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_rm_,og_c,nao: to Errors and Expectations:
A Guide for the Teacher of Basic Writing ~ ~

MINA P. SHAUGHNESSY

BACKGROUND

# OWARD THE end of the sixties and largely in response to
the protests of that decade, many four-year colleges began admitting students
who were not by traditional standards ready for cellege. The numbers of such
students varied from college to college as did the cornmitment to the task of
teaching them. In some, the numbers were token; in others, where compre-
hensive policies of admissions were adopted, the number threatened to “tip”
freshman classes in favor of the less prepared students. For such colleges,
this venture into mass education usually began abruptly, amidst the misgiv-
ings of administrators, who had to guess in the dark about the sorts of pro-
grams they ought to plan for the students they had never met, and the
reluctancies of teachers, some of whom had already decided that the new stu-
dents were ineducable. : : ,

. It was in such an atmosphere that the holdest and earliest: of these at-
tempts to build a comprehensive system of higher education began: in the
spring of 1970, the City University of New York adopted an admissions policy
that guaranteed to every city resident with a high-school diploma a place in
one of its eighteen tuition-free colleges (ten senior colleges and eight two-
year colleges}, thereby opening its doors not only to a larger population of
students than it had ever had before (enrollment was to jurnp from 174,000
in 1969 to 266,000 in 1975) but to a wider range of students than any college
had probably ever admitted or thought of admitting to its campus—academic
winners and losers from the best and worst high schools in the country, the
children of the lettered and the illiterate, the blue-collared, the white-
collared, and the unemployed, some who could barely afford the subway fare
to school and a few who came in the new cars their parents had given them as
a-reward for staying in New York to go to college; in short, the sons.and
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daughters of New Yorkers, reflecting that city’s intense, troubled version of
America.

One of the first tasks these students faced when they arrived at college was
to write a placement essay and take a reading test. Judged by the results of
these tests, the young men and women who were to be known as open ad-
missions students fell into one of three groups: (1) those who met the tradi-
tional requirements for college work, who appeared from their tests and their
school performance to be competent readers and writers with enough back-
ground in the subjects they would be studying in college to be able to begin at
the traditional starting points; (2) those who had survived their secondary
schooling but not thrived on it, whose reading was seldom voluntary and
whose writing reflected a flat competence, by no means exror-free but limited
more seriously by its utter predictability—its bare vocabulary, safe syntax, and
platitudinous tone, the writing of students who had learned to get by but who
seemed to have found no fun nor challenge in academic tasks; (3) those who
had been left so-far behind the others in their formal education that they ap-
peared to have little chance of catching up, students whose difficulties with
the written langnage seemed of a. different order from those of the other
groups, as if. they had come, you might say, from a different country, or at
least through.different schools, where even very modest standards of high-
school literacy had not been met. , . : .

Of these groups, the first was. clearly the group whom college teachers
kmew best. They were the students for whom college courses and tests had
been designed and about whom studies had been made. The second group,
however, was also known to them,; its students resembled the academic strag-
glers of another exa, those who had tended t¢ end up in “bonehead English”
perhaps but at least some of whom had been-known to take hold at a later .
point in their development and go on to complete their academic work cred-
itably. The third group contained the true outsiders: Natives, for the most part,
of New York, graduates of the same- public school system as the other stu-
dents, they were nonetheless strangers in academia, unacquainted with the
rules and rituals of college life, unprepared for the sorts of tasks their teach-
ers-were about to. assign them. Most of them had grown up in one of New
York's ethnic or racial enclaves. Many had spoken other languages or dialects
at home and nevér successfully reconciled the worlds of home and school, a
fact which by now had worked its way deep into. their feelings about school
and about themselves as students. . C , : S

+ They were in college now for one reason: that their lives might be better
than their parents’, that the lives of their children might be better than theirs
so far had been. Just how college was to accomplish these changes was not at
all clear, but the faith that education was the one available route to change
empowered large numbers of students who had already endured twelve years
of compulsory schooling to choose, to go to college when the doors of City
University suddenly swung open.. - . . 8 . ,
Not surprisingly, the essays these students wrote during their first weeks
of class stunned the teachers who read them. Nothing, it seemed, short of
a miracle was going to turn such students into writers. Not uncommonky,
teachers announced to their supervisors (or even their students) after only 2
week of class that everyone was probably going to fail. These were students,
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they insisted, whose problems at this stage were irremediable. To make mat-
ters worse, there were no studies nor guides, nor even suitable texthooks to
turn to. Here were teachers trained to analyze the belletristic achievements
of .nrn‘nmsncmmm marooned in basic writing classrooms with adult student
writers who appeared by college standards to be illiterate. Seldom had an ed-
ucational venture begun so inauspiciously, the teachers unready.in mind and
rmmn,no.. mm._n.m their students, the students weighted by the disadvantages of
poor training yet expected to “catch up” with the front-runners in a semester
or two of Jow-intensity instruction. :

Five years have passed since that first class of open admissions students en-
tered City University. Some of those “ineducable” students have by now been
graduated; some have dropped out; some have transferred to other types of
programs after having found their vocational directions; and still others re-
main in college, delayed because of outside jobs that eat into their college
time and because of the extra time they spent at the outset developing their
skills as readers and writers. The teachers who five years ago questioned the
educability of these students now know of their capabilities and have them-
selves undergone many shifts in attitude and methodology since their first en-
counters with the new students. :

Despite such advances, the territory I am calling basic writing (and that
cnrmw.m might call remedial or developmental writing) is still very much of a
frontier, unmapped, except for a scattering of impressionistic articles and a

few blazed trails that individual teachers propose through their texts. And like

the m.mEQ.m om. other frontiers, the teachers who by choice or assignment are
heading; to this pedagogical West are certain to be carrying many things they

will not be needing, that will clog their Jjourney as they get further on. So too
they will discover the need of other things they do not have and will need to
mmwmmmnm by mother wit out of whatever is at hand.

- This bookis intended to be a guide for that kind of teacher, and it is certain
to have the shortcomings of other frontier maps, with doubtless a few rivers
in the wrong place and some trails that end nowhere. Still, it is also certain to
prepare the inexperfenced teacher for some of the difficultie
encounter and even provide him with a better
than he is likely to draw up on his own.!

The book m.m mainly an attempt to be precise about the types of difficulties
to be found in basic writing (BW) papers at the outset, and beyond that, to
demonstrate how the sources of those difficulties can be explained i&uo:nuwm-
course to .mcnr pedagogically empty terms as ‘handicapped” or “disadvantaged.”
I rmﬂo divided this territory of difficulty into familiar teaching categories, which
serve as headings for the main sections of the book: Handwriting and mcbﬁ,:-
ation, Syntax, Common Errors, Spelling, Vocabulary, and Beyond the Sen-
tence, In each of these sections, I have tried to do three things: first, to give
examples of the range of problems that occur under each category of difficulty;
second, to reason about the causes of these problems; and third, to su mmm
ways in which a teacher might approach them. , #

The examples have been drawn-largely from placement essays, some 4,000
of H.Wm:r, that were written by incoming freshmen at City College of the .OMQ
University of New York over the years 1970 through 1974, To the criticism
that m.mn.%wmm written under testing situations do not represent the true com-

s he is likely to
inventory of necessary supplies
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petence of writers, I can only answer that whexe writers are as unskilled as

- the student writers we are considering, the conditions of writing seem to mat-
ter less than they do for more advanced writers. ‘Thus the initial essays of this
group proved to be highly accurate guides to placement. Indeed, it was not
unusual to find students at this level moﬂ.m better on their test mmmmua than on
outside assignments.

The reader will quickly—perhaps even impatiently—note that I have tended
to use more examples of individual difficulties than he needs in order to iden-
tify the sort of problem I am discussing. I have done this in part to suggest that
the problem I am naming occurs in a variety of contexts but also because I see
a value to bejng immersed in examples. It deepens one’s sense of pattern and
thereby develops the ability to make swift assessments and classifications of
writing difficulties. Should the reader feel no need for this immersion, how-
ever, he will be able to follow my line of analysis without heeding all the
examples.

In reascning about the causes of the various difficulties BW students have
as writers, I have drawn from three resources: my students and the explana-
tions they have given me, directly and indirectly, of their difficulties with writ-
ten English; my colleagues, who have shared their insights with me over the
years in many different settings, both formal and informal; and my own expe-
rience as someone who writes and therefore understands the pressures and
peculiarities of that behavior.

“From these resources, I have reached the persuasion that underlies this
book—mnamely, that BW students write the way they do, not because they are
slow or non-verbal, indifferent to or incapable of academic excellence, but
because they are beginners and must, like all beginners, learn by making mis-
takes. These they make aplenty and for such a variety of reasons that the
inexperienced teacher is almost certain to see nothing but a chaos of error
when he first encounters their papers. Yet a closer look will reveal very little
that is random or “illogical” in what they have written. And the keys to their
development as writers often lie hidden in the very features of their writing
that English teachers have been trained to brush aside with a marginal code

. letter or a scribbled injunction to “Proofread!” Such strategies ram at the
doors of their incompetence while the keys that would open them lie in view.
'This is not to say that learning to write as a young adult does not involve hard
work, for certainly it does, but only that the work must be informed by an un-
derstanding not only of what is missing or awry but of why this is so. In each
chapter, [ will therefore be trying to tease out ?,o reasons that lie behind the
problems I have illustrated. -

My suggestions for helping students overcome &..,mmm problems are of sev-
eral sorts. Sometimes I offer actual lessons; sometimes I recommend a method
or strategy, such as sentence-combining or free writing, that is already (or
ought to be) part of a teacher’s technology; and at others, I merely urge a
fresh perspective on an old problem. The teacher therefore who is searching
for a tightly and fully structured writing program will not find it here. This
book is concerned with the orientations and perceptions of teachers in rela-
tion to a specific population of student writers. It assumes that programs are
not the answers to the learning problems of students but that teachers are
and that, indeed, good teachers create good programs, that the best programs
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are developed in situ, in response to the needs of individual student popula-
tions and as reflections of the particular histories and resources of individual
colleges. Thus, while I have sketched out a course plan in my final nrm%nmu
which arranges the pieces of my analysis into teaching order, T do not expect
anyone to accept it as a prototype. It is, let us say, a tried ém% of _ummEEbm a
writing apprenticeship.

The course plan also serves to suggest the proportion of time that Soc.—m be
given in class to the goal of achieving correct form. Without this indication,
the reader is certain to conclude that the “basic” of basic writing is not how to
write but how to be right, for five of the book’s eight chapters are devoted to
the errors students make. This attention to error is certain to raise questions—
both pedagogical and political—in the minds of many teachers. Why, some
will ask, do English teachers need to be told so much, about errors? Isn't their
concern with error already a kind of malignancy? Qught we not to dwell in-
stead upon the options writers have tather than the constraints they must
work under if they are to be read without prejudice?

There is a short answer to these questions—namely that the proportion of
time I spend analyzing errors does not reflect the proportion of time a teacher
should spend teaching students how to avoid them. But since teachers’ pre-
conceptions about errors are mnmmcmsaw at the center of their misconceptions
about BW students, I have no choice but to dwell on errors. The long answer
to these questions Hmmmm us into more controversial territory. Yet it is impor-

tant, before this exploration of student writing begins, nJ.mn I oﬁ&mﬁ more
fully why error mm_ﬁom so importantly in this voow

SOME VIEWS ON ERROR

For the BW student, academic writing is a trap, not a way of saying some-
thing to someone. The spoken language, looping back and forth between
speakers, offering chances for groping and backing up and even F_“._SmM leav-
ing room for the language of hands and faces, of pitch and pauses, is gener-
ous and inviting. Next to this rich orchestration, writing is but a line that
moves haltingly across the page, exposing as it goes all that the writer doesn’t
know, then passing into the hands of a stranger who reads it with a lawyer's
eyes, searching for flaws.

By the time he reaches college, the BW student both resents and resists his
vulnerability as a writer. He is aware that he leaves a trail of errors behind
him when he writes. He can usually think of little else while he is writing. But
he doesn’t know what to do about it. Writing puts him on a line, and he
doesn’t want to be there. For every three hundred words he writes, he is Enmmw
to use from ten to mu:.@ forms that the academic reader regards as serious er-
rors. Some writers, inhibited by their fear of error, produce but a few lines an
hour or keep trying to begin, crossing out one try after-another until the sen-

tence is hopelessly ﬁma.mrwm The following passage fllustrates the disintegra-
tion of one mcnr writer.2

- Start | Seeing and hearing is something beautiful and strange to infant.
. Start 2.To a infant seeing and hearing is something beautiful and stronge to infl
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Start 3] agree that seeing and hearing is something beautiful and stronge to a
infants. A infants heres a strange sound such as work mother, he than acc
Start 4 1 agree that child is more sensitive to beauty, because its all so new to ..
him and he apprec : : : o
Start 5 The main point is 53 a nE.ELm more sensitive to beauty. Hrmb there par- -
ents, because its the child a inftant can only express it feeling with reactions, .
Start 6 I agree a child is more senstive to seeing and hearing than his m.mmnu» be-
cause its also new to him and more appreciate. His
Start 7 1 agree that seeing and hearing have a different quality mon infants than
grownup, because when infants comes aware of a sound and can associate it -
with the object, he is indefeying and the parents acknowledge to to this
. Start 8 I agree and disagree that seeing and hearing have a different quality for
infants than for grownups, because to see and hear for infants its all so new and,
mor appreciate, but I alse feel that a child parent appreciate the sharing
Siart 9 | disagree 1 feel that it has the same quality to .
Start 10 1 disagree I fell that seeig and hearing has the same n__._mrQ to vonr in- -
fants and parents. Hearing and seeing is such a great asmbﬂ to infants and par-
. ents, and they both appreciate, just because there aren’t that many panters or
musicians around dosen’t mean that infants are more mmﬁm:_sw to beautiful that -
there parents._

So absolute is the importance of error in the minds of many writers that
“sood writing” to them means “correct:writing,” nothing more. “As long as 1
can remember,” writes a student, “I wanted to be an English teacher. I know
it is hard, keeping verbs in their right Emomu s's when they should be, etc., but
one day I will make them vm.nﬂ of me.”

Much about the “remedial” situation encourages this obsession with error.
First, there is the reality of academia, the fact that most college teachers have
little tolerance for the kinds of errors BW students make, that they perceive
certain types of errors as indicators of ineducability, and that they have the
power of the F. Second there 'is the urgency of the students to meet their
teachers’ criteria, even to request more of the prescriptive teaching they have
had before in the hope that this time it might “take.” Third, there is the
awareness of the teacher and administrator that remedial programs are likely
to be evaluated (and budgéted) according to the speed with' which they pro-
duce correct writers, correctness being a r_mr@ Emm.mE.mEm feature of ac-
ceptable writing,

Teachers respond differently to these realities. Some rebel mmmwamn the idea
of error itself. All linguistic forms, they argue, are finally arbitrary. The spelling

of a word, the inflectional systems that carry or reinforce certain kinds of infor-
mation in sentences-—these are merely conventions that differ from Janguage
to language and from dialect to dialect. And because the forms of language are
arbitrary, the reasoning goes, they are not obligatory, not, at least, in those situ-
ations where variant forms can be understood by a reader or where the imposi-
tion of new forms undermines the writer's pride or nonbmmﬂnm in Em native
language or vernacular.

Such a view excludes many forms from the province of ..nn.oﬂ.: Certainly it
leaves no room for those'refinements of usage that have come to-be associ-

ated with writing handbooks—who-whom and:that-which distinctions, the
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possessive form with the genitive, the split infinitive, etc. Beyond this, it would
exclude variant grammatical forms and syntactical patterns that originate in
varieties of English that have long been spoken but only recently written, and
then only in folk and imaginative literature. These forms would include double
negatives, regularized irregular verbs (grow, growed, growed); zero inflections
in.redundant situations (e.g., the. omission of the plural s in ten jobs because
plurality is already indicated by the number), and various- owm._omwmwrun accom-
modations to vernacular forms.

When one considers the damage ﬁwﬁ has been done to m_.dmmb_”m in the
name of correct writing, this effort to redefine error so as to exclude most of
the forms that give students trouble in school and to assert the legitimacy. of
other kinds of English is understandable. Doubtless it is part of a much vaster
thrust within this society not only to reduce the mew:pmm for being culturally
different but to be enrxiched by that diversity.

Nonetheless, the teacher who faces a class of writers who have acquired
but a rudimentary control of the skill discovers that the issue of error is much
more complex and troubling than it seems in theory. He finds, for example,
that the errors his students make cannot be neatly traced to one particular
source, namely, the habitual preference of a vernacular form over a standard
form. Instead he finds evidence of a number of interacting influences: the
generally humiliating encounter with 'school language, which produces am-
“bivalent feelings about mastery, persuading the child on the one hand that he
cannot learn to read and write and on the other that he has to; the pleasures
of peer and neighborhood talk, where language flows most naturally; the con-
tagion of the media, those hours of TV and radio and movies wbm mmm s&ﬁ.m
standard forms blend with all that is alluring in the society. -

The writing that emerges from these experiences bears traces of m:w &.mmmw.
ent pressures and codes and confusions that have gone to make up “English”
for the BW student. At times variant and standard forms mix, as if students
had half-learned two inflectional systems; hypercorrections that belong to no
system jut out in unexpected places; idiosyncratic schemes. of punctuation
and spelling substitute for systems that were never learned and possibly never
taught; evasive circumlocutions, syntactical derailments, timid ‘script, and
near-guesses fog the meaning, if any remains after the student has thus spent
himself on the sheer mechanics of getting something down on paper. One
senses the struggle to fashion out of the fragments of past instruction a sys-
tem that will relieve the writer of the task of deciding what to do in each in-
stance where alternative forms or conventions stick in the mind. But the task
seems too demanding and the rewards too stingy for someone who can step
out of a clessroom and in a moment be in the thick of conversation with
friends:

Confusion, rather nrmu contlict, seems to paralyze the writer at ﬂ?m level.
Language learners at any level appear to seek out, either consciously or un-
consciously, the underlying patterns that govern the language they are learn-
ing. They are pressed by.their language-learning faculties to increase the
degree of predictability and ‘efficiency in their use of language. This is less a

choice they make than an urge they have to move across the territory of lan-
guage as if they had a map and not as if they were being forced to make their
way across a mine field. What has been so damaging about the experience of
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BW students with written English is that it has been so confusing, and worse,
that they have become resigned to this confusion, to not knowing, to the sub-
stitution of protective tactics or private systems or makeshift strategies for
genuine mastery of written English in any form. Most damaging of P: they
have lost confidence in the very faculties that serve all language learners:
their ability to distinguish between essential and redundant features of a lan-
guage left them logical but wrong; their ability to draw analogies between
what they knew of langnage when they began school and what they had to
learn produced mistakes; and such was the quality of their instruction that no
one saw the intelligence of their ﬂ:mnmwmw or thought to harness that intelli-
gence in the service of learning.

"T'here is no easy or quick way to undo this mwd.-wmm. The absence of errors,
it is-true, does not count much toward good writing, vet the pile-up of errors
that characterizes BW papers reflects more difficulty with written English
than the term “error” is likely to imply. To try to persuade a student who
makes these errors that the problems with his writing are all on. the outside,
or that he has no problems, may well be to perpetuate his confusion and deny
him the ultimate freedom of deciding how and when and where he will use
which language. For him, error is more than a mishap; it is a barrier that
keeps him not only from writing something in formal English but from having
something to write. In any event, students themselves are uneasy about en-
couragements to ignore the problem of error, often interpreting them as eva-
sions of the hard work that lies before teachers and students if the craft of
writing is ever to be mastered. Indeed, many students still insist, despite the
miseries of their earlier encounters with grammar and despite the reluctance
of teachers who have lost confidence in the power of grammatical study to af-
fect writing, that they need more prescriptive grammar. Perhaps, as some
would.say, the propaganda of a long line of grammar teachers “took.” But it
may also be that grammar still symbolizes for some students one last chance
to understand what is going on with written Janguage so that they can control
it rather than be controlled by it.

There is another reason why the phenomenon of error cannot be ignored at
this level. It has to do with the writer’s relationship to his audience, with what
might be called the economics of energy in the writing situation. Although
speakers and listeners, writers and readers, are in one sense engaged in a co-
operative effort to understand one another, they are also in conflict over the
amount of effort each will expend on the other. That is, the speaker or writer
wants to say what he has to say with as little energy as possible and the lis-
tener or reader wants to understand with as little energy as possible. In a
speech situation, the speaker has ways of encouraging or pressing for more
energy than the listener might SEw:% want to give. He can, fox example, use
attention-getting gestures or grimaces, or he can play upon the social respon-
siveness of his listener; the listener, in turn, can query or quiz or withhold his
nods until he has received the “goods” he requires from the speaker.

Nothing like this open bargaining can go on in the writing situation, where
the writer cannot keep an eye on his reader nor depend upon anything except
waords on 2 page to get him his due of attention. Thus anything that facilitates
the transfer'of his meaning is important in this tight economy of energy. Great
writers, it is true, have drawn deeply upon the energies of readers, holding
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them through pages of exasperating density or withholding from them conven-
tional word order or vocabulary.or punctuation in order to-refresh the language
or create new perceptions; but even here the reader expects his investment to
pay off in intellectual or emotional enrichment. He is, after all, a buyer in a
buyer's market.

Errors, however, are unintentional and unprofitable intrusions upon the
consciousness of the reader. They introduce in accidental ways alternative
forms. in spots where usage has stabilized a particular form (as is now true in
spelling, for example, or in the familiar albeit “illogical” inflections). They de-
mand energy without giving any return in meaning; they shift the reader’s at-
tention from where he is gding (meaning) to how he is getting there (code}.
In a better world, it is true, readers might be more generous with their ener-
gi¢s, pausing to divine the meaning of a writer or mentally to edit the errors
out of his text without-expecting to vm rewarded for their efforts, but it would
be foolhardy to bank on that kind of persistence except perhaps in English
teachers or good friends. (That errors carry messages which writers can't af-
ford to send is demonstrated by the amount of energy and money individuals,
business firms, publishing houses, etc., spend on error removal, whether by
correcting fluids, erasers, scrapped paper, or proofreaders.)

All codes become codes by doing some things regularly and not others, and
it is not so much the ultimate logic of these regularities that makes them
obligatory but rather the fact that, logical or no, they have become habitual to
those who communicate within that code. Thus the fact that in the general
dialect the -s in tex jobs is a redundant form merely repeating what a numer-
ical adjective has already established does not reduce the general reader’s
pause over ten job. The truth is that even slight departures from a code cost
the writer something, in whatever system he happens te be communicating,
and given the hard bargain he must drive ‘with his reader, he usually cannot
afford many of them.

‘This is not to say, of course, that the boundaries of error do not shift nor to
suggest that certain battles along those borderlines are not worth waging, En-
glish has been robustly inventing itself for centuries—stretching and reshap-
ing and enriching itself with every language and dialect it has encountered.
Ironically, some of the very irregularities that students struggle with today
are there because at some point along the way the English language yielded
to another way of saying something.

But when we move out of the centuries and into Monday morning, into the
life of the young man or woman sitting in a BW class, our linguistic contem-
plations are likely to hover over a more immediate reality—namely, the fact
that a person who does not control the dominant code of literacy in a society
that generates more writing than any society in history is likely to be pitched

‘against more obstacles than are apparent to those who have already mastered

that code. From such a vantage point, one feels the deep conserving pull of
language, the force that has preserved variant dialects of English as well as
the general dialect of Eteracy, and one knows that errors matter, knows fur-
ther that a teacher who would work with BW students might well begin by
trying to understand the logic of their mistakes in order to determine at what
point or points along the developmental path error should or can become a
subject for instruction. What I hope will emerge from this exploration into
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error is not a new way of sectioning off students’ problems with writing but
vather a readiness to look at these problems in a way that does not ignore the
linguistic sophistication of the students nor yet underestimate the complexity
of the task they face as they set about learning to write for college. -

NOTES

1." After having tried various was of circuxaventing the use of the masculine pronoun
in situations where women teachers and students might easily outnumber men, 1 have
settled for the convention, but I regret that the language resists my meaning in this im-
portant respect. When the reader sees he, I can only hope she will alsobe there.

2. Unless otherwise indicated, the writers of sample passages are native to the. United
States, where they have had from twelve to thirteen years of public schooling, mostly in
New York City. The topics of placement essays; from which many of the samples come,
are given in the Appendix. In this essay, an initial class essay, the student was attempting
to contrast the ways in which infants and adults see'the-world: Each of the “starts” in the
present sample was crossed out in the original. :

Paradigms and Problems: Needed Research
in Rhetorical Invention _

RicHARD E. YOUNG

The process of examining any topic is both an exploration of the
‘topic, and an exegesis of our fundamental beliefs in the light of
which we approach it; a dialectical combination of exploration
and exegesis.

‘ : —MicHAEL PoLanyt

. i N WHAT basis can one argue that, at this moment, we
need certain kinds of research in rhetorical invention and that we are less in
need of other kinds? I would like to move toward an answer by first proposing
that since the beginning of the century, the teaching and researching of com-
position have been guided by what Thomas Kuhn (1970) has called a “para-
digm,"™ a system of widely shared values, beliefs, and methods that determines
the pature and conduct of the discipline. A paradigm determines, among
other _things, what is included in the discipline and what is excluded from it,
what is taught and not taught, what problems are regarded as important and
unimportant, and, by implication, what research is regarded as valuable in
developing the discipline. It is what accounts “for the relative fulness of . ..
[our] professional communication and the relative unanimity of ... [our]
professional judgments” (Kuhn, 1970, p. 182). For those working within a
discipline, a paradigm is an eye to see with.

1t is not difficult to find evidence for the contrary position that there has
been no generally shared system of beliefs which has guided work in the disci-
pline. One need only recall the extraordinary variety of courses Kitzhaber
{1963) discovered in his survey of freshman composition programs to wonder
whether we have any discipline at all. However, I think a reasonable case can
be made for the proposition that for several decades members of the discipline
have shared a remarkably stable system of beliefs, a system that Daniel Foga-
rty (1959) has called “current-traditional rhetorie” (p. 118}. If we dccept the

Ricuarp E. Youne received his Ph.D. from  proach topics from many perspectives. He
the University of Michigan, where he be-  organized techniques from applied lin-
came a member of the Humanities Depart- _ guistics as ways to think and write ahout
ment in the 1960s. He later moved to not only the fixed, defining qualities of a

Carnegie Mellon University to develop its

graduate program in rhetoric and composi-
tion.

In 1983, Young conducted a federally
sponsored year-long seminar in rhetorical
invention, based on his continuing study
of how to help students at any level ap-

concept or event, but also their part in

-processes of change that are visible to ob-

servers in relation to broader cultural set-
tings. This article helped form the basis
for further research along those lines. It
was published in Research in Composing:
Points of Departure, Charles L. Cooper
and Lee Qdell, eds., in 1978.
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- A Critique of the Politics |
Qa Linguistic Innocence

MIN-ZHAN Ly

Abstract This article examines Mina Shaughnessy’s Errors and Expecta-
tions in light of cwrrent discourse theories which posit language a5 a site of

_ struggle among competing discourses. It finds Shaughnessy’s analyses and
recommended pedagogies dominated by a view of language as a politically
Innocent vehicle of meaning. The author argues that this view of language
leads Shaughnessy to overlook basic writers' need to confront the disso-
nance they experience between academic and other discourses, which
might undercut her goal of helping students achieve the “freedom of de-
ciding hew and when and where to use which language.” The author fur-
ther argues that to pursue Shaughnessy’s goal of countering unequal social
conditions through education, we need to abandon the limitations of the
essentialist view of language informing our pedagogy.

[UHE AIM OF THIS PAPER is to critique an essentialist as-

sumption about language that is dominant in the teaching of basic writing. This
assumption holds that the essence of meaning precedes and is independent of
language, which serves merely as a vehicle to communicate that essence, Ac-
cording to this assumption, differences in discourse conventions have no effect
on the essential meaning communicated. Using Mina Shaughnessy’s Errors
and Expectations as an example, I examine the ways in which such an assump-
tion leads to pedagogies which promote what I call a politics of linguistic inno-
cence: that is, a politics which preempts teachers’ attention from the political
dimensions of the linguistic choices students make in their writing, .
My critique is motivated by my alignment with various Mamxist and post-
structuralist theories of language.’ In one way or another, these theories have
argued that language is best understood not as a neutral vehicle of communi-
cation but as a site of struggle among competing discourses. Each discourse
puts specific constraints on the construction of one’s stance—how one makes
sense of oneself and gives meaning to the world. Through one’s gender; fam-

Mmv-Zuan Lu is professor of English and  *I wrote this piece because I was under
University Scholar at the University of the sway of the rhetorical power of
Louisville. She holds a Ph.D. in cultnral Shaughnessys article ‘Diving In.' I wanted
and critical studies from the University of to imagine how she might dive into the
Pittsburgh, -and has also taught at Drake conversation swrounding Basic Writing
University and the University of Wisconsin—  during the 1990s if she had still been
Milwaukee. This article was published in  alive."—m-z1

the Journal of Basic Writing in 1991.
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ily; worl; religious, educational, or recreational life; each individual gains ac-
cess to a range of competing discourses which offer competing views of one-
self, the world, and one’s relation with the woxld. Each time one writes, even
and especially when one is attempting to use one of these discourses, one ex-
periences. the need to respond to the dissonance among the various dis-
courses of one’s daily life. Because different discourses do not enjoy equal
political power in current-day America, decisions on how to respond to such
dissonance are never politically innocent. - . : ,

- From the perspective of such a view of langnage, Shaughnessy's stated goal
for her basic writers—the mastery of written English and the “ultimate freedom
of deciding how and when and where” to use which language (11)—should in-
volve!at least three challenges for student writers. First, the students need to
become familiar with the conventions or “the stock of words, routines, and rit-
uals that make up” academic discourse (198). Second, they need to gain confi-
dence as learners and writers. Third, they need to decide how to respond to the
potential dissonance between academic discourse and their home discourses.
These decisions involve changes in how they think and how they use langnage.
Yet, most pedagogies informed by the kind of essentialist assumption I defined
eatlier, including the one Shaughnessy presents in Errors and Expectations,
tend to focus attention on only the first two of these challenges.

I choose Errors and Expectations as an example of such pedagogies be-
cause, following Robert Lyons, I interpret the operative word in that book
to be-“tasks” rather than “achievements.” As Lyons cogently points out,
Shaughnessy’s work “resists closure; instead, it looks to the future, empha-
sizing what needs to be learned and done” (186). The legacy of Shaughnessy,
I believe, is the set of tasks she maps out for composition teachers. To honor
this'legacy, we need to examine the pedagogical advice she gives in Errors
and Expectations as tasks which point to the future—to what needs to be
learned and done—rather than as providing closure to our pedagogical in-
quiry. One of the first tasks Shaughnessy establishes for composition teach-
ers is that of “remediating” ourselves (“Diving In” 238). She urges.us to
become “students” of our students and of new disciplines. Reading Errors
and Expectations in light of current theories of language is one way of con-
tinuing that “remediation.” Shaughnessy also argues that a good composi-
tion teacher should inculcate interest in and respect for linguistic variety
and help students attain discursive option, freedom, and choice. She thus
maps out one more task for us: to carry out some democratic aspirations in
the teaching of basic writing.? Another task she maps out for composition
teachers is the need to “sound the depths” of the students’ difficulties as well
as their intelligence (“Diving In" 236)..If, as I will argue, some of her own
pedagogical advice indicates that an essentialist view of language could im-
pede rather than enhance one's effort to fulfill these tasks, then the only way
we can fully benefit from the legacy of Shaughnessy is to take the essential-
ist view of language itself to task. o

In Errors and Expectations, Shaughnessy argues that langiiage “is variously
shaped by situations and bound by conventions, none of which is inferior to
the others but none of which, also, can substitute for the others” (121).
Using such a view of language, she makes several arguments key to her peda-
gogy. For example, she uses such a view to argue for the “systematic nature”
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of her students’ home discourses, the students’ “quasi-foreign relationship”
with academic discourse and, thus, the logic of some of their errors. She also
uses this view of language to call attention to basic writers’ existing mastery of
at least one variety of English and thus, their “intelligence and linguistic apti-
tudes” (292). She is then able toincrease the confidence of both teachers and
studentsin the students’ ability to master a new variety of English—academic
English. - S . - S
Shaughnessy’s view of language indicates her willingness to “remediate’
herself by studying and exploring the implications which contemporary lin-
guistic theories have for the teaching of basic writing? However, in looking to
these fields for “fresh insights and new data,” Shaughnessy seems to have aléo
adopted an. essentialist -assumption which dominates these theories of Jan-
guage: that linguistic codes can be taught in isolation. from the production of
meaning and from the dynamic power struggle within and among diverse dis-
courses.® - S , - i S
We see this assumption operating in Shaughnessy’s description of a writer's
“consciousness (or conviction) of what {he] means™ R

P

17

Tt seems to exist at some subtérranean level of language—but yet to need words™
to coax it to the surface, where it is communicable, not only to.others but, in'a
different sense, to the writer himself, (80) . : . ;

The image of someone using words to coax meaning “to the surface” suggests
that meaning exists separately from and “at some subterranean level of lan-
guage.” Meaning is thus seen as a kind of essence which the writer carries in
his or her mind prior-to writing, although the wiiter might not always be fully
conscious of it. Writing merely serves to make this essence communicable to
oneself and others: As David Bartholomae puts it, Shaughnessy implies that
“writing +is-in sexvice of ‘personal thoughts and styles’” (83). Shaughnessy
does vecognize that writing, is “a deliberate ‘process whereby meaning is
crafted, stage by stage” (81), even that “the act of articulation refines and
changes: [thought]” (82). But the pedagogy she advocates seldom-attends td
the changes which occur in that act. Instead, it presents writing primarily as
getting “as close a fit as.possible between what [the writer] means and what
he says on paper,” or as “testing the words that come to mind against the
thought one has in mind” (79, 204). That is, “meaning is. crafted” only-to
match what is already in the writer's mind (8 1-82). . e
. Such a view of the relationship between words and meaning overlooks the
possibility that different ways of using words-—different discourses—might
exercise different constraints on. how one “crafts” the meaning “one has in
mind.” This is probably why the pedagogical advice: Shaughnessy offers in
Errors and Expectations seldom considers the possibility that the meaning

"1

one “has in mind” might undergo substantial change as one tries to “coax™it

and “communicate” it in different discourses. In the following section, Tusé -

Shaughnessy’s responses to three student writings to examine this tendency
in her pedagogy. I argue that such a tendency might keep her pedagogy from
achieving all the goals it envisions. That is, it'might teach students to “write
something in formal English” and “have something to say” but can help stu-
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dents. obtain. onl imni

Jobtain.only a very limited. “freedom of decidi
&%ﬁm mﬂc .:m.m which language” (11, emphasis MMM%E@ Fou-and when and
.m. .o:osnum isa sentence written by one of mrmnmrﬁammw.m.mnﬂmmua.
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" sort of advancement that one maybe need a college d e 10 e some
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point of view as a normal aspect of learning to master grammatical conven-
tions. Moreover, the writer would be given the opportunity to reach a self-
conscious decision. Without practice in this type of decision making, the kind
of discursive options, freedom, or choice the student could obtain through
education is likely to be very limited. :
Attention to this type of deliberation seems.just as necessary if the teacher

is to help the student who wrote the following paper achieve the style of

“weav[ing] personal experience into analytical discourse” which Shaughnessy
admires in “mature and gifted writers” (198):

It'can be said that my parents have led useful live but that usefulness seems to de-
teriorate when they fond themselves constantly being manipulated for the benefit
of one and not for the benefit of the community. If they were able to realize that
were being manipulate successful advancements could of been gained but being -
that they had no strong pelitical awareness their energies were consumed by the:.
politicians who saw personal advancements at the expenses of dedicated commu-
nity workers, And now that my parents have taken a leave of absence from com-
munity invelvement, comes my term to participate on worthwhile community
activities which well bring about positive results and to maintain « level of con-
sciousness in the community so that they will know what policies affect them, ,
and if they don't quite like the results of the policies I'l make sure, if its possible,
to abolish the ones which hinder progress to ones which well present the correct B

" shift in establishing cairect legislation or enactments. In order fo establish miyself
and my life to revolve around the community 1 must maintain a level of awareness
to make sure that I can bring about positive actions and to keep an open mind to-
the problems of the community and to the possible manipulation. machinery -
which is always on the watch when progressive leaders or members «of the com- .
munity try to build effective activities for the people to participate. (197)

Shaughnessy suggests that the reason this writer has not yet “mastered the
style” is because he has just “begun to advance into the complexity of the new
Janguage” and “is almost certain to sound and feel alien with the stock. of
words, routines, and rituals that make up that language” (198). The “delicate
task” of the teacher in such a situation, Shaughnessy points out, is to “en-
courag[e] the enterprise and confidence of the student” while “improving his
judgment about both the forms and meanings of the words he chooses” (198)

[ believe that there is another dimension to the teacher's task. As Shaugh-
nessy points out, this writer might be “struggling to develop 2 language that
will enable him to talk analytically, with strangers, about the oppression of his
parents and his own resolve to work against that oppression” (197). If what
Shaughnessy says of most of her basic writers is true of this writer—that he
too has “grown up in one of New York's ethnic or racial enclaves” (3)—then
the “strangers” for whom he writes and whose analytical discourse he is strug-
gling to use are “strangers” both in the political and linguistic sense. To this
writer, these “strangers” are people who already belong to what Shaughnessy
calls the world of “public transactions—educational, civic, and professional’
(125), a world which has traditionally excluded people like the writer and his
parents. These “strangers” enjoy power relationships with the very “politi-
cians” and “manipulation machinery” against whom this writer is resolved to
fight. In trying to “talk analytically” this writer is also learning the
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“strangers’" way of perceiving people like his parents, such as viewing the op-
pression of his parents and his resolution to work against that oppression
with the “curiosity and sentimentality of strangers” (197-98). Thus, their
“style” might put different constraints than the student’s home discourse on
how this writer re-views “the experiences he has in mind” (197). If all of this
is so, the teacher ought to ackmowledge that possibility to the students.
‘Let-me use the writings of another of Shaughnessy's stadents to illustrate
why attention to 2 potential change in point of view might benefit students.

The following are two passages written by one of Shaughnessy’s students at
the beginning and the end of a semester:

' Essay written at beginning of semester :
Harlem taught me that light skin Black people was better look, the best to

. suceed, the best off fanicially etc this whole that I trying to say, that [ was brain-

washed and people aliked. I couldw't understand why people {Black and white) .

. coujdn’t get alone, So as time went along I began learned more about myself

and the establishment. -

Essay written at end of semester

In the midst of this decay there are children between the ages of five and ten
playing with plenty of vitality. As they toss the football around, their bodies full of
energy, their clothes look like rainbows. The ¢olors mix together and one is given
the impression of being in a psychedelic-dream, beautiful, active, and alive with
unity. They vell to eachother increasing their morale. They have the sound of an
organized alto section. At the sidelines are the girls who are shy, with the shyness
that belongs to the very young. They are embarrassed when their dresses are
raised by the wind. As their feet rise above pavement, they cheer for their boy
friends. In the midst of the decay, children will continue to play. (278)

In the first passage, the writer approaches the “people” through their racial
and economic differences and the subject of childhood through racial rift and
contention. In the second paper, he approaches the “children” through the dif-
ferences in their age, sex, and the color of their clothes, And he approaches
the subject of childhood through the “unity” among children. The second pas-
sage indicates a change in-how this writer makes sense of the world around
him: the writer has appeased his anger and rebellion against a world which
“brainwashed” children with discriminatory perceptions of Blacks and Whites.
Compared to the earlier and more labored struggle to puzzle out “why people
{Black and white) couldn’t get alone [sic],” the almost Iyrical celebration of the
children'’s ability to “continue to play” “in the midst of the decay” seems a
much more “literary” and evasive form of confronting the world of “decay.”
Shaughnessy characterizes this writer as a student who “discovered early in
the semester that writing gave him access to thoughts and feelings he had not
reached any other way” (278, my emphasis). She uses these essays to illustrate
“the measure of his improvement in one semester.” By that, { take Shaughnessy
to have in mind the changes in length and style. By the end of the semester, the
student is clearly not only finding more to say on the subject but also demon-
strating better- control over the formal English taught in the classroom. This
thange in length and style certainly illustrates the effectiveness of the kind of
pedagogical advice Shaughnessy gives. 2
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Yet, these two passages also indicate that the change in the length and style
of the student’s writing can be accompanied by a change in thinking—in the
way one perceives the world around one and relates to it. This latter change is
often political as well as stylistic. I think that Shaughnessy’s responses to
these student writings overlook this. potential change in thinking because
she believes that languagé will only hielp the writers “reach” but not change how
they think-and feel about a cértain-subject or experience. Thus, -attention.to a
potential change in one’s point of view or political stance seems superfluous.
*. If mastery of academic discourse is often accompanied by a.change in one’s
point of view, as my reading of these three.student writings suggests; then it
ought to be the teacher’s task to acknowledge to the students this aspect of
their learning. However, teachers may hesitate to do so because they are wor-
ried that doing so might confirm the students’ fear that education will dis-
tance them from their home discourses or communities and, as a result; slow
down their learnirig. As Shaughnessy cogently points. out, her students are al-
ready feeling overwhelmed by their sense of the competition vmﬁémmu _.Sdum
and college:

Neglected by the dominant society, [basic writers] have nonetheless had their
own worlds to grow up in and they arrive on our campuses as young adults, with
opinions and languages and plans already in their minds. College both beckons
and threatens them, ommmﬁbm to teach them useful ways of thinking and talking
about the world, promising even to fmprove the quality of their lives, but threat-
ening at-the same titme to take from them their distinctive ways of interpréting
the world, to assimilate them into the culture of academis without acknowledg-
ing their experience as outsiders. (292)

Again and again, Shaughnessy reminds us of her students’ fear that college
may distance them from “their own worlds” and take away from them the
point. of view they have developed through “their experience as outsiders.”
She argues that this fear causes her students to mistrust and psychologically

resist: learning to write {(125). Accordingly, she suggests several Emﬁro%‘

which she believes will help students assuage that fear. -

For example, when discussing her students’ difficulty in ma<&ow5m an “ac-
ademic vocabulary,” Shaughnessy points out that they might resist 'a new
meaning for a familiar word because accepting it would be like consenting to
a “linguistic betrayal that'threatens to wipe out not just'a word but the reality
that the word refers to” (212). She then goes on to.suggest that “if we con-
sider the formal (rather than the:.contextual) ways in which words can be
made to shift meaning we are.closer to. the kind of practical information
about words BW students need” (212). This seems to be her rationale: if a
“formal” approach (in this case, teaching students to pay attention to prefixes
and suffixes) can help students learn that words can be made to shift mean-
ing, then why not avoid the “contextual” approach, especially since the zooh-
textual” approach will only activate their sense of being vﬂnmmﬁmm to snm.n
out not just 2 word but the reality that the word refers to™?

‘But taking this “formal”:approach only circumvents the students’ attention
to the potential change in their thinking and their relationship with home and
schoal. It delays but cannot eliminate their need to deal with that possibility.
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As aresult, students are likely to realize the change only after it has already be-
come d-fact. At the same time, because the classroom has suggested that
learning academic-discourse will not affect how they think, feel, or relate to
home, students are also likely to perceive their “betrayal” of home in purely
personal terms, the result of purely personal choices. The sense of guilt and

" confusion resulting from such a perception is best illustrated iir Richard Ro-

driguez’s narrative of-his own educational experience, Hunger of Memory.
Rodriguez’s narrative also suggests that the best way for students to cope con-
structively with their sense of having consented to a “betrayal” is to perceive it
in relation to the politics of education arid language. The long, lonely, and
painful deliberation it takes for Rodriguez to contextualize that “betrayal” sug-
gests that teachers might better help students anticipate 'and cope with their
sense of “betrayal” if they take the “contextual” as well as the “formal” ap-
proach when teaching the conventions of academic discourse. In fact, doing
both might even help students to minimize that “betrayal.” When students are
manoE.wmom to pay attention to the ways in which diverse discourses constrain
one’s alignmeénts with different points of view and social groups, they have
a better chance to deliberate over how they might resist various pressures
academic discourse exercises on their existing points of view. As Shaughnessy
points out, “English: has been robustly inventing itself for centuries—
stretching and reshaping and enriching itself with every language and dialect
it has encountered” {13). If the teacher acknowledges that all practitioners of
academic discourse, including those who are learning to master it as well as
those who have already mastered it, can participate in this process of reshap-
ing, then students might be less passive.in coping with the: constraints that
academic discourse puts on their alignments with their home discourses.

In preempting Shaughnessy’s attention from the political decisions in-
volved in her students’ formal or linguistic decisions, the essentialist view of
language also seems to have kept her from noticing her own privileging of ac-
ademic discourse. Shaughnessy calls formal written English “the language of
public:transactions—educational, civic, and professional”—and the students’
home discourse the langnage one uses with one's family and friends (125).
Shaughnessy insists that no variety of English can.“substitute for the others”
(121). She reassures her students that their home discourses cannot be sub-
stituted by academic discourse, but neither can their home discourses substi-
tute for academic discourse. Thus, she suggests that academic discourse is a
“necessary” and “advantageous” langnage for all language users because it is
the language of public transaction (125, 293). This insistence on the non-
substitutive nature of language implies that academic discourse has been, is,
and will inevitably be the language of public transaction. And it may vexry well
lead students to see the function of formal English as a timeless linguistic law
which they must respect, adapt to, and perpetuate rather than as a specific
existing circumstance resulting from the historically unequal distribution of
social power, and as a condition which they must recognize but can also call
into question and change.-

Further, she differentiates the function om mnmmaaﬁn discourse from that of
the students’ home discourses through the way she characterizes the degree
to which each discourse mobilizes one’s language learning faculty. She pres-
ents the students’ efforts to seek patterns and to discriminate or apply rules
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“self-sustaining activities” (127; emphasis mine). She argues-that the search
for causes, like the ability to compare, is “a constant and deép. urge among
people of all cultures and ages” and “part of an unfolding intellective power.
that begins with infancy and continues, :at least in the.lives of some, until
death” (263, emphasis mine). Academic discourse :and the studentshome
discourses, Shaughnessy. suggests, unfold their “intellective power’ differ:
ently. The home discourses of basic writers are seen as 'allowing such power
to remain “largely intuitive,” “simplistic,” and “unreasoned” (263), while the
conventions of written English are seen as demanding that such power be
“more thoroughly developed,” “more consciously organized” (261). Thus, act
ademic discourse is endowed with the power to bring the “native intelligence;
or the “constant and deep urge” in all language learners to a higher and more
self-conscious level.> - oo o e P :

This type of depiction suggests that learning academic discourse is not a.vis
olation but a cultivation of what basic writers or “people of all cultures:and
ages” have in and of themselves. Shaughnessy thus suggests basic writers are

being asked to learn academic discourse ‘because of:its distinctive ability to-

utilize a “human” resource. Hence; her pedagogy provides the need to learn
academic discourse. with a “human,”-and hence with yet anoether seemingly
politically innocent, justification. It teaches students to.see discursive-decis
sions made from the point of view of academic culture as “human’. and there:
fore “inriocent” decisions made absolutely free from the pressures.of specific
social and historical circumstances. If it is the student’s concern to align him-

self or herself with minority economic and ethnic groups in the very. act-of

legrning academic discourse; the politics of “linguistic” innocence can.only
pacify rather than activate such a concern. :

st LSO MRDER

Shaughnessy’s desire to propose a pedagogy which inculcates respect: for -

discursive diversity and freedom of discursive choice articulates her dissatis=
faction with and reaction to the-unequal social power and prestige of diverse

discourses in current day America. It also demonstrates her belief that educa-

tion.can and should attempt to change these prevailing unequal conditions;
However, the essentialist view of language which underlies her pedagogy
seemns also to have led her to believe that a vision of language which insists.ox
the equality and nonsubstitutive nature of linguistic variety, and an ideal writ:
ing-classroom which promotes such'a view, can stand! in-pure opposition to
society, adjustirig existing social inequality and the human costs:of such ine:
quality from somewhere “outside’’ the socio-historical space which itds trying
to transform. As a result, her pedagogy. enacts a systematic denial of the pos
litical context of students’ linguistic-decisions. . o
The need to ¢titique the essentialist view:of language and the politics of
linguistic innocence is urgent when wiewed in the context of the popular suc!

HAr

cess of E. D. Hirsch, Jr.'s proposals for educational “reforms.” Hirsch argues .
for the “validity” of his “vocabulary” by claiming its political neutrality. Hirsch .

argues that “it is used-to support all conflicting values that arise in public dis-
course” and “to communicate any point of view effectively” or “in whatever di:
rection one wishes to be: effective” (Cultural Literacy 23, 102, 1033 my

emphasis). Hirsch thus implies that the - “vocabulary” one uses is separate '

from one’s “values,” “point of view,” or “direction.” Like Shaughnessy, be-as-

sumes an essence in the individual—a body of values, points of view, a sense .
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of direction—which exists prior to-the act of “communication” and outside of
the “means of communication” (Cultural Literacy 23). ' " _

“Like Shaughnessy, Hirsch also argues for the need for everyone to learn the

“literate” langiage by presenting it as existing “beyond the narrow spheres of
family, neighborhood, and region” (Cultural Literacy 21). Furthermore, he
assumes that.there can be only one cause of one's failure to gain “literacy”:
one’s unfamiliarity with “the background information and. the linguistic con-
ventionis that are needed to read, write, speak effectively” in America’ (Cul-
tiral Literacy 22, “Primal Scene” 31). Thus, Hirsch also denies the students?
need to deal with cultural differences and to negotiate the competing claims
of multiple ways of using language when writing. He thereby both simplifies
and depoliticizes the challenges facing the student writer. ,
Hirsch self-consciously invokes a continuity between Shaughnessy’s peda-
gogy and his “educational reforms” (“Culture and Literacy” 27; Cultural Lit-
eracy 10). He legitimizes his New Bight rhetoric by.reminding us that
Shaughnessy had approved ‘of his work. For those of us concerned with ex-
amining writing in relation to the politics of gender, race, nationality, and
class, the best way to forestall Hirsch's use of Shaughnessy is to point out
that the continuity resides only in the essentialist view of language. underlying
otk pedagogies and. the palitics of linguistic innocence it promotes, Cri-
tiquing the essentialist view of language and the politics of- linguistic inno-
cence in Shaughnessyls work contributes to existing criticism of Hirsch's New
Right.rhetoric {see Armstrong, Bizzell, Moglen, Secholes, and Sledd). It makes
clear that if, as Hirsch self-consciously maintains, there is a continuity be-
tween Shaughnessy's work and Hirsch's {“Culture and Literacy” 27, Cultural
Literacy 10); the continuity resides only in the most limiting aspect of Shaugh-

nessy'’s pedagogy. Recognition of some of the limitations ammrmmmr:omm%m
pedagogy can also be politically constructive for the field of composition by
helping us appreciate Shaughnessy's legacy. Most, of the lessons she taught us
ity Errors and Expectations, such as students’ “quasi-foreign relationship” with
sicademic discottrse, their lack of confidence as learners and writers, their de-
sire to participate in.academic work, .and their intelligence and language-
learning aptitudes, continue to be central to the teaching of -basic. writing.
The tasks she delineates for us remain urgent for those of us concerned with
the politics of the teaching of writing. Recognizing the negative effects that
an essentialist view of language have on Shaughnessy’s own efforts to execute
these tasks can only hélp us identify issues that need to be addressed if we are
to carry on her legacy: a fuller recognition of the social dimensions of stu-
dents"linguistic decisions.’ s e B

NOTES: . "

;1. My view of language has been informed by Louis Althusser's notion of ideology, An-
tonic Gramsci's analysis of hegemony, Jacques Derrida’s critique of the metaphysics of
presence, Michel Foucault’s theory of discourse and power, and the distinction Raymond
Williamns makes between practical and official consciousness.

2. For discussion of Shaughnessy’s pedagogy in relation to her democratic aspirations,
see Robert Lyons and rebuttals to Rouse’s “The Politics of Shaughnessy” by Michael
Allen, Gerald Graff, and William Lawlor.
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3, In arguing for the need to show “interest in and respect for language variety,”
Shaughnessy cites Williara Labov's analysis of the inner logic, grammar, and H.H.Em._ forins
in Black English Vernacular (17, 237, 304). Shaughnessy also cites theories in con-
trastive analysis (156), fxst-language interference (93}, and Hm.ummogmnou& grammar
(77—78) to support her speculations on the logic of basic writers' error. o

4. For a critique of the way modern linguistics of language, code, and competence
(such as Labov’s study of Black English Vernacular) tend to treat discourses as discrete
and autonomous entities, see Mary Louise Pratt’s “Linguistic Utopias.”. -

5. Material from this essay is drawn from my dissertation, directed by David Bartholo-
mae at the University of Pittsburgh. I would like to thank my teachers and colleagues at
the University of Pitisburgh and Drake University, especially David mﬁmro_oamm and
Joseph Harris, for their criticism and support. I want to ackriowledge particulaxly Bruce
Horner's contributions te the conception and revisions of this essay. :
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Remediation as Social Construct: Perspectives
from an Analysis of Classroom Discourse
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" a“,z THIS PAPER, we examine remediation as a social con-
struct, as the product of perceptions and beliefs about literacy and learning,
and we illustrate some ways in which inaccurate and limiting notions of
learners as being somehow cognitively defective and in need of “remedy” can
be created and played out in the classroom. We will look closely at one stu-
dent in one lesson and detail the interactional processes that contribute to
her being defined as remedial—this specific case, however, is also representa-
tive of common kinds of classroom practices and widespread cultiral as-
sumptions, ones we've seen at work in our other studies (Hull and Rose,
“Rethinking”). In order to better understand these cultural assumptions and
the ways they can affect classroom practices, we will attempt to combine an
empirical, fine-grained analysis of classroom discourse with broader histori-
cal and cultural analyses..-We want to place a teacher’s instructional and eval-
uative language in the contexts that we believe influence it, that contribute to
the practice of defining students as remedial.

‘We write this paper believing that, however great the distance our profession
has come in understanding the students and the writing we call “remedial,”
we have not yet come far enough in critically examining our assumptions
about our students’ abilities—assumptions which both shape the organization
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fessors in the Graduate School of Educa-  versity of Louisville, and Losey is a profes-
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