Diversity, Ideology, and Teaching
Writing

Maxine Hairston

Where. We Have Comeé From

In 1985, when I was chair of CCCC, as my chair's address I gave what might
be called my own State of the Profession Report. On the whole it was a
positive report. I rejoiced in the progress we had made in the previous fifteen -
yeats in establishing our work as a discipline and I pointed out that we were
creating a new paradigm for the teaching of writing, one that focused on pro-
cess and on writing as a way of learning. I asserted that we teach writing for
its own sake, as a primary intellectual activity that is at the heart of a college
education. I insisted that writing courses must not be viewed as service cour-
ses. Writing courses, especially requited freshman coutses, should not be for
anything or about anything other than writing itself, and how one uses it to
learn and think and communicate,

1 also warned in my Chair’s address that if we hoped to flourish as a profes-
sion, we would have to establish our psychological and intellectual indépend-
ence from the litetary critics who ate at the center of power in most English
departments; that we could not develop our potential and become fully auton-
omous scholars and teachers as long as we allowed our sense of self worth to
depend on the approval of those who define English departments as depart-
ments of literary criticism.

We've continued to make important strides since 1985, We have more
graduate programs in rhetoric and composition, more tenure track positions in
composition created each year, more and larger conferences, and so many new
journals that one can scarcely keep up with them. In those years, I've stayed
optimistic about the profession and gratified by the role I've played in its

growth.
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Where We Seem to Be Heading

Now, however, I see a new model emerging for freshman writing programs, a
model that disturbs me greatly. It's a model that puts dogma before diversity,
politics before craft, ideology before critical thinking, and the social goals of
the teacher before the educational needs of the student. It’s a regressive model
that undermines the progress we've made in teaching writing, one that threat-
ens to silence student voices and jeopardize the process-oriented, low-risk, stu-
dent-centered classroom we've worked so hard to establish as the norm. It's a
model that doesn’t take freshman English seriously in its own right but con-
ceives of it as a tool, something to be used. The new model envisions required
writing courses as vehicles for social reform rather than as student-centered
workshops designed to build students’ confidence and competence as writers.
It is a vision that echoes that old patronizing rationalization we've heard so
many rimes before: students don't have anything to write about so we bave to
give them topics. Those topics used to be literary; now they're political.

I don’t suggest that all or even most freshman writing courses are turning
this way. I have to believe that most writing teachers have too much common
sense and are too concerned with their students’ growth as writers to buy into
this new philosophy. Nevertheless, everywhere I turn I find composition fac-
ulty, both leaders in the profession and new voices, asserting that they have
not only the right, but the duty, to put ideology and tadical politics at the

center of their teaching. ,
Here are four revealing quotations from recent publicatiohs. For instance,

* here is James Laditka in the Journal of Advanced Composition:

All teaching supposes ideology; there simply is no value free pedagogy.
For these reasons, my paradigm of composition is changing to oge of crit- .
ical literacy, a literacy of political consciousness and social action. (361)

Here is Chatles Paine in a lead article in College English:

i Teachers need to recognize that methodology alone will not ensure radical
7 visions of the world. An appropriate course content is necessary-as
well. . . . {Elquality and democracy are not transcendent values that in-
evitably emerge when one learns to seek the truth through critical think-
ing. Rather, if those are the desired values, the teacher must recognize
that he or she must influence {perhaps manipulare is the more accurate
word) students’ values through charisma or power—he or she must accept
the role as manipulator. Therefore it is of course reasonable to try to in-
culcate into our students the conviction that the dominant order is re-

pressive. (563-64)
- Here is Patricia Bizzell:

We must help our students . . . to engage in a rhetorical process that can
collectively generate . . . knowledge and beliefs to displace the repressive
ideologles an unjust social order would prescribe, . . . I suggest that we
must be forthright in avowing the ideologies that motivate our teaching
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and research. For instance, [in an experimental composition course he
teaches at Purdue] James Betlin might stop trying to be value-neutral
and anti-authoritarian in the classroom. Berlin tells his students he is a
Marxist but disavows any intention of persuading them to his point of
view. [nstead, he might openly state that this course aims to promote
values of sexual equality and left-oriented labor relations and that this
course will challenge students’ values insofar as they conflict with these
aims. Berlin and his colleagues might openly exert their authority as
teachers to try to persuade students to agree with their values instead of
pretending that they are merely investigating the nature of sexism and
capitalism and leaving students to draw their own conclusions. (670) :

Here is C. H. Knoblauch:

We are, ultimately, compelled to choose, to make, express, and act upon
our commitments, to denounce the wotld, as: Freire says, and above all
oppression and whatever arguments have been called upon to validate it.
Morcover our speech may well have to be boldly denupciative at times if
it is to affect its hearers in the midst of their intellectual and political
comfort. . . . We are obliged to announce ourselves so that, through the
very process of self-assertion, we grow more conscious of our axioms. . . .
The quality of our lives as teachers depends on our willingness to discover
through struggle ever mote fruitful means of doing our work. The quality
of our students’ lives depends on {it]. (“Rhetorical” 139)

These quotations do not represent just a few instances that I ferreted out to
sujt my thesis; you will find similar sentiments if you leaf through only a few
of the recent issues of College English, Rhbetoric Review, College Composition and
Communication, Journal of Advanced Composition, Focuses, and others. Some
names that you might look for in addition to the ones I've quoted are James
Betlin, John Trimbur, Lester Faigley, Richard Ohmann, and Linda Brodkey.
At least forty percent of the essays in The Right to Literacy, the proceedings of a
1988 conference sponsored by the Modern Language Association in Columbus,
Ohio, echo such sentiments, and a glance at the program for the 1991 CCCC
convention would confirm how popular such ideas were among the speakers.
For that same convention, the publisher HarperCollins sponsored a contest to
award grants to graduate students to attend; the topic they were asked to
write on was “Describe the kind of freshman writing course you would de-
sign.” Nearly all of the contestants described a politically-focused course. All
ten essays in the 1991 MLA publication Contending with Words recommend
turning writing courses in this direction,

Distressingly often, those who advocate such courses show open contempt
for their students’ values, preferences, or interests. Por example, in an article
in College English, Ropald Strickland says, “The teacher can best facilitate the
production of knowledge by adapting a confrontational stance toward the stu-
dent. . . . Above all, the teacher should avoid the pretense of detachment,
objectivity, and autonomy.” He admits that his position “conflicts with the
expectations of some students {and] these students make it difficult for me to

pugsue my political/intellectual agenda” (293).




182 College Composition and Communication 43 (May 1992)

David Bleich dismisses his students’ resistance with equal ease:

There is reason to think that students want to write about what they say
they don't want to write about. They want a chance to write about rac-
ism, classism, and homophobiz even though it makes them uncomfort-
able. But what I think makes them most uncomfortable is to sutrender
the paradigm of individualism and ro see that paradigm in its sexist di-

mensions,
He cites his students’ religion as one of the chief obstacles to their enlighten-
ment:

Religious views collaborate with the ideology of individualism and with
sexism to censor the full capability of what people can say and write. . . .
By “religious values" I mean belief in the savability of the individual

human soul. The ideal of the nuclear family, as opposed to the extended
or communal family, permits the overvaluation of the individual child

and the individual soul. (167)
And here is Dale Bauer in an article from College English:

I would argue that political commitment—especially feminist com-
mitment—is a legitimate classtoom strategy and rhetorical imperative,
The feminist agenda offers a goal roward our students’ conversions to
emancipatory ctitical action. . . . In teaching identification and teaching
feminism, I overcome a vehement insistence on pluralistic relativism or

on individualism,
Bauer acknowledges that her students resist her political agenda. She says,

There is an often overwhelming insistence on individualistm 2nd isolation
.+ . [They} labor at developing a critical distance to avoid parricipating
in “the dialectic of resistance and identification.”

Bauer quotes one of her students as saying in an evaluation,

“The teacher consistently channels class discussions around feminism and
does not spend time discussing the comments that oppose her beliefs. In
fact, she usually twists them around to support her beliefs.”

Bauer dismisses such objections, however, claiming she has to accept her au-
thority as rhetor because “anything less ends up being an expressivist model,
one which reinforces . . . the dominant patriarchal culture” (389). '

Often these advocates are contemptuous of other teachers’ approaches to
teaching or the goals those teachers set for their students. For example, Lester
Faigley assails the advice given about writing a job application letter in a stan-

dard business writing text:

In the terms of [the Marxist philosopher} Althusser, {the applicant who
writes such 2 letter] has voluntarily assented his subjectivity within the
dominant ideology and thus has reaffifmed relations of power. By pre-
senting himself 2s a commodity rather than as a person, he has not only
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made an initial gesture of subservience like a dog presenting its neck, but
he has also signaled his willingness to continue to be subservient, (251)

In discussing Linda Flowet's cognitive, problem-solving approach to teach-
ing writing, James Beslin calls it, “the rationalization of economic activity.
The putsuit of self-evident and unquestioned goals in the composing process
parallels the pursuit of self-evident and unquestioned profit-making goals in
the corporate market place.” (What a facile non-logical leap!) He continues in
the same article to deride Donald Murray's and Peter Elbow’s approaches to
writing because of their focus on the individual, saying :

Expressionist thetoric is inherently and debilitatingly divisive of political
protest. . . , Beyond that, expressionist rhetoric is easily co-opted by the
very capitalist forces it opposes. After all, this rhetoric can be used to
reinforce the entrepreneutial virtues capitalism values most: individu-
alism, private initiative, the confidence for risk taking, the right to be
contentious with authority (especially the state). (491)

How We Got Here

But how did all this happen? Why has the cultural left suddenly claimed writ-
ing courses as their political tecritory? ‘ ,

'There’s no simple answer, of course, Major issues about social change and
national priorities are involved, and I cannot digress into those concerns in
this essay, But my first response is, “You see what happens when we allow
wtiting programs to be run by English departments?” I'm convinced that the
push to change freshman composition into a political platform for the teacher
has come about primatily because the course is housed in English depart-

ments.
As the linguistics scholar John Searle pointed out in a detailed and infor-

matjve article in The New York Review of Books, the recent surge of the cultural
left on major Ametican campuses has centered almost entirely in English de-

partments. He says,

The most congenial home left for Marxism, now that it has been largely
discredited as a theory of ecanomics and politics, is in departments of lit-

erary criticism. And {because] many professors of literature no longer care

about literature in ways that seemed satisfactory to earlier generations
. . . they reach it as a means of achieving lefe-wing political goals or as
an occasion for exercises in deconstruction, etc, {38)

I theorize that the critical literary theories of deconstruction, post-struc-
turalism (both declining by now), and Marxist critical theory have trickled
down to the lower floors of English departments where freshman English
dwells. . Just as they have been losing their impact with faculty above stairs,
they have taken fresh root with those i . ‘

Deconstructionists claim that the privileged texts of the canon are only re~
flections of power felations and the dominant class structures of their eras.
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Thus the job of the literary critic is to dissect Shakespeare or Milton or Eliot
or Joyce to show how language reflects and supports the “cultural hegemony™
of the time. They also claim that all meaning is indeterminate and socially
constructed; there is no objective reality nor truth that can be agreed on.
Marxist criticism echoes these sentiments. For example, Ronald Strickland

writes in College English:
Marxist critics have demonstrated that conventional literary studies have
been more complicitous . . . than any other academic discipline in the re-
production of the dominant ideology. . . . Traditional English studies

helps to maintain liberal humanism through its emphasis on authorial ge-
nius. . . . [Thus] there is 2 political imperative to resist the privileging

of individualism in this practice, for, as Terry Bagleton has demon-
strated, it amjounts to a form of coercion in the interests of conservative,
elitist politics. (293) .

All these claims strike me as silly, simplistic, and quire undemonstrable,
Nevertheless, if one endorses these intellectual positions—and sympathizes
with the politics behind them——it’s easy to go to the next step and equate
conventional writing instruction with conventional literary studies. Then one
can say that because standard English is the dialect of the dominant class,
writing instruction that tries to help students master that dialect merely rein-
forces the status quo and serves the interest of the dominant class, An instruc-
tot who wants to teach students to write clearly becomes part of a capitalistic
plot to control the workforce. What nonsense! It seems to me that one could
argue with more fotce that the instructor who fails to help students master the
standard dialect conspires against the working class.

How easy for theorists who, by the nature of the discipline they have
chosen, already have a facile command of the prestige dialect to denigrate
teaching that dialect to students. Haye they asked those students what rbey
want to learn? And how easy for these same theorists to set up straw men ar-
guments that attack a mechanistic, structuralise, literature-based model of
composition and call it “conservative, regressive, deterministic, and elitist”
(Knoblauch, “Literacy” 76) when they know such models have long been dis-
credited in the professional literature.

But I think this is what happens when composition theorists remain psy-
chologically tied to the English departments that are their base. Partly out of
genuine interest, I'm sure, but also out of a need to belong to and be approved
by the power structure, they immerse themselves in currently fashionable crit-
ical theories, read the authors that are chic—Foucault, Bahktin, Giroux,
Eagleton, and Cixous, for example—then look for ways those theories can be
incorporated into their own specialty, teaching writing. -

This, according to Searle’s article, means that they subscribe to a view of
the role of the humanities in universities that is

. . . based on two primary assumptions. 1. They believe that Western
civilization in general, and the United States in patticular, are in large
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patt oppressive, patriarchal, hegemonic, and in need of replacement or at
least transformation. 2. The primary function of teaching the humanities
is political; they [the cultural left] do not really believe the humanities
are valuable in their own right except as a.means of achieving social trans-

formation. (38)

Seatle goes on to point out that this debate about what is “hegemonic,” “pa-
triarchal,” or “exclusionaiy” has been focused almost entirely in English de-
partments, .

I find it hard ro believe that most English professors seriously hold these
opinions or that they are ready to jettison their lifelong commitment to the
hurnanities, but evidently significant numbers do. News releases and many
professional articles suggest that these attitudes have permeated the Modern
Language Association, and the associate chair of the English Department at
the University of Texas recently said in a colloquium of the College of Liberal
Arts that the “mission of English departments is always to oppose the domi-
nant culture.” : ‘

. For those who agtee, how natural to turn to the freshman writing courses.
With a huge captive enrollment of largely unsophisticated students, what a
fercile field to cultivate to bring about political and social change. Rhertoric
scholars who go along will also get new-respect now that they have joined the
ideological fray and formed alliances with literature faculty who have been
transforming their own courses. :

Composition faculey who support such change can bring fresh respectability
and attention to those often despised introductory English courses now that
they can be used for “higher purposes.” They may even find some regular fac-
ulty who will volunteer to teach freshman writing when they can use it for a
political forum. Pive years ago the regular faculty in our department at Texas
tried to get rid of freshman English altogether by having it taught entirely in
extension or at the Jocal community college; this past year, many of those who
had previously advocated abandoning the coutse were in the forefront of the
battle to turn it into a course about racism and sexism. Now the course was
suddenly worth their time, :

The opportunity to make freshman English a vehicle for such social
crusades is particulatly rich: in many universities, graduate students in En-
glish teach virtually all of the sections, graduate students who ate already
steeped in post-structuralism and deconstruction theory, in the works of
Poucaulr, Raymond Williams, Terry Eagleton, and Stanley Fish, and in femi-
nist theory. Too often they haven't been well trained in how to teach writing
and are at a loss about whar they should be doing with their students. How
easy then to focus the course on their own interests, which are often highly
political. Unfortunately, when they try to teach an introductory composition
course by concentrating on issues tather than on craft and critical thinking,
large numbers of their students end up feeling confused, angry—and cheated.
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I also believe that two major social forces outside the liberal arts are con-
tributing to creating the environment that has given rise to this new model.

The first is the tremendous increase in diversity of our student population,
especially in states like California and Texas and in all our major cities. With
changing demographics, we face an ethnic and social mix.of students in our
classes that previews for us what our institutions are going to be like in the
year 2000. These students bring with them a kaleidoscope of experiences,

values, dialects, and cultural backgrounds that we want to respond to

positively and productively, using every resource we can to help them adapt to
the academic world and become active participants in it. The code words for
our attempts to build the kind of inclusive curriculum that we need have be-
come "multiculturalism’ and “cultural diversity.” They’re good terms, of
course. Any informed and concerned educator endorses them in the abstract.
The crucial question, however, is how one finds concrete ways to put them
into practice, and also how one guards against their becoming what Richard
Weaver called “god terms” that can be twisted to mean anything an ideologue

wants them to mean.
"As writing teachers, I think all of us are looking for ways to promote genu-

ine diversity in our classes and yet keep two elements that are essential for any

state-of-the-art composition course.
students’ own writing must be the center of the course. Students

First,
need to write to find out how much they know and to gain confidence in their

ability to express themselves effectively. They do not need to be assigned
essays to read so they will have something to write about——they bting their
subjects with them. The wtiting of others, except for that of their fellow stu-
dents, should be supplementary, used to illustrate or reinforce.

Second, as writing teachers we should stay within our area of professional
expertise: helping students to learn to write in order to learn, to explore, to
communicate, -to gain control over their lives. That'’s a large responsibility,
and all that most of us can manage. We have no business getting into areas
where we may have passion and conviction but no scholarly base from which
to operate, When classes focus on complex issues such as racial discrimination,
economic injustices, and inequities of class and gender, they should be taught
by qualified faculty who have the depth of information and historical compe-
tence that such critical social issues warrant, Our society's deep and tangled
cultural conflicts can neither be explained nor resolved by simplistic ideologi-
cal formulas.

~ But one can run a culturally diverse writing course wichout sacrificing any
of its integrity as a writing course. Any writing course, required or not, can
be wonderfully diverse, an exciting expetience in which people of different
cultures and experience learn about dlfference first-hand.. Mote about that

shortly.
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Forces from Qutside

The second major force I see at work is directly political. There's no question
in my mind that this new radical stance of many composition faculty is in
some ways a cotollary of the angry response many intellectusls have to the ex-
cesses of right-wing, conservative forces that have dominated American pol-
itics for the past decade. Faculty in the liberal arts tend to be liberals who are
concerned about social problems and dislike the trends we've seen in curting
funds for human services and for education. We'te sick over the condition of
our countty: one child in five living in poverty; one person in eight hungty,
33 million people with no health insurance; a scandalous infant mortality rate,
hundreds of thousands homeless. Yet we see our government spend billions on
a dubious war. No need to go on—we all know the terrible inequities and
contradictions of our society.

As educators of good will, we shouldn’t even have to mention our anger
about racism and sexism in our society—that’s a given, as is out commitment
to work to overcome it. I, for one, refuse o be put on the defensive on such
matters of personal conscience ot to be silenced by the fear that someone will
pin a label on me if I don’t shate his or her vision of the world or agree on
how to improve it. Ad hominem argurnents don’t impress me.

But it's entitely understandable that academics who are traditional liberals
sympathize at first with those who preach teform, even when they sound more
radical than we'd like. On the sutface we share common ground: we'd all like
to bring about a fairer, more compassionate society. But [ fear that we are in
real danger of being co-opted by the radical left, coerced into acquiescing to
methods that we abhor because, in’the abstract, we have some mutnal goals.
Some faculty may also fear being labeled “right-wing” if they oppose pro-
grams that are represented as being “liberating.™ But we shouldn't be duped.
Authoritarian methods are still authoritarian methods, no matter in what
cause they're invoked. And the current battle is #ot one hetween liberals and
conservatives. Those who attempt to make it so—columnists like George
Will—either do not understand the agenda of the cultural left, or they make
the association in order to discredit liberal goals. Make no mistake—those on
the cultural left are not in the least liberal; in fact, they despise liberals as
compromising humanists, They'te happy, however, to stir up traditional lib-
eral guilt and use it for their purposes. :

What's Wrong with Their Goals?

Why do I object so strongly to the agenda that these self-styled radical teach-
ers want to establish for composition courses and freshman English in particu-

lag?
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First, I vigorously object to the contention that they have a right—even a
duty—to use theit classrooms as platforms for their own political views, Such
claims violate all academic traditions about the university being 2 forum for
the free exchange of ideas, a place where students can examine different points
of view in an atmosphere of honest and open discussion, and, in the process,
leatn to think critically. It is a teacher’s obligation to encourage diversity and
exploration, but diversity and ideology will not flourish together. By defini-
tion, they're incompatible. :

By the logic of the cultural left, any teacher should be free to use his or her
classroom to ptomote any ideology. Why not facism? Racial superiority? Re-
Jigious fundamentalism? Anti-abortion beliefs? Can't any professor claim the
right to indoctrinate students simply because he or she is tight? The argument
is no differenit from that of any true believers who are convinced that they own
¢he truth and thus have the right to force it on others, My colleague John
Ruszkiewicz compares them to Milton's “the new forcers of conscience." We
don't have to look far to see how frightening such arguments really are. They,
represent precisely the kind of thinking that leads to “re-education camps’ in
totalitarian governments, to putting art in the service of propaganda, and to
making education always the instrument of the state.

Those who want to bring their ideology into the classroom argue that since
any classtoom is necessarily political, the teacher might as well make it openly
political and ideological. He or she should be direct and honest about his ot
her political beliefs; then the students will know whete they stand and every-
one can talk freely. Is any expetienced teacher really so naive as to believe
that? Such claims are no more than self-serving rationalizations that allow a
professor total freedom to indulge personal prejudices and avoid any responsi-
bility to be fair. By the same reasoning, couldn’t one claim that since we
know it is impossible to find absolute, objective truths, we might just as well
abandon the search for truth and settle for opinion, superstition and conjec-
ture? Would that advance our students’ education? Couldn’t one also say that
since one can never be completely fair with one’s children, one might as well
quit trying and freely indulge one’s biases and favoritism? It's astonishing that
people who purport to be scholars can make such specious arguments.

The real political truth about classtooms is that the teacher has all the
power; she sets the agenda, she controls the discussion, and she gives the
grades. She also knows more and can argue more skillfully. Such a situation is
ripe for intellectual intimidation, especially in recquired freshman composition
classes, and although I think it is unprofessional for teachers to bring their
ideology into any classroom, it is those freshman courses that I am especially

concerned about,

The Threat to Freshman Courses

[ believe that the movement to make freshman English into courses in which
students must write about specific social issues threatens all the gains we have
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made in teaching writing in the last fifceen years, I also think that rather than
promoting divetsity and a genuine multicultural environment, such courses
actually work against those goals. Here ate my reasons.

First, we know that students develop best as writers when they can write
about something they care about and want to know more about. Only then
will they be motivated to invest real effort in their work; only then can we
hope they will avoid the canned, clichéd prose that neither they nor we take
seriously, Few students, however, will do their best when they are compelled
to write on a topic they perceive as politically charged and about which they
feel uninformed, no matter how thought-provoking and important the in-
structor assumes that topic to be, If freshmen choose to write about issues in-
volving tace, class, and gender, that’s fine. They should have every encourage-
ment. I believe all topics in a writing class'should be serious ones that ptish
students to think and to say something substantial. But the topic should be
their choice, a careful and thoughtful choice, to be suze, but not what some-
one else thinks is good for them. :

Second, we know that young writers develop best as writets when teachets
are able to create a low-risk environment that encourages students to take’
chances. We also know that novice writers can virtually freeze in the writing
classroom when they see it as an extremely high-risk situation. Apprehensive
‘about their grades in this new college situation, they nervously test their
teachers to see what is expected of them, and they venture opinions only tim-
idly. It is always hard to get students to write seriously and honestly, but
when they find themselves in a classroom where they suspect there is a correct
way to think, they ate likely to take refuge in generalities and responses that
please the teacher. Such fake discourse is a kind of silence, the silence we have
so often deplored when it is forced on the disadvantaged. But when we stifle
cfeative impulse and make students opt for survival over honesty, we have
done the same thing. In too many instances, the first lesson they will learn as
college students is that hypocrisy pays—so don’t try to think for yourself.

My third objection to injecting’ prescribed political content into a required
freshman course is that such action severely limits freedom of expression for
both students and instructots. In my view, the freshman course on racism and'
sexism proposed at the University of Texas at Austin in the spring of 1990
would' have enforced conformity in both directions. Students would have had
no choice of what to write about, and the instructors who wete graduate stu-
dents would have had no choice about what to teach. Even if they felt un-
qualified to teach the material—and many did-—or believed that the pre-
seribed curriculum would work against their students’ learning to write—and
many did-—they had to conform to a syllabus that contradicted their profes-
sional judgment and, often, their personal feelings. That course has since been

" revised and the freshman course in place since the fall of 1991 offers choices to

both students and teachers.
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New Possibilities for Freshman Courses

I believe we can make freshman English—or any other writing course—a truly
multicultural course that gives students the opportunity to develop their crit-
ical and creative abilities and do it in an intellectually and ethically responsi-
ble context that preserves the heart of what we have learned about teaching
writing in the past two decades.

Firsc. I resist the effort to put any specific multicultural content at the cen-
ter of 2 writing course, particulatly a freshman coutse, and particularly a re-
quired course. Multicultural issues are too complex and diverse to be dealt
with fully and responsibly in an. English course, ‘much less a coutse in which
the focus should be on writing, not reading. Too often attempts to focus on
such issues encourage stereotyping and superficial thinking. For instance,
what English teacher wouldn't feel presumptuous and foolish trying to intro-
duce Asian culture into 2 course when he or she can quickly think of at least
cen different Asian cultures, all of which differ from each other drastically in
important ways? What about Hispanic culture? Can the teacher who knows
something of Mexico generalize about traditions of other Hispanic cultures?
Can anyone teach the “black experience™? Do black men and women whose
forebears come from Haiti and Nigeria and Jamaica share the experiences and
heritage of African-Americans? Is Southern culture a valid topic for study?
Many people think so, What about Jewish culture? But I don’t need to labor
the point., 1 only want to highlight the concetns any of us should have when
the push for so-called multicultural coutses threatens the integrity of our dis-
cipline and the quality of our teaching, '

I believe, however, that we can create a culturally inclusive curriculum in
ing classes by focusing on the experiences of our students. They are our
greatest multicultural resource, one that is authentic, rich, and truly diverse.
Every student brings to class-a picture of the world in his or her mind that is
* constructed out of his or her cultural background and unique and complex ex-
petience. As writing teachets, we can help students atticulate and understand
that experience, but we also have the important job of helping every writer to
understand that each of us sees the world through our own particular lens, one
shaped by unique expetiences. In ordet to communicate with others, we must
learn to see through their lenses as well as try to explain to them what we see
through ours. In an interactive classroom where students collaborate with
other writers, this process of decentering so one can understand the “‘other”
can foster genuine multicultural growth. . -

Imagine, for example, the breadth of experience and range of difference stu-
dents would be exposed to in a class made up of students I have had in recent
years.

" Ope student would be from Malawi. The ivory bracelet he wears was put
on his arth at birth and cannot be removed; he writes about his tribal legends.
Another student is a young Vietnamese man who came to America when he

out writ
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was eight; he writes about the fear he felt his first day in an Ametican school
because there were no walls to keep out bullets. Another is a young Greek
woman whose patents brought her to America to escape poverty; she writes
about her first conscious brush with sexism in the Greek orthodox chutch.
One student is the son of illegal aliens who followed the harvests in Texas; he
writes with passion about the need for young Hispanics to get their education,
A young black man writes about college basketball, a culture about which he
is highly knowledgeable. A young man from the Texas panhandle writes
about. the traditions of cowboy boots and the ethical dimensions of barbed
wire fences. Another young black man writes about the conflicts he feels be-
eween what he is learning in astronomy, a subject that fascinates him, and the
teachings of his church.

It’s worth noting hete that religion plays an important role in the lives ‘of
many of our students—and mahny of vs, I'm sure—but it’s a dimension almost
never mentioned by those who talk about cultural diversity and difference. In
most- classrooms in which there is an obvious political agenda, students—even
graduate students—are very reluctant to revea] their religious beliefs, sensing
they may get 2 hostile reception. And with reason—remember the quotation
from David Bleich. But a teacher who believes in divetsity must pay attention
to and respect students with deep religious convictions, not force them too
into silence.

Real diversity emerges from the students themselves and flourishes in a col-
tabotative classroom in which they work together to develop their ideas and
test them out on each other. They can discuss and examine their experiences,
their assumptions, their values, and their questions., They can tell their stories
to each other in a nurtutant writing community. As they are increasingly ex-
posed to, the unique views and expetiences of others, they will begin to appre-
ciate differences and understand the rich tapestfy of cultures that their indi-
vidual stories make up. But they will also see unified motifs and common
human concerns in that tapestry.

.In this kind of classroom not all writing should be personal, expressive
writing. Students need a broader range of discourse as their introduction to
writing in college. The teacher can easily design the kinds of writing assign-

ments that involvé argument and exposition and suggest options that encour-

age cross-cultural awatreness. For instapce, some suggested themes for develop-
ment might be these: family or community rituals; power relationships at all
levels; the student’s role in his or her family or group; their roles as men and
women; the myths they live by; cultural tensions within groups. There are
dozens more rich possibilites that could be worked out with the cooperation of
colleagues in other depattments and within the class itself.

The strength of all the themes I've mentioned is that they're both individu-
2l and communal, giving students the opportunity to write something unique
to them as individuals yet something that will resonate with others in their
writing community. The beauty of such an approach is that it’s erganic. It
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grows out of resources available in each classtoom, and it allows students to
make choices, then discover more about others and themselves through those
choices. This approach makes the teacher a midwife, an agent for change
rathet than a transmitter of fixed knowledge, It promotes a student-centered
classroom in which the teacher doesn’t assume, as our would-be forcers of con-
scierice do, that he or she owns the truth. Rather the students bring their own
truths, and the teacher’s role is to nurture change and growth as students en-
counter individual differences, Gradually ‘their truths will change, but so will
ours because in such a classroom one continually learns from one’s students.

This is the kind of freshman English class from which students can emerge
with confidence in their ability to think, to generate ideas, and to present
themselves effectively to the university and the community. It is a class built
on the scholasship, research, and experience that has enabled us to achieve 50
‘much growth in our profession in the last fifteen yeass, It is the kind of class-
room we can be proud of as a discipline. I don’t think we necessarily have to
take freshman English out of English departments in order to establish this
model, but we do have to assert out authority as writing professionals within
our departments and fiercely resist letting freshman English be used for any-
one else’s goals. We must hold on to the gains we have made and teach writ-
ing in the ways we know best. Above all, we must teach it for the sindents’
benefit, not in the service of politics or anything else.

Freshman English is a course particularly vulnetable to takeover because
English deparements in so many universities and colleges refuse to take it seri-
ously and thus don't pay much attention to what happens in it. They can
wake up, however, to find that some political zealots take the course very seri-
ously indeed and will gladly put it to their own uses. The scores of us who
have been studying, writing, speaking, and publishing for two decades to
make freshman English the solid intellectual enterprise that it now is roust
speak out to protect it from this kind of exploitation. It is time to resist, time
to speak up, time to recleim freshman composition from those who want to
politicize it.

What s at stake is control of a vital element in our students’ education by a

radical few. We can't afford to let that control stand.
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Gulf Coast Conference on the Teaching of Writing

The- Alabama Statewide Writing Project once again hosts the Gulf Coast Con-
ferénce on the Teaching of Writing, August.9—12 at the Grand Hotel, Point
Cleat, Alabama. Keynote speakers and their topics will: be Jane Hansen, Usi-
versify of New Hampshire ("Literacy Portfolios”); Allison Preece, University, of .
Victétia, B.C. (“Children Finding Their Voices"); and Donald M, Muttay, Pul-
itzer* prize winning author, formerly of the University of New Hampshire.
- (“Reading as a Writer”). The keynote speakers will also offet two-hour. work-
shops on the teaching of writing. Over fifty concurrent sessions on all aspects of
writing will also be offered.. '

The Grand Hotel offers a planned recreation program-for children ages 5-14,
_plus outstanding social activities: golfing, sailing, switnming; cycling, hiking,
hotséback riding, tennis. The Grand also offers outstanding--dining facilities .
and dancing under the stars to live music, o

¥br registration and-discount hotel rates, contact The Gulf Coast Conferente,

Troy Staté Regional In-Service Center, Troy State University, Troy, AL 36082 ~ |




