been taught by untenured faculty. I hasten to say that this fact is urterly

G"“BQ’ \HM s\ eros X neve &4}...-. }(..\a-g‘s Xla Tt
.Q._w\’c%—-" v % e o= ‘OC'-"};‘:"',‘ ?““k ke \"“ ﬁgsicf\

-

-,

¢ o—b?"’

COMPOSITION IN THE UNIVERSITY -5
irrelevant to the quality of teaching in the first-year course. Unjversities and
English departments have been given much better teaching in first-year com-
position than they have any right to expect, given the unprofessional em-
ployment practices that are associated with the course. The precarious pro-
Tessional position of its faculty has had much to do with the starus and cur-
riculum of the first-year course, however.

Most of the people who teach composition in American colleges and uni-
versities are undervalued, overworked, and underpaid. Teachers of first-year
composition are routinely employed on a contingent basis, which does not
entitle them to the professional perquisites taken for granted by full-time fac-
ulty, such as decent salaries and health benefits, and access to secretarial staff,
offices, telephones, and duplicating facilities. Composition teachers do not sit
onthe committees that make decisions affecting their teaching, including com-
mittees that choose textbooks and determine teaching schedules or those that
write syllabi for the courses. Part-time teachers are sometimes hired the
evening before a class begins; they are given a textbook and a syllabus and
told to have a good semester (Fontaine and Hunter). Graduate student teach-
ers, some of whom are fresh out of their own undergraduate studies, are
typically given an orientation in the week before classes begin. Their subse-
quent teaching is supervised to the extent that funds are available for such
work; such supervision usually requires that at least a few full-time faculry be
committed to the composition program.

Composition specialists who have achieved success in the academic terms
of promotion and tenure are often reminded—by their colleagues in literary
studies—that composition is still not widely regarded as a legitimate field of
study. Literary scholars tell their graduate students to take a course or two in
composition, not because they are excited by the intellecrual work going on
in composition studies, but because composition teaching experience is at-
tractive to prospective employers. In many institutions, faculty in literature
and creative writing routinely use required introductory composition as 2
source of financial support for students doing graduate work in these fields.
Since faculties in these specialties select students for admission to graduate
study on the basis of their scholarly or creative potential, they are ordinarily
not interested in graduate students’ teaching experience or their suitability as

teachers. Hence it becomes quite possible that the people who are'selected.to
teach first-year composition may be uninterested in composition theory,_or

v

(pedagogy; further, they may be temperamentally unsuited to the interactive (
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nawure of composition classrooms. Nonetheless, directors of the required in-
troductory course are expected to train such people 1o teach composition,
sometimes in a matter of three or four days.

In colleges and universities that employ part-time teachers of composi-
tion, program directors often do not hire the people who teach the courses
they are supposed to supervise; in large programs, directors may never even
meet all the members of the composition staff. In addition, there is no built-
in institutional assurance that people hired to teach composition know any-
thing about it or how to teach is. Many part-time teachers of composition
train to teach literature or creative writing and find, when they have finished
their degrees, that no work is available in these fields, Hence they become
part-time teachers of the required introductory composition course, by de-
fault. Allin all, directors of composition programs are expected to take moral
and legal responsibility for workers they did not hire and who may or may
pot know enough or care enough about the work they do in order to pecform

it well. Given these circumstances, it is remarkable, to say the least, that the
quality of instruction in required first-year composition is as good as it often—

is. : .

The required introductory course in composition is an institution whose
rationale did not emanate from some subject matter, discipline, or field of
study, as most university courses do. Over the years, then, first-year compo

nate elsewhere in its classrooms, An amazing number of radonales has
been advanced to justify the universal requirement in composition. I lis these

in rough historical ordes: it has been argued that students should be required

to study composition in order to develop taste, to improve their grasp of
formal and mechanical correcmess, to become liberally educated, to prepare §l
t:\':rfrj obs or professions, to develop their personalities, to become able ¢ izens |
of a democracy, to become skilled communicators, to develop skill in rexrual ¢ o’

analysis, ro become critical thinkers, to establish their personal voices, to master

e

academic disciplines, and to become oppositional critics of their culture. Most
it
of these rationales developed because of composition’s institutional proxim-

ity to literary studies. Others appeared during interludes in the history of

composition in which persons working in other instirttional sites succeeded
in speaking for composition. The last four goals have recently been elabo-
rated by composition teachers and scholars.

The habit of speaking for first-year composition is well-ingrained in the

et
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sition has been remarkably vulnerable 0 ideologies and practices thar origi- C6™ |

<3 Umar”; “it is of more importance to be able to write intelligently ‘It is he’

€ composing process, to master the composition of discourses used within
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universiry. Since the course was not associated with 2 cadre of professional
academics devoted to establishing and maintaining composition as z disci-
pline, in the past no one with the requisite status or institutional power was
able to protect its curricula from programs decreed for it by those who har-"
bored educational or cultural agendas that had little to do with the study or
practice of composing. Those who spoke for composition were able to dic-
tate to its teachers and students the goals they were expected to pursue as well
as the texts they were to study and the curricula and pedagpgical strategies -
they were to employ. wlat dets “H, 7
Ostensibly, academics in all disciplines want the required first-year course
to teach students how to write. Here writing seems to rean that tudents are
supposed to master principles of arrangement and sentence construction; they
are also to learn correct grammar and usage. This desire that students master
g\r'a-mmar, usage, and formmained constant throughout the
history of the course. At the turn of the century, for example, Sophie Chantal
Hart surveyed professors at a number of eastern colleges (Harvard, Colur-
bia, Cornell, MIT, Brown, Williams, Tufts, Amherst, Vassar, and her own
Wellesley) to determine what was wanted from required cornposition instruc-
tion. The replies uniformly complained about student inadequacy: “they can’t
tell a sentence from an adverbial clause”; “their idea of unity resembles the
spokes of a cart-wheel”; “there ought to be more drill in simple English gram-

instead of ‘Tt is him,” and give a rational explanarion why one is preferable to
the other”; “the most difficul thing to0 overcome is the lack of thought”; “many
of our freshmen seem to believe that anything patched up in a grammatical
shape will pass for writing” (1902, 372—73). Sixty years later, William D.
Templeman had the temerity to ask his colleagues at the University of South-
ern California what they wanted students to learn in the required Freshman
English course. Faculty in Anthropology opined that the most important thing
was for students to learn to express their thoughts “in clear and logical lan-
guage” so that they could write better answers on essay examinations (1962,
35)- Astronomyy wanted students to “attain some minimum proficiency in spell-
ing,” 1o develop legible handwriting, and to “develop further reasonable fa-
cility in expressing ideas clearly,” a gain so that they could write better an-
swers on exams (36). Biochemistry hoped that “a student would learn to write
a complete and properly constructed sentence, and a reasonably well orga-
nized paragraph” (36). And so on. Thirty years after Templeman completed
his survey, the administration of the University of Texas, Austin, canceled



\é\h‘

g~  COMPOSITION IN THE UNIVERSITY

an innovative syllabus designed for use in the required composition course .
there on the grounds that the point of such a course is to teach students the
principles of composition withouz considering issues or subject matter (Brodkey
1996, 146—47)-

Academics’ desire that students master the so-called “basic” principles

of interest in attending to student literacy, Freshman English is supposed o
“Fx" Stdents supposed lack of literate mastery once and forall, so that teach-
rs of more advanced courses do not have to bother with such things. The
roblem is thar this desire simply cannot be ena

lv canno red within a universal re-
irement that is not intellecrually connected o any other fearure of the cur-
umw@w;&@@w%@m
most efAciently when their work was motivated by some compelling cultural
Or professional nxgency. Conternporary research confirms that, ouside of
‘the freshman classtoom, writing always occurs within some motivating con-
text (Petraglia 1995). Research also suggests that the fairly abstract level of
instruction that must of necessity occur within a universally required class
simply cannot confer the discipline-specific writing skills that will larer be
demanded of students by their teachess in more advanced courses (Russell
1991; 1988). Anyone who has taught the first-year composition course, of
who has even cursorily read its professional licerature, knows that its central
challenge is to provide students with occasions and contexts for writing that
are sufficiently specific and interesting to engage them with the process. But
even the most inventive assignments cannot entirely disguise the fact that in

the universally required composition class, the primary motivation for com-
posing is ro supply teachers with opportunities to measure student perfor-
mance. In other words, the fact of the requirement provides first-year com-
position with an institutional motivation rather than a r{xﬂt_}?iaiqne This
makes for a highly artificial writing situation that may explain, at leastin part,
why such instruction never seems to stick. The writing done in required writ-
ing classes is an imitation, or better, a simulacrum, of the motivated writing
that gets done elsewhere in the academy and in the culmre at large.
Given the difficulty of doing motivated writing within a universally re-
quired class, the question arises: why does the reguirement remain? 1 think ic
serves yet another purpose within the academic imaginary, 2 purpose that is 3%

———
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not often articulated. University and college faculty imagine composition as Wt

the institutional site wherein student subjectivity is 1o be monitored and dis-

-1 1 et

e e ciiveiicr Rvmrtinn Af the rerived composition course has
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been to insure the academic community that its entering members are taught
the discursive behaviors and traits of character that qualify them to join the

T community. 1he course is meant to shape students to behave, think, write,
and speak as students rather than as the people they are, people who have
differing histories and traditions and languages and ideologies.

Now, when I assert that the task of the course has been to impose a uni-
versal subjectivity on students, I do not mean to imply that the quality of this
subjectivity has remained unchanged over time. When it was invented, the
regime used in the required course was meant to produce an educated person,

as this was defined within Arnoldian humanism (see chapters 4 and 5). The

course was required of all students precisely to insure that only persons who
displayed the tastes and habits of educared persons would populate the acad-

emy. Humanist goals shape first-year composition curricula even today, al-
though this orfentation is currently being challenged by pragmatist approaches.
Pragmatist models of education focus teachers” attention on students’ activi-
ties, trusting that students’ repeated engagement in relevant activities will
construct the desired subjectivity. Contemporary theorists of composition
who adhere to pragmatist curricula argue that the reguired introductory com-
position course should engage students in repeated rehearsals of the discur-
sive acts that occur in specific disciplines (Lindemann r993). In this approach,
the required composition course is meant to perform on all students the
subjectivizing task that specific disciplines, like medicine or biology or the-
ater arts or anthropology, perform only on students who select them.

And so today there is a paradox at work in the universal requirement that
was not so apparent when the required course was expected to create “edu-
cated persons,” when the curricula of colleges and universities were not de-
termined by specialists in academic disciplines, as they now are. The question
whether composition can become a discipline—that is, whetherafieid of study
can be erected around research on composing~-is now being raised by reach-
ers and scholars who profess composition studies. The imporrant quesfions
@ﬂave not been raised, however, are whether the required introductory

@Ould be part of this emerging discipline, and, if it is, whether the
curricullini of that course can retain its traditional function of irnpardnga
_@M@. If the required introductory course:im
of the disciplinary practices of composition studies, it must necessarily be-
come part of a sequenced curriculum of courses that introduce students to
discipline-specific principles and practices. In other words, the introductory
course in composition would serve the same functions for composition stud-
—
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tes that Biology 101 and Philosophy so1 sexve for those fields. If this happens,
the subjectivity inculcated in the course will no longer be universal-—that is,
the course will no longer produce “the good student” but will aim instead at
producing writers or editors or some other more specialized subjectivity. As
this analysis implies, the first-year course is 2 historical holdover from an era
in which college curricula were informed by an older sense of discipline, the
point of which was to shape smdents’ character and conduct by means of
repeated practice and correction. The traditional function of the required
first-year course is increasingly hard 10 reconcile with the professionalization
and specialization that now characterize the American academy.

Given the highly disciplined, highly specialized namire of curricula in
contemporary colleges and universities, and given too that students from truly
diverse backgrounds now enroll in higher education, I have serious doub
about whether a universal student subjectivity is any longer possible or desir-
able to sustain. And since the required introductory course, considerad as an
instirational practice, has no content aside from its disciplining function, it is
difficulr to imagine what sort of content might be appropriate for it apart
from that function. Add to this the twin problems that plague the required
introductory course—unprofessional employment practices and the intellec~
tual coercion of students and teachers—and it seems that the time has come
to reflect seriously on the worth of the universal requirement.

WHO OWNS COMPOSITIONT

Since composition is traditionally housed in English deparrments, the
persons who have spoken most frequently for composition have been lirerary
scholars. Unlike composition studies, literary studies isa powerful discipline.
It got its start during the last decades of the nineteenth century, when a hand-
ful of American scholars and intellectuals realized that English could be sub-
jected to the same sort of philological study thar had long been applied to
dead languages and creared methods to study it in just this fashion (Graff
66). This move permitted them to construct English as a language whose
history, grammar, and fiterarure required disciplined study by its native speak-
ers. Al the same time, colleges and universities began to institute wrirten en-
trance examinations in order to test students’ mastery of their native rongue.’
The entrance exams were based on English-language literary texts, and stu-
dents’ performances on them were widely perceived to be miserable. This
supposed demonstration of students’ inadequate mastery of written English

/" unequal status gecorded to literary smdy and composition within the acad-
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established the grounds for requiring composition instruction of all who en-
tered the university.

Composition and literature have been entwined in an uneasy embrace
ever since. [ mention above that the study of English is defined within En-
glish departments, first and foremost, as the study of literature, and 1 suggest
that this is why historians of literary studies tend to overlook the important
role played by composition in the growth of English departments. Graff, for
example, attributes the relatively large size of English departments to their
adoption of a coverage model for historical periods of literature (7). Butan
argument can also be made that English departments are large becanse the
required composition course introduces nearly every undergraduate to En-
glish studies and thus serves English departments as a powerful recruiting -
tool. The fact of the requirement also reinforces the impression that every-
one aeeds to study English. Too, the required introductory-level composi-
tion course makes it possible for professors of literature to offer small semi-
nars in esoteric literary periods or figures, first, because it supports a large
number of graduate smdents who are thus available to do specialized study,
and second, because the practice of hiring teaching assistants or part-timers
to teach composition frees full-time professors to engage in highly special-
ized literary research. Anyone who doubts that composition has contributed
to the growth of English departments need only look at the relative size of
departments of history or philosophy—where the faculty also employ cov-
erage models—to determine the difference that required first-year composi-
tion makes, at least in terms of sheer size.

While historians of literary study have ignored the intimate relationship
between literary study and composition, historians of composition have

struggled-teunderstand it: Usually, they. read. the relationdn terms of the

@Fw‘“}‘ﬁﬁé’“ﬂ"ﬁéﬂrﬁﬁ; composition represents the fallen other against
which literary studies meastres its own superiority. Following an insight put
forward by Tzvetan Todorov, Berlin argues that in the West, rhetoric and
poetic have always been entangled in a complicated hierarchical and yetsym-
biotic relationship wherein “a given rhetoric thus always implies a correspond-
ing poetic and a poetic a corresponding rhetoric” (1987, 25). However, when
students of modern poetics began to define the literary text as a “unique and
privileged” artifact (as they began to do in the inaugural disciplinary mo-
ment of literary studies during the late nineteenth century), it became neces-
sary to devalorize rhetoric, according to Berlin: “in tacitly supporting the
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impoverished notion of rhetoric found in the freshman Wwriting course, aca-
demic literary critics have provided a constant reminder of their own claim
to superiority and privilege, setting the range and versatility of their disci-
pline against the barrenness of current-traditional rhetoric, the staple of the
freshman course” (28).

Susan Miller also argues that composition is the recessary other half of
Lirerary studies, the inferior underside of the discipline to which literary smdies
can be constructed as superior. Miller reads the literature-composition nexus
as a response to America’s changing demographics during the woubled last
years of the nineteenth century. Immigrants, women, and students whose
family status was unclear to the genteel men who ran American colleges—all
clamored for entry. And so “the university, ambivalent about its formerly
unentitled, newly admirted students, needed 1o establish an internal bound-
ary, a way to stratify diverse participants in what had been pexceived as one
dominant American group” (1994, 26). Miller also argues that while literary
studies was established as 2 means of distinguishing a set of preferred texts
from those circulating in popular discourse, composition was established in
order to distinguish literary writing from all other sorts undertaken inside the
university: “in composition, literary authorship could be openly compared to
the inadequacies of popular writing and especially 10 inadequate student au-
thorship. Like early American popular writing, institutionalized writing-as-
composition could be implicitly demeaned as unequal to writing from the
advanced elect” (1990, 54~55). For Miller, as for Berlin, composition serves
Iit;erary studies as the despised (because fallen) other against which it can
continually measure its own superiority.

About half of the chapters in this book explore the historical relations of
literary studies and composition. In chapters 2 through 6 I try o articulate

the ideology and practices by means of which literary scholars have managed
© keep composition in the place they designed for it—at the bottom of the
academic pecking order.

In Professing Literarure Gerald Graff asserts that the scholars who in-
vented English studies identified with “the Marthew Arnold view of litera-
ture and culture” (3).* I argue that the scholars who invented the required
first-year composition course also identified with A rnoldian humanism, Fur-
thermore, they justified the requirement of Freshman English on humanist
grounds, and they designed a curriculum for the course that furthered ho-
manist agendas. Even today some teachers of English wish that the humanist

e g
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study of literary texts were still an unquestioned mainstay of first-year cor-
position instruction (see chapter 2},

The humanist claim upon composition is typically enacted through the
practice of requiring students to read literary texts in the first-year compo-
sition course. Literally hundreds of English teachers have asserted that
reading literature improves students’ writing ability. A few have tried 1o az-
ticulate precisely how the connection between reading and improvement in
writing works; generally they argue that sudents’ grasp of style is improved
by their unconscious absorption of its finer points as these are demonstrated
in the work of great authors. Fewer still have addressed the question of com-
position pedagogy itself, beyond imagining assignments thar ask students to
represent their reading or class discussion in writing. Now even if one grants
the point that writers can learn something about the way language works
through reading, by a sort of osmosis, one need T accept the further claim

that literary texts are the best readings to use for this purpose, Historically,

though, English teachers have resisted suggestions thar nonliterary texts be
read in the first-year course. Generally, they justify the necessity of literary
reading with humanist arguments: students need to learn values, they need to
be acquainted with the best thar has been thought and said, and so on (see
chapter 5).
ﬂdammmlisiuﬂm_zﬁon of this book is that the humanist approach

the first-year course inot $he best approach o teachiny composition. The
problems that confront a anist agenda for composition mstruction are
formidable. First of all, Modern humanists privilege reading over writing.
The point of a humanist education, after 2ll, is to become acquainted with the
body of canonical texts that humanists envision as a repository of superior
intellectnal products of Western culture, My review of the historical argu-
ments put forth to justify the reading of literary texts in the first-year compo-
sition course (see chapters 2 and 5) suggests that reading and discussion of
literature receive far more atterffdomin humanist curricula than does actual
instruction in composition. A second problem posed by humanist composi-
tion curricula is that humanism takes a respectful amitude toward already-
completed texts, while composition is interested in texts currently in devel-
opment as well as those that are yet to be written. That is to say, composition
is primarily a produciive or generative art rather than an analytic or interpre-
tive one. To assert, as I do, that the act of composing differs appreciably
from the act of reading is to challenge two fundamental premises of modern




among various publics. Bur they are not necessarily interested, as humanists (v o et
Yyo>  are in demonstrating how a given 1541 elfher quEstions Q Ids a suppos-; gevor
o edly permanent or quasipermanent set of human values. And with the no-
v;;‘ . table €%ception of the group of compasiHon teachers and theorists generally
X
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humanist pedagogy, namely, that the point of composition is to express one-
sell and thar the point of writing is to represent or reflect upon l::he quality of
oTe’s reading and experience. While teachers of composition do analyze com-
pleted 1exis; they do s6 In order to gain a betrer understanding of how texrs
are composed. People who study and teach composition are also mreresEd
e IR,

understanding how human evenis are affected by oral and written texts, and kot

they investigate the ways in which texrs put culrural values into circulation

called “expressionists,” whose ties to humanism are clacified in later chapters
of-this book, compositionists are not interested in limiting writing pedagogy
t0 instruction in reflexive self-examination (Berlin 1982).

9% A third problem is posed for humanist composition by the fact that hu-

anism ES tended 1o be an exclusive educational tradition, insofar as the

mukm impart instruction 10 a select few who are considexed

ablego inhabit 2 humanist subjectivity ¢ During the lare ninetemmy,

for example, English reachers reserved lirerary instruction for those first-year

students deemed to be suitably prepared for college by virtue of their educa-
tion or family connections, while they associated composition with less able
stdents. Composition instruction, on the other hand, has or can be configured
to have a democratic agenda. There is nothing inherent i ion of teach-
ing people to compose thatis by defimition exclusive. Asthe example of Plaro’s
response to the Older Sophists suggests, teachers of composing can be scoined
by elitists precisely because they are willing to impast their art 10 all comers
(Gorgias). A final problem posed by a melding of humanism and composi-
tion is this: humanism—at least in its Arnoldian version—has mare in com-
mon with metaphysics than it has with thetorie {(Lanham, Spanos, and see
chapter 3). Indeed, Arnoldian humanism is hostile to rhetoric, and it is suspi-
cighus of composition as well (Berlin 1996; Schilb 1996; and see chapter 5).
These differences between humanism and composition are not often ar-
ticulated in the discourse of English studies. I rake it that this silence hasro do
with the institutional politics of English departments. If composition’s dif-
ferences from literary smudies were forcefully and repeatedly articulated, it
might become much more difficult for English departments to justify contin-
ued ownership of the required first-year course.

Certainly, English professors are not the only people who have had de-
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signs on first-year composition. Because the course is universally required, it
is possible for faculty and administrators 1o make an argument that composi-
tion instruction “belongs™ everywhere, or at least somewhere other than En-
glish. During the 19705 and 1980s, for example, advocates of 2 movement
known as “Writing-Across-the- Curriculum” (WAC) managed to secure up-
per-level writing requirements in many universities (Russell 1991, 282ff.).
However, proponents of WAC did not succeed in dislodging the universal
requirement even though many of them, like David Russell, have repeatedly
questioned its usefulness (1995; 1988). Its supposed universality also renders
composition susceptible to larger changes in educational philosophy. During
the 19408, for example, advocates of general educarion argued that the re-
quired course ought to be “modern” and “practical”; they insisted that liter-
ary study was neither. Their effort 1o turn the first-year course toward in-
struction in what they called “communicarion skills” enjoyed a heady if brief
success—the communication skills curriculum did not survive the 19508 in
most universities (see chapters 7 and ). However, its short history demon-
strates the tenacity with which humanist assumptions zbout education cling
to first-year pedagogy. It also provides a particularly clear historical example
of what happens when an ideology and pedagogy are imposed on first-year
composition by people who do not reach the course.

English teachers whose primary intellectual alliance is to humanism have
not reacted positively to the occasional association of required composition
with nonhumanist rationales. examine two instances of humanist reaction
to interventions in the required curriculum. The earliest of these occurred at
the University of Io‘iza, when Norman Foerster, a prominent humanist liter-
ary critic, resisted the implementation of a communication skills carriculum
by faculty in the College of Liberal Arts. The second was recently enacted in
the pages of College Englisk when humanist English teachers responded with
alarm to the suggestion, made by a composition specialist, that srudents en-
rolled in the first-year composition course could profitably complete their
study without reading any literary texts (see chapter 2).

Chapters 7 through ¢ trace the influence of another intellectual tradition
on the first-year course. That tradition is pragmatic, and it has, on Occasion,
ostensibly been indebted 1o the philosopbical tradition called “pragmatism.”
Since first-year composition was initially shaped by Aroldian humanism, in
the history of discussions about the course the terms pragmatic or practical
ordinarily mean “immediately useful.” From the point of view of humanist
literary smdy, the first-year composition course-certainly looks practical and
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workaday, and humanists have sometimes distinguished composition from

tion. Dewey’s work also influenced the development of process pedagogy
literary study on the very ground of the immediate usility of writing instruc-

during the r960s. Janet Emig, the theorist who is ordinarily credited with the

dom - invention of the process approach © tEICHing, writing, asserted in 1980 that
The term pragimatism, on the other hand, denotes a rich tradition of ; Dewey 1§ “everywhere in our work” (1980, 12). Since the pragmatist under-
uniquely American philosophizing, a tradition that is sometimes constructed pinnings of process pedagogy gave composition teachers a way of thinking ™
to include Ralph Waldo Emerson and is nearly always associated with Charles ! about teaching writing that did not wholly depend on their institutional rela-
Sanders Peirce, William James, and John Dewey, as well as contemporary ton to literary studies, 1ts ihcorporation into composition lore must be cred-
thinkers such as Richard Rorty and Stanley Fish. Pragmatism is an action- E ited, at [east i part, with thelr conceptualization of composition as an art
oriented, forward-looking philosophical orientation that eschews the search : rather than a course. Moreover, the invention of composition studies was
for first principles; that is to say, it is more interested in the questions “what mtimately connected to the development of process pedagogy because its
shall we do?” and “what are the consequences of our actions?” than itis in theorists discovered a way to talk about student writing that authorized teach-
metaphysical questions such as “what is true?” or “what is real?”. As such it ers to think of themselves as researchers.
is perhaps better described as cultural criticism than as philosophy (West 5). Pragmatist composition curricula have a distinct advantage over the hu-
James Campbell defines the pragmatism developed by Peirce, James, and ; manist approach to writing instruction insofar as their focus on active learn~
Dewey as a “philosophical view” that includes an emphasis on “processes i ing suggests that people who want to learn to do something should acrually
and relations; a naturalistic and evolutonary understanding of human exist- ' practice doing it. However, the appropriations of pragmatism that have made
ence; an analysis of intellecnual activity as problem-otiented and as benefitting their way into composition studies and first-year pedagogy have limitations.
from historically developed methods; and an emphasis upon the democratic Not the least of these, in my opinion, is that most such appropriations have
reconstruction of society through educational and other institutions” (14)- neglected Dewey’s insistence that pragmatist educational efforts ought al-
Most of the features named have surfaced in composition theory, if notin the ways to be politically and socially motivated. I azgue that with the widespread
pedagogy of the first-year course: 2 naturalistic understanding of human ex- adoption of process pedagogy, the politics of first-year composition altered
istence underwrote the communication skills movement, while the rurn to- from conservative to liberal (see chapter 10). Unfortunately, the instrumen-
ward process pedagogy during the 1970s witnessed a marked emphasis on walist or functionalist character of some strains of pragmatism (and of Ameri-
process, experimental method, and problem solving (see chapter 9). How- can liberalism itself) have made it possible for teachers of composition to
ever, composition teachers’ commitment to social reform through education t forget Dewey’s commitment to education as a primary means of bringing
has been somewhat less marked. During the 19205 and 1930s, for example, about social change.
English teachers who thought of themselves as progressive educators estab-
lished student-centered classrooms that had the explicit aim of teaching st-
dents “to work together in support of democracy” (Holt 1994, 73). But these
efforts to implement pragmatist educational goals in the schools eventually
succumbed to pressures exerted by powerful ideclogical and institutional
i forces, including a romantic notion of individualist expressionism and the
humanist respect for traditional learning (Holt 1993; Russell 1991, 191f£.).

COMPOSITION ON ITS OWN

e Aia St AR

Composition studies may be on the way to establishing itself as a disci-
pline. A history of composition studies, considered as a disciplinary entiry
apart from the required introductory course, has been published (Nystrand
etal.). And as of this writing, at least three university composition programs

During the 1940s, genera] education was animated by a specifically
Deweyan pragmatism, which held that learning occurs by rmeans of engag-
ing students in activides thar induce them to reflect usefully and creatively on
their experience (Dewey 1938; Gary Miller). The curriculum of the first-year
composition course was altered significantly by the advent of general educa-

that were formerly associated with English departments have become inde-
pendent academic units. Apparently, more separatist moves are in the plan-
ning stages.

It looks as though composition specialists, when and if they become in-
dependent of English departments, may atrempt to maintain the introduc-
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tory composition course as a universal requirement. I fear that they may have
learned only too well the lessons taught them by their colleagues in literary
studies—that required composition provides full-time faculty with a firm in-
stitutional base from which to opetare an academic empire. Given the unethi-
cal and intellectually inappropriate practices that motivate the universal re-
quirement, I hope that composition specialists will take a hard look at itbe-
fore they repear past practice. In the final chapters, then, I make a series of
arguments against retention of the universal requirement.

THE TOAD IN THE GARDEN

.. . imaginary gardens with real toads in them,
~-Matiznne Moore, “Poetry”

In the March 1993 issue of College English, Erika Lindemann and
Gary Tate published a pair of essays in which they discuss the appropriate-
ness of using literary texts in composition classes. Tate and Lindemann are
both composition specialists; both have taught and written about composi-
tion for many years. In her essay Lindemann argues that writing pedagogy is
sufficiently distinct from literary studies so that inclusion of lirerary texts in
writing courses distracts teachers and students from their central task. Her
“ideal” writing course
asks students to read and write a variety of texts found in the humani-
ties, sciences, and social sciences. Such courses should have an
irmmediate connection to the assignments students confront in college.
They are not mere skills courses or training for the professions
students may enter five years later; they raise questions of audience,
purpose, and form that rhetorical training has always prepared
students to address. (1993, 312-13)

Tate does not object to the range of texts suggested by Lindemann, nor
does he find fault with her emphasis on rhetorical training. He insists, how-
ever, that writing teachers be permirted to use literary rexts in composirion
instruction, given their primary interest in helping students 1o lead reward-
ing lives. He also rejects “the current focus on academic discourse,” not only
becanse such a focus defines composition as a service course, but because he
resists what he sees as “the increasing professionalization of undergraduate
education in this country” (1993, 319, 320). Tate prefers to think of his stu-
dents not as “history majors, accounting majors, nursing majors” but as



