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way; in almost every facet, composition instruction follows what Dewey

calls "the method of intelligence," which is dynamic, dialogic, and inquiry­

oriented, rather than the more prescribed and monologic "doctrinal

method" (qtd. in Roskelly and Ronald 85). And when we see the job of the

WPA as a particular form of instruction in composition-instruction that

includes teacher training classes, faculty development workshops, holistic

scoring sessions, and other such activities-we can illustrate another

"complex, nested set of dialogues" that occurs between the WPA, the

instructors within that program, and disciplinary theory.

The WPA as Pragmatist
I have been suggesting so far that the WPA serves, in the completion

of a portion of his or her duties, as a type of composition teacher, one who

performs a similar sort of "experimental," context-driven instruction but on

a different scale, instructing teachers and teaching assistants within the

English Department and providing WAC support for instructors in the

disciplines, for example. And along with that similar instruction-what the

authors of the WPA "Intellectual Work Document" would classify as

"Faculty Development"-comes a similar pragmatic purpose: to promote a

self-awareness of one's actions (the teaching of writing) through

opportunities for reflection. If we consider pragmatism's focus on action and

~effecti~n, the WPA "Intellectual Work Document" does an excellent job

Illustratmg the sorts of action a typical WPA undertakes. But what of

reflection? What opportunities does the WPA-as-pragmatist have for

reflection? And, more importantly, in what ways can the WPA encourage
reflection in those he or she instructs and oversees? By way of illustrating

how a WPA's activities might be seen more directly from a pragmatist

perspective, I want to provide an analysis of an essay that shows its author

engaged in action and reflection in the course of an activity that would

probably fall under the heading of "Program Creation" or "Curricular

Design" in the WPA document. I provide this analysis to suggest that the

WPA's pragmatist mission can be realized even in activities that aren't

overtly "instructional," that opportunities to promote reflection and self­

awareness are by-products of nearly everything the WPA does.

The essay I have in mind is Geoffrey Chase's "Redefining Composition,

Managing Change, and the Role of the WPA." Of particular interest is the

way Chase foregrounds in his essay a concern for the "local conditions" of

the composition program he directs. Although this concern for the local
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seems like a given for anything written by a WPA about his or her program,

it is the fact that Chase highlights the local conditions as one of the "host of

complex factors" he must consider that makes his essay ripe for a pragmatist

analysis. When Chase says that performing a programmatic self-analysis

requires that those involved "think about the local conditions at our

institutions, evaluate the internal coherence of our programs, and consider

the degree to which our programs are externally relevant" (47; original

emphasis), he is instructing us to engage in (to use Phelps's phrase again) a

"complex nested set of dialogues" between these points of consideration.

Chase tells how he and his colleagues at Northern Arizona University

overhauled the composition program there in order to do a better job with

the available resources-resources that include, among other things, money,

graduate assistantships, and a departmentally-funded and staffed writing

center. One particular problem Chase and his colleagues sought to

eliminate in their program was the heavy workload of his graduate teaching

assistants. In the old, six-hour composition program (which consisted of a

sequence of two three-hour classes), Chase's graduate students taught two

sections of composition each semester in addition to taking nine graduate

hours. In the new four-hour program (which consists of one four-hour class),

graduate assistants teach one section of composition, as well as perform

other duties, such as tutoring in the writing center. Chase was thus able to

ensure that "a GA's teaching load could not easily be doubled should

enrollment increase" (50). Implicit here is the idea that most unreflective

teachers are unreflective because they lack the time to reflect: a decrease in

workload should lead to an increase in time for reflection, which ought to

result in better teaching. Another change he implemented with his graduate

student teachers in mind was a common syllabus which he and the other

composition specialists in his department prepared for use in the new four­

hour class. About this change he notes:

We realized that if we were going to use these inexperienced
students as the primary instructors in a required course, we had
an obligation to provide as much guidance and support as we

could. The standard syllabi helped do so by giving these
graduate students a scaffolding. ... [l]t provided a common
experience for GA's so that they could work together as a
community to address the challenges of teaching . .. [and] went
a long way toward creating possibilities for focus and
coherence. (51-52)
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In his role as WPA, Chase understands the benefits of providing his
graduate instructors time to reflect on the activity of teaching and in

"creating possibilities for focus and coherence." In creating these

conditions,he is shaping his school's curriculum in significant ways and
doing so in accordance with a coherent philosophy.

Additionally, in NAU's new program, since GA's teach one section of

composition instead of two, more GA's are available, as part of their regular

duties, to staff the department's writing center and to work with writing­

intensive courses in the disciplines. An important consequence of such a

change in policy is that students in writing classes at all levels are provided

with more direct contact with tutors, which enhances the social nature of

the writing pedagogy across campus. This promotion of a social pedagogy

was fundamental to progressive era educational reforms: it increases

students' opportunities for exposure to "scientific" (as opposed to

"authoritarian") instruction, which provides more opportunities for students

to engage in the "reconstruction of experience" (Dewey) through dialogue

with others about their writing.] Because it creates the conditions that

provide a higher incidence of a "pedagogy of direct intervention" (North) for

writers, Chase's new program does a better job promoting reflection and is
thus more in keeping with Dewey's ideas.

Another example of a WPA's endeavors being aimed at promoting

reflection can be found in Shirley K. Rose and Margaret J. Finders' use of

"situated performance activities" in their training of teaching assistants and

pre-service high school teachers. These activities, which ask students in

teacher-training classes to place themselves in the role of a teacher or a

student in an imaginary classroom situation, are a form of experiential

learning that the authors refer to as "'fictional' experience" (33). As Rose
and Finders explain,

Situated performance is both an imaginative activity and an
interpretive one. The participants imaginatively construct a

situation, using the resources of their experiences of and
assumptions about the ways people can or should behave.
These imaginative creations are based on interpretations of
situations. In turn, the performance itself is open to
interpretation . ... (36)

These exercises are risk-free opportunities for experiential learning,
situations that allow the participants to reflect on and imagine ways to revise
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their actions. Because students physically act out these classroom mInI­

dramas, they come to a fuller understanding of their roles and the roles of

others involved. "By imagining and stepping into a teacher position," Rose

and Finders say, preservice teachers "can tryout different teaching stances

and think through a sequence of events" (44). And by playing the part of a

student in such exercises, beginning teachers can also come to a fuller

understanding of more nuts-and-bolts issues like "course-design and lesson

planning" by seeing how a particular assignment or classroom activity might

be received by students (44).

By providing teachers-in-training with experiential learning activities

and productive opportunities to reflect on these activities, Rose and Finders

act in a way that is in keeping with Dewey's insistence that an education, in

order to promote social change, must be concerned with present experiences.
Chase, too, takes certain actions out of concern for the present experiences of

the GA's who teach in his program and for the students in those GA's classes.

His actions are designed to positively influence his instructors' actions (their

pedagogy), which will in turn positively influence students' actions (their

writing and how they approach writing tasks), both in the present and in the

future. The problem with teacher-centered, lecture-style methods of

schooling," Dewey says, is that they "tend to sacrifice the present to a remote

and more or less unknown future" (Experience 49). That is:

Because the studies of the traditional school consisted of
subject matter that was selected and arranged on the basis of
the judgement of adults as to what would be useful to the
young sometime in the future, the material to be learned was
settled upon outside the present life-experience of the learner.
In consequence, it had to do with the past; it was such as had
proved useful to men in past ages. (Dewey, Experience 76-77)

An unfortunate result of this method of schooling is that "it comes to

be believed that the educator has little responsibility for the kind of present

experiences the young undergo" (Dewey, Experience 49). As the

"Intellectual Work Document" suggests, however, WPAs prevail upon the

present experiences of students in innumerable ways.

Sometimes, though, the predominant attitude of non-compositionists
across campus is that composition has little to do with students' present
experiences-that it is instead a "service" course. Jasper Neel gives voice to
this stance when he notes that the work of composition instructors is often
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seen as wholly "transformative": their task is "'preparing' students for the

challenging work that lies ahead" in other classes (80). When such a view

persists, Neel laments, the consequence is that the job of composition

instruction becomes "[I]ike any other type of housekeeping": it "remains

always to do," and so "by definition it cannot be done." And something that

is never done, alas, "can never be described as having been done well" (80).

When composition is understood to be a "service" course, it becomes easy

to see the administration of a composition program as performing "service,"

something that always needs to be done, like advising students or ordering

books for the library. But teaching and scholarship always need to be done,

too, and when we see our jobs instead through the lens of Phelps's

characterization of composition instruction-as a complex, "experimental"

activity-we see composition and the job of a WPA as an intellectual

undertaking that is concerned with action and reflection; we see it as a
praxis.·

Neel's characterization of composition-as-service helps, as well, to

illustrate a distinction that is at the center of much of Dewey's educational

theory: that between "knowing" and "doing." To the traditional way of

thinking, Dewey says, "the higher the activity the more purely mental it is"

and "the less [it has] to do with physical things or the human body"

(Democracy 254). Thus, we tend to differentiate between, on the one hand,

the thinker or theorist and, on the other, the practitioner who applies theory.

[TJhe free citizen who devotes himself to the public life of his

community, sharing in the management of its affairs and winning

personal honor and distinction, lives a life accompanied by

reason. But the thinker, the man who devotes himself to

scientific inquiry and philosophic speculation, works, so to

speak, in reason, not simply by it. Even the act of the citizen in

his civic relations, in other words, retains some of the taint of

practice . ... (Dewey, Democracy 254; original emphasis)

Dewey plainly disdains this state of affairs, this subordination of

"doing" to "knowing," and so should we, for it is this same "taint of

practice" that holds sway against composition instruction and the work of

WPAs. Hence, less value is assigned to the social pedagogy of the

composition, where doing is a priority of the teacher, than to the more
teacher-centered pedagogy of other classes, where knowing or displaying
knowledge is a priority of the teacher. But when we consider the activities
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of somebody like Chase in light of his obvious disciplinary knowledge, and

when we see the steps he takes to provide a more beneficial learning

environment to both the instructors and the students in the composition

program he oversees, we see that the dichotomy between "knowing" and

"doing" is a false one.
Mead argues the pragmatist point-of-view succinctly when he asserts

that there is really "no fundamental distinction" between the research

methods of professionals in different academic fields: "Each is approaching

problems that must be solved, and to be solved must be presented in the

form of carefully gathered data. For their solution hypotheses must be

constructed and tested by means of experiment and observation. With the

complexity of the phenomena, of course, the application of the scientific

methods will vary" (61). While this description of an active method of

problem-solving clearly suits the term "research" as it is understood in the

hard sciences, it also stands in for "teaching composition," where the

"problems" at hand are student writers and their texts, to which

professionals in composition apply their own disciplinary knowledge. When

we see the teaching of composition and the work ofWPAs in the context of

pragmatist concerns over solving immediate problems and over a self­

awareness of action through reflection, our professional tasks-and our

professional identities-benefit by association.

Notes
1. Among the interesting revisions to the wording of the "Intellectual Work

Document" from the draft [WPA (FallM'inter 1996)) to the final version is

the last sentence of the opening paragraph. The 1996 draft argues that

WPA work "is worthy of promotion and tenure when it both produces and

enacts disciplinary knowledge ..." (92). The word "produces" is revised

to "advances" in the final version (85), a word that connotes a slightly

different relationship to its object ("disciplinary knowledge"), suggesting

that knowledge is less astatic entity (something to be produced) than it is

a dynamic and functional entity.

2. The quote from Rorty only begins to suggest the differences between the

"pragmatism" of John Dewey and philosophers of his era and the brand
of "neo-pragmatism" forwarded by Rorty, Donald Davidson, and other
contemporary philosophers. But as Roskelly and Ronald note, a level of
theorizing about language is a key "differentiating factor between
pragmatism and neopragmatism" (114). They quote Diggins, who

Bushman • 41

WPA: Writing Program Administration, Volume 23, Numbers 1-2, Fall/Winter 1999 
© Council of Writing Program Administrators



P'I
I,

explains, "Whether the point of traditional philosophy was to interpret the

world or to change it, the point of 'post-philosophy' is to find ways of

legitimizing what we say instead of proving what we know" (114).

3. In the work cited by Fishman, he provides an example to illustrate the

benefits of a social pedagogy-the use of writing groups-and to suggest

how working with others to construct a "new text" results in the

"construction of a new self" (326).

4. Diggins explains that while pragmatism is primarily a future-oriented

philosophy in the sense that "the meaning and significance of the present

await the future" (20), a desirable future cannot be attained without

conscious attention to present experience.
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Geneva's Story

9eneva sits at one end of the long
conference table, facing full-time faculty

members of the English department where

she's worked part-time for the last twelve

years. Sam, a full professor and long-time

friend, asks her the first question.

"Geneva, I sometimes find that

students don't always respond usefully to

each other's work. How do you get

students to respond to peer writing in

helpful ways?"

"Well, Sam, I've never really gotten

peer response to work well for me, either."

She goes on to describe her problems, in

response to Sam's confession of his own

difficulties. She also knows from talking

over the years to other faculty, both full­

and part-time, that everyone has had

problems with this technique.

She mentions some approaches

she's tried and concludes that sometimes

they work and sometimes they don't. "It

depends upon the class," she says.

She feels herself shrugging just a bit,

then stops. As a classroom teacher, she

befieves final solutions are the domain of

those who write the textbooks and spout

theory at conferences. Teaching, on the

other hand, is a matter of trial and error,

and good teachers are always on the

lookout for new and better approaches.

She scans the room, registering the
silence, searching first Sam's face, then

the others in the room. She's known them

for twefve years, but she can't tell what
they're thinking, their faces smooth and
bland as marble.

(~eJ'Presenting
tfie Work of

Writing
'Program

administrators

Mary Ann Cain and
George Kalamaras
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basis, both within the department and the university at large. Some,

including part-time faculty, argued that the PhO made those with Master's

degrees less competitive. PhOs, they argued, would not be happy "just
teaching" and would soon seek research appointments elsewhere. AAUP

guidelines were invoked, citing the devaluation of the PhO and the erosion

of tenure-track professorships when PhOs were hired into lower ranks.

Others argued that limiting applicants' degrees might not only be illegal, but

undesirable; candidates with research degrees could be, by virtue of their

academic experience, just as, if not even more, effective as teachers. Some

applicants might have long, successful histories as teachers as well as active

research agendas, so why should they be excluded from consideration?

The university administration offered lectureships as a permanent

solution to the "problem" of part-time faculty, whose ranks have increased

dramatically as campus enrollments skyrocketed. The English department

views such positions as a first step toward responding to the ecce 1989

"Statement of Principles and Standards for the Post-Secondary Teaching of

Writing," and thus improving the status of writing instruction on this

campus.
This "improvement," however, poses serious complications for the

department. The lectureships may raise the writing program's status yet

threaten the department's overall status as a discipline rather than a mere

"service." The university's call for functional literacy competes with the

discipline's liberal humanist tradition of learning for learning's sake. While

enrollments in writing courses and on campus are rising, the number of

English majors is lagging. Writing instruction and administration consumes

more and more of the department's time and resources, to the detriment of

literary studies.

Geneva, however, primarily anticipates the privileges that a

lectureship would offer her. What she hadn't anticipated was the difference

of the terms on which she would have to compete. It's no longer enough to

do what she does as a teacher. Now she has to talk about her teaching in

authoritative and reflective ways. She's got to have answers and be able to

defend them. She has to know why she does what she does, constructing

herself as "professional" in ways for which neither her current status nor the
institution has socialized her. But perhaps this call for professionalism is just

a preliminary hoop which, once jumped, will allow her to return to being
who she really is: a teacher.
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"Is that correct?" she asks. She asks herself, Is that what they wanted
to hear? She feels impatient with them but then with herself for not,
somehow, knowing. After all, she's worked with these people for a dozen

years. These are her colleagues. Some visited her classes when she first

began teaching here. She's attended department parties and university
functions. She's even consoled some through divorces, and been consoled

by them for her own life's troubles. She's gone to lunch and dinner, and

taken in movies with some. She's attended department meetings for years as

a de facto leader of the part-time faculty. Her kids and their kids have gone

to the same schools, played on the same sports teams. What could be so
different now that she's interviewing for a full-time teaching job?

It had seemed like a good idea to apply. The position was for a
lecturer, a two-year, nonrenewable contract to teach four classes a semester.

With her children grown, she had decided she'd like the challenge. Two

years ago, she had held a one-semester temporary lectureship, without
benefits, and remembered how good it felt to have an office and a phone of

her own. Going back to part-time teaching had felt like a demotion after
she'd had a taste of full-time work and its privileges.

Geneva is honored that she's been chosen from a regional hiring pool.
Yet she isn't sure what in her credentials impressed the department. She

assumes they know how dedicated she is to students and the department.

But she knows that the richness of her history with them didn't translate onto
her resume.

Now they are asking her questions in the same room where she's sat
for all those department meetings-only now she's at the head of the table.

They want her opinion; they are treating her as if she were an expert. It's

alternately flattering and unnerving: she's an authority, yet she still has to

prove it. It's nice to have center stage, if one knows the lines, but she's not
sure she does.

Neither do the full-time faculty, who have been divided from the

outset on how broad a search to conduct and what credentials to require.

Some of them, with strong support from part-time faculty, argued to limit the

search to in-house candidates. Others thought that a regional search could

not only provide a wider range of choices, but potentially bring fresh

perspectives to the writing program, not to mention being more in keeping
with conventional hiring practices.

Qualifications were another thorny issue. Until now, the lecturer rank
had been used only for temporary and visiting appointments on a limited
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The Costs of Professionalization: Issues for the WPA
While Geneva may have reason to believe that professionalization

may be a fleeting concern for her, most WPAs face an ongoing struggle with

the contradictions of "improving" their programs. the costs of

professionalization have serious consequences for WPAs and their programs,

as Geneva's story illustrates. For example, hiring Geneva may bring some

temporary relief to the WPA who is struggling to hire from an ever-shrinking

pool of often minimally qualified part-time instructors. It will appease her

fellow part-timers, who may see her hiring as cause for hope that some day

they, too, may reap the rewards of loyalty, devotion, and dedication to the

institution. It certainly comes as a boon to Geneva, one of many exploited

workers, not coincidentally a woman. And yet this apparent "progress" poses

serious complications for the long term professionalization of the writing

program. It fosters the development of a two- or three-tier hierarchy of hiring,

in which writing faculty make up more and more of the lower rungs. In

Geneva's story, the WPA is in the "upper" rung as a tenure-track hire, yet it's

clear that her professional expertise as a composition specialist is seen as

distinct from the "practical" aspects of administering the program. The WPMs

commitments are, in this respect, set into conflict. The costs of

professionalization are the maintenance of a professional hierarchy that

remains largely intact despite a few surface changes. Such

professionalization also creates tensions within faculty ranks over the

appropriate qualifications, credentials, and professional development for a

full-time faculty position. Yet there is no overarching resolution to the

contradictions at work; instead, the WPMs work is necessarily

improvisational and conditional insofar as the WPA must act upon

knowledge that is always partial and take positions that may seem on the

surface contradictory to long-term programmatic goals and professional

commitments. The next story offers further illustration of these contradictions.

Steve's Story
Steve stands at the front of the classroom where he teaches basic

writing two evenings a week. His three-piece, navy blue suit and striped tie

elicit some good-natured ribbing from his students, since they're used to his

jeans and pull-over shirts. But tonight, the Director of Writing, who himself

often wears a tie, is observing Steve's teaching as part of the English

department's evaluation of first-semester part-time instructors.
It's not like Steve's never worn a suit and tie before. The dean of a
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local boys' high school, he's in a suit every day; he just changes for his nine
p.m. class to relax himself and his university students for writing. As a high

school administrator, he has to dress formally, but as a university professor,

he may dress more casually, reflecting the greater freedom enjoyed by

college teachers.
He reaches for chalk and feels his sleeve tighten around his shoulder

as he writes next week's assignments on the board, then decides to remove

the jacket. Administrators wear jackets, he thinks. But teachers roll up their

sleeves.
He begins with some dramatic reading, a technique he used during his

twenty years teaching high school history. He couples the reading with journal

writing, which he has recently learned in a course taught by the director on

teaching composition, another requirement for new part-time instructors.
Steve assumes that the director notices his use of journals. While

students write, Steve uses the extra time to fine-tune tonight's class plan. He

can feel the director watching him and making notes on a yellow legal pad.

Last spring, when Steve noticed the ad for writing instructors in the

local newspaper, he thought university teaching might provide some

intellectual stimulation. He didn't anticipate that seven weeks into the term,

the responsibilities of teaching, not to mention the extra hours studying for

the teacher-preparation course required of first-semester part-time

instructors, would isolate him so completely within the department. The

only two instructors he ever saw outside of class were usually busy with

their own students or in a rush to go home.
Last week, after spending the entire weekend writing a sequence of

persuasive essay assignments for his required class, Steve found himself in

the unexpected and uncomfortable role of student writer. The director had

told the class to exchange and write to another student's sequence for the

next meeting. In addition, they had to theorize about their partner's

sequence and write a response to it. Steve was humiliated by this role

reversal, as he had been as a student struggling for teacher certification. At

that time, he knew he was still supposed to be learning. But now, as a

professional, Steve expects to teach and exchange ideas with other teachers,

not assume the role of his students. Teachers teach; students learn-as dean,
Steve knows how important clear roles are for maintaining the order and

discipline students need to develop.
After students finish writing, Steve discusses methods of researching

topics. Class discussion winds down sooner than he expects, so he lets the
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students out fifteen minutes early. The director approaches Steve afterwards,

complimenting his performance, and asks him to stay a few minutes to go

over class. But tomorrow is parents' day at Steve's high school, and he'll be

up past midnight finalizing his plans, so he says he'll stop by soon to talk.
He never does.

The director is not terribly surprised by Steve's silence, given his

resistant attitude in the required course. Created a few years earlier with

teachers like Steve in mind, the course addresses those whose experience in

teaching writing is minimal or who have experience but lack sufficient

knowledge of current composition theory and practice. However, unknown

to Steve, the history of this course includes departmental struggles which
affect his position.

Steve does not know to what extent the course helps the English

department justify hiring instructors who have little experience not only in

teaching writing, but with' academic culture in general. It broadens an

otherwise shrinking applicant pool for part-time instructors, and as a result,

allows the department to meet university enrollments. Yet it brings in many

individuals who are outsiders to academic culture and, because of the

nature of part-time teaching, remain that way.

Like the required teaching course, freshman writing classes are

designed to bring students into academic culture. Ironically, these courses

are taught by academic outsiders themselves, the part-time faculty. In

response to being outsiders, instructors enact powerful resistances to their

education as writing "professionals," in which theory, integrated with

practice, is supposed to help them enter academic culture as "insiders." Yet

theory seems more a luxury than a necessity, given instructors' workloads,

pay, office space, etc. As one instructor put it, theory isn't relevant to "those

of us in the trenches." The course actually isolates instructors even more

because they experience it as just another obstacle, something to keep them

busy and separate from each other and from full-time colleagues.

Steve knows firsthand the conflict this course presents for his status as

a professional. On one hand, he was hired for his professional

accomplishments and experience as a teacher. Yet he is, upon entering the

university, treated as an apprentice requiring special training and

supervision. He is grateful for the support this class offers him, a newcomer,
yet ambivalent about this status as a supervised apprentice rather than a full­
fledged professional.
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Further Complications: Ethical Dilemmas
Geneva and Steve's stories speak powerfully to us about the

complications that shape the development of composition's

professionalization, some occurring on a daily basis, others as one-time

crises, still others as the challenges of a semester, a year, or even a career.

Such complications are fraught with contradictions, including ethical

dilemmas for the WPAs. Tensions inevitably develop in the struggle to follow

professional ideals, survive the chaos of program administration, and

develop a broad-based coalition for changing long-standing institutional

injustices. Yet it is these very tensions that reveal the possibilities for action.

If WPAs can relinquish fixed images of their role, and work more

improvisationally and conditionally, such tensions can become constructive

limits for shaping decisions.
Teacher education is one professional ideal that WPAs typically

embrace. However, this ideal may put WPAs into competing and conflicting

situations between the interests of their programs' survival, the needs of

instructors and students, and WPAs' own professional survival. For instance,

if WPAs regard education as a site of liberatory praxis, with students as not

only learners but also co-workers in an unjust system, then the

consequences may jeopardize the stability of not only the WPAs' institution

but, ironically, of the writing program itself. For example, Steve's resolution

to the tensions presented by liberatory education was to leave the

institution. This may be a necessary step in his liberation, yet it creates a

problem for the WPA concerned with slowing the revolving door of part­

time staffing. Requiring a course in teacher training may be the most ethical

way to ensure adequate teacher preparation. Yet how ethical is it to actively

invite discontinuity of instruction within the program? One resolution might

be to avoid bringing such tensions into the teacher preparation classroom.

But what are the consequences for these teachers' students, whose inclusion

in and exclusion from the academy may go unchallenged? What are the

consequences for the personal and professional growth of instructors, the

program, and the WPA?

Composition's emerging disciplinary visions often heighten the
tensions WPAs may experience in relation to administrative work.
Disciplinary and administrative visions are sometimes at odds; for WPAs,

what may be good for the discipline (research and theory) may be bad for
the program's administration (where "Iocal" research is, often as not,
unpublishable). Another dilemma for WPAs who claim disciplinary
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authority in their administrative role is that full-time colleagues across the

university may construct this authority in conventional ways and thus

marginalize the administrative work as nondisciplinary. Program research,

for instance, is not considered "real" research but rather "service." As a

result, WPAs' disciplinary authority may not extend, in the eyes of

departmental colleagues, to hiring decisions of full-time nontenure-track

writing faculty such as Geneva. In Geneva's case, the more a WPA might

claim disciplinary expertise in evaluating Geneva's application, the less

relevant it may seem for a position that seems to call for a "nonexpert."

Furthermore, while a strong disciplinary vision may be essential to tenure­

track WPAs' careers in composition studies, it may distance them from their

colleagues' vision of administrative authority, in which disciplinary

authority is merely a specialty whose reach within administrative practice is

necessarily limited.

Another complication arises in the ambiguous authority WPAs are

granted as professionals. WPAs may find themselves struggling between

competing modes of authority at any given moment in their work. These

include persuading others about one's ideology, nurturing and protecting

"dependents," and isolating oneself from unsupportive or even hostile views

of composition to protect one's professional commitments. These modes are

not ones that are fixed or necessarily even dominant in any WPA:s

construction of authority. Rather they describe habits of mind that WPAs

move between and enact simultaneously (to varying degrees, at various

times) rather than simply imitate. They must improvise among various

modes of authority as a given situation requires. Within this framework,

power is not "fixed" nor is marginalization "essential" to WPAs' identity,

since WPAs are simultaneously marginalized and central, powerless and

powerful. What shapes the WPAs' work is in what way they are powerful

and powerless within a situation, and how they resolve these contradictions

to make and act upon decisions.

For example, the WPA is confronted with an ethical dilemma over

whether and how to exercise his authority when Steve dismisses his class

early to prepare for parents' night at his school. How should the WPA

approach such an inappropriate behavior? Does Steve's disregard for the
class's scheduled hours signify resistance to the WPA:s authority (including

his presence in class that night)? Does it reflect a harried instructor trying his

best to balance competing responsibilities? How harmful is it to students to
dismiss class fifteen minutes early? Is Steve ignorant of basic expectations of
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college writing classrooms where improvisation is often the rule and class
time generally at a premium? Might his own education as a history major

have presented images of the college teacher as a proficient lecturer who,

as a sign of efficiency, ends class when the lecture is completed?
The WPA in this situation has the responsibility and authority to

inform Steve about classroom practices and departmental expectations. The

WPA can also correct Steve's "error" even as he sympathizes with Steve's

workload. He can question Steve about why he thought his action was

appropriate. The limits to this WPA:s authority, however, will condition his

response to Steve. For instance, this WPA has to consider his program's

serious problem of recruiting and retaining part-time writing faculty. The

WPA has no power to refuse to staff sections when qualified candidates are

scarce. The teaching course was designed to help enlarge the hiring pool,

but Steve's behavior may suggest that even those who receive training may

not, finally, be qualified. It's a delicate balance for the WPA about how and

whether to approach Steve: to warn him, to appease him, to win him?

Maybe all of the above? Maybe none.

Social and Political Complications
The complications in Geneva's story dramatize how contradictions in

the American social justice equation come into conflict as part of the cost

of professionalizing writing programs. On one hand, affirmative action

stresses that individual differences (gender, race, ethnicity, class, etc.)

ultimately shouldn't influence employers, and on the other, in the process

of weighing individual candidates' merits, requires employers to take such

differences into account in terms of representation. Hiring decisions aimed

to improve a writing program's permanence and influence within the

university will inevitably place WPAs within this contradiction.

To ignore Geneva's gender and class means to ignore the history of

her exploitation. She has taught for twelve or more years as part-time

faculty, a position which not only does not encourage professional

development, but in some ways actively discourages it. Of course, the

extent to which "professional development" will be valued in the position

she's applied for is unclear, since it is primarily a "teaching" position with
no research expectations, only vague statements about "professional

development." Nonetheless, Geneva's pink-collar academic class and her
gender may make it impossible for her merits to be understood within
conventional professional expectations, since Geneva so clearly constructs
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her professional identity as separate from, even at times, in opposition to,

those of some of her full-time colleagues, including the WPA (as she does

regarding the role of theory and research in relation to practice).

If one ignores Geneva's gender and class, it is not difficult to conclude

that Geneva has little or no merit as a candidate. For example, she admits

failure with a practice (peer groups) that is, by professional standards,

virtually indispensable in writing instruction. What's more, she reveals this

"failure" before a group who she knows is evaluating her "merits." Although

most faculty have no doubt had similar experiences with "failure," the fact

that Geneva has presented such a failure in lieu of a tangible professional

merit positions her as "less than" professional in this context.

Yet if we opt to consider Geneva's gender and class differences as

significant within this context, we can understand how she sees her own

"merits." Her "failure" in the previous context takes on new meaning, as in

her admission of "failure" with peer groups. She has constructed the full­

time faculty as "peers" rather than "evaluators" and thus appeals to their

shared sense of the everyday challenges of teaching. Her talk is teacher-to­

teacher, "teacher lore" as Steve North has put it. Furthermore, as Deborah

Tannen has noted in her research on gendered styles of conversation,

Geneva may see herself as engaging in "troubles talk." She may not see

herself as admitting "failure" as much as acting meritoriously, demonstrating

her honesty as a teacher who bucks trends and fads in favor of cautious trial

and error.

How this faculty values Geneva's merits-her de facto leadership

among part-timers, her knowledge of local bureaucracy, her sympathy and

devotion towards a body of students who, for the most part, have few images

of professional merit themselves-is reflected in their invitation to interview

Geneva. Her merits as a local authority and dedicated teacher have helped

her arrive at this opportunity. She is different than the other candidates in

this respect. Yet if those differences finally land her the job, they also

reinscribe her professional identity in the same, limited ways as they were

before-the teacher as consumer and transmitter of (someone else's)

knowledge. Her apparent lack of innovation, her inability to engage in the

professional conversation of her field, her lack of preparation to lead other,

part-time faculty into something other than the publishers' rehashings of the

same old stew ensure that the position will be little more than a glorified

part-time position. Furthermore, Geneva's hiring suggests to other part-time
instructors that if they put in their time, they, too, may reap the rewards of
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loyalty and devotion, without ever having to develop themselves beyond the

local limits.

Geneva's case dramatizes the struggle over the meaning of "equality"

within a democracy. Does equal mean "no differences" or does it mean

"differences between" equally valued groups-in this case the masculinized

"professionals" and the feminized "teachers"?' In either case, these

definitions of "difference" occur not simply within a context that is

supposedly blind to social differences but within a meritocracy based upon

differences in "qualifications" and "talents." Of course, the governance

structures that shape faculty hirings may be more or less "democratic" in

terms of equal (or equally valued) access and participation for faculty,

students, and staff, depending upon which level of governance at what

institution. For instance, within the department, Geneva may be treated as

more of a peer, with an office to herself, a phone, voting privileges, etc. But

within the university, she may receive little or no travel funds and no

recognition or support for professional development. She may constantly

risk her nontenured position over conflicts with student "customers" or

administrators. In short, her "equal" status is not the same across various

levels of governance.
Thus, if Geneva is hired, does it represent a step forward in

democracy, towards the professional standards laid out in the CCCe's

"Statement of Principles and Standards for the Postsecondary Teaching of

Writing"? After all, a part-time position has been "increased" to full-time.

The students benefit in tangible ways from an instructor who has more of a

presence and a stake in their success and the university's livelihood. Gender

equity is served: a woman is promoted. Geneva may be motivated to learn

new ways to teach, to become more "professional" by attending

conferences, reading and talking to other composition specialists.

On the other hand, Geneva is hired precisely because she is who she

is now; who she might become is difficult to predict. Tenure-track faculty are

often hired on the basis of promise, but that promise is codified and

documented by transcripts, publications, and candidate interviews, for

instance. In contrast, Geneva's "promise" for professional development is

difficult to document, since her achievements do not conform to the

conventional standards of evaluation. Furthermore, it is unclear what
"promise" means in such a position, untested as it is to this faculty and
university. Consequently, her "difference" as "only" a teacher is reinscribed
into this discursive vacuum. Hiring her may keep the peace with the part-
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time faculty, who may read Geneva's Horatio Alger story as a sign of social

justice. Yet her "difference" is not, finally, "equally valued" by her

professorial-rank colleagues but "Iess than" the "professional" faculty. In

turn, composition's "professional" status remains more or less the same:

anyone with "common sense" and the right basic "skills" can learn how to

teach it, and once they learn, they've got it. The composition teacher's

knowledge is seen as "foundational." And in the meantime, administrators

can maintain the attitude that new tenure-track lines aren't necessary, that

such lecturers are a "good compromise" to meet the university's needs-not

just in the short run, but for the long haul.

Conclusion: Writing Programs as Improvisation
The problems these stories illustrate inscribe the site where the work

of all WPAs begins, specifically in the improvisatory and conditional nature

of their decision-making and action. Improvisation is a matter of drawing

upon as many pre-existing forms as possible in order to create, within a

particular moment in time, a new form that reflects as well as responds to

conditions that do not easily fit within conventional categories. But in order

for the improvisation to work, one must first have access to many different,

even competing forms of thought from which to draw upon. For instance,

Jeanne Gunner's discussion of de-centering the role of WPA in a writing

program illustrates the importance of WPAs reforming their own roles in

light of the many different contexts they work within, not simply as the

tenured head of a program (which Gunner, in fact, argues against entirely),

but also as a colleague, collaborator, and political advocate. With an

abundance of forms available to the WPA to draw upon, improvisation

becomes richer and more meaningful within particular contexts. In fact,

because of the contextual nature of writing programs, such improvisation is

ultimately necessary to respond to, on one hand, pre-existing forms of order

that reinforce dominant and unjust hierarchies and, on the other, chaos that

is generated by the many contradictions that shape a writing program.

In the end, Geneva's story illustrates the WPNs need for improvisation

when faced with pre-existing forms of hiring rationales. If the WPA regards

the choice as either between promoting a teacher whose labor has been

exploited for years and hiring someone with a higher degree, more

professional savvy, and/or broader experiences within the profession, then
that WPA is likely to decide in favor of the one role she most identifies with
herself. Gunner would argue that the WPA-centric model would necessarily
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shape such decisions, to the detriment of the program's faculty. Thus, the

WPA in this case might be better off improvising a more generous rationale

for hiring Geneva as addressing particular conditions of the current program,

based on a perception of multiple and competing roles the WPA plays within

and outside of the program. Consequently, the WPA might also advocate for

the higher administration's support in simultaneously hiring at the tenure­

track level. Furthermore, the chaos surrounding requirements for Geneva's

professional development needs to be resolved; again, improvisation is

necessary since no such position has previously existed on this campus.

In the case of Steve, the required teacher preparation course may

actually contribute to the instability of the writing program, as it prompts

Steve to "Iiberate" himself by quitting. Adjusting the course toward a more

"practical" and less theoretical model may help retain the teachers, but at

what expense to the students? Here is an instance where a WPNs

improvisation among modes of authority may generate a useful fluidity

between liberatory ideals, program needs, and the WPNs own professional

survival. The WPA may, on the one hand, improvise among various roles

available in the required course, including facilitator, peer, mentor, even

learner, emphasizing such improvisation as a model for the part-time

teachers. On the other hand, he may also give the teachers ample

opportunities to reflect upon the many roles they inhabit (such as their

experiences as "students" and those of their own students). But if teachers

like Steve cannot, for whatever reason, improvise within more fluid modes

of authority in the classroom and department, the WPNs commitment to

such a training course may need to be more conditional. He might, for

instance, suggest to his department that he will teach the training course on

the condition that he is also given some authority to restrict the number of

sections that the writing program offers each semester based on the number

of adequately prepared teachers available to fill them.
In the end, such stories are rich sites for WPAs to reimagine the

seemingly endless contradictions that shape their work, including the

difficult dilemmas that the professionalization of writing programs presents.

Knowing the costs, both real and potential, of such professionalization can

change the way WPAs construct their authority and the choices available to

them. Instead of binary oppositions, a more improvisatory and conditional
view of the contradictions presented can help WPAs imagine beyond more
conventional resolutions that maintain the marginalization of writing

programs and all those within.
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Notes
1. For a further discussion of "difference," see Teresa Ebert, "Ludic

Feminism, the Body, Performance, and Labor: Bringing Materialism Back

into Feminist Cultural Studies." Cultural Critique 23 (Winter): 5-50.
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A Modest Proposal

!Jfs histories of Rhetoric and Composition

demonstrate, the development of first-year

composition has not been linear even in

recent iterations. Rather, it has taken

various forms, in the last thirty years, for

instance, ranging from process pedagogy

to cultural critique. Likewise, given the

diversity of institutional type-twa-year

schools, liberal arts schools, comprehensive

universities, historically black colleges,

and research one institutions-and the

influence of institutional type on what is

taught, composition has seemed almost

kaleidoscopic in nature. Accordingly, it is

easy to see how both members of the

public at large and our colleagues in the

academy might be mystified as to what it

is that we do in the first-year composition

classroom.

What in fact is it that we do? In the

spring of 1997, this question was taken

up by a working group of faculty from

across the country. The aims of the group

were severaI.
First, the "Outcomes Group," as we

began to be called, wanted to determine

what it is that we do teach in first-year

composition.

A second aim was to determine if

there was sufficient commonality among

programs and courses for a common

programme to be defined.

A third aim was to articuJate this
programme, if it existed, as a way of
understanding what we do and
establishing a set of common outcomes
for postsecondary students, that is, a

w'Pa
Outcomes

Statement 'for
'first-Year

Composition
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statement of what students know and do as a function of having completed
first-year composition.

Such an agenda carries with it, of course, both risk and opportunity.

On the one hand, as the first meeting of this group made clear, such a

document could be employed by others to serve ends that we might not

endorse. On the other hand, to the extent that faculty and administrators can

identify the central goals of first-year composition, we could have a

common ground on which to build both intellectual work and support for

that work.

The following, then, is a penultimate draft of the Outcomes

Statement. It was developed by a group of faculty whose membership

shifted somewhat over time, as the list of participants below suggests. The

Outcomes Statement was presented at sessions and workshops at CCCC,

NCTE, WPA, and C&W from 1997-1999, with feedback from presentations

incorporated into each successive draft. It was presented to the Council of

Writing Program Administrators Executive Board at its meeting in Tucson in

July 1998, and the Board endorsed the document in principle. The Board

also asked that this document be published widely so as to gather response.

The document has been posted on the web at http://www.mwsc.edu/-outcomes.

Writing Program Administration provides another venue.

Introduction
This statement describes the common knowledge, ski lis, and

attitudes sought by first-year composition programs in American

postsecondary education. To some extent, we seek to regularize what can

be expected to be taught in first-year composition; to this end the

document is not merely a compilation or summary of what currently takes

place. Rather, the following statement articulates what composition

teachers nationwide have learned from practice, research, and theory. This

document intentionally defines only "outcomes," or types of results, and

not "standards," or precise levels of achievement. The setting of standards

should be left to specific institutions or specific groups of institutions.

Learning to write is a complex process, both individual and social, that

takes place over time with continued practice and informed guidance.

Therefore, it is important that teachers, administrators, and a concerned

public do not imagine that these outcomes can be taught in reduced or
simple ways. Helping students demonstrate these outcomes requires expert
understanding of how students actually learn to write. For this reason we

T

expect the primary audience for this document to be well-prepared college
writing teachers and college writing program administrators. In some

places, we have chosen to write in their professional language. Among

such readers, terms such as "rhetorical" and "genre" convey a rich
meaning that is not easily simplified. While we have also aimed at writing

a document that the general public can understand, in limited cases we

have aimed first at communicating effectively with expert writing teachers

and writing program administrators.
These statements describe only what we expect to find at the end of

first-year composition, at most schools a required general education course

or sequence of courses. As writers move beyond first-year composition, their

writing abilities do not merely improve. Rather, students' abilities not only

diversify along disciplinary and professional lines but also move into whole

new levels where expected outcomes expand, multiply, and diverge. For this

reason, each statement of outcomes for first-year composition is followed by

suggestions for further work that builds on these outcomes.

Rhetorical Knowledge
By the end of first-year composition, students should

• Focus on a purpose
• Respond to the needs of different audiences
• Respond appropriately to different kinds of rhetorical situations

• Use conventions of format and structure appropriate to the

rhetorical situation
• Adopt appropriate voice, tone, and level of formality

• Understand how genres shape reading and writing

• Write in several genres
Faculty in all programs and departments can build on this preparation by

helping students learn
• The main features of writing in their fields

• The main uses of writing in their fields

• The expectations of readers in their fields

Critical Thinking, Reading, and Writing
By the end of first-year composition, students should

• Use writing and reading for inquiry, learning, thinking, and

communicating
• Understand a writing assignment as a series of tasks, including
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! finding, evaluating, analyzing, and synthesizing appropriate
primary and secondary sources

• Integrate their own ideas with those of others

• Understand the relationships among language, knowledge, and
power

Faculty in all programs and departments can build on this preparation by
helping students learn

• The uses of writing as a critical thinking method

• The interactions among critical thinking, critical reading, and
writing

• The relationships among language, knowledge, and power in their
fields

Processes
By the end of first-year composition, students should

• Be aware that it usually takes multiple drafts to create and complete
a successful text

• Develop flexible strategies for generating, revising, editing, and
proof-reading

• Understand writing as an open process that permits writers to use
later invention and re-thinking to revise their work

• Understand the collaborative and social aspects of writing
processes

• Learn to critique their own and others' works

• Learn to balance the advantages of relying on others with the
responsibility of doing their part

• Use a variety of technologies to address a range of audiences

Faculty in all programs and departments can build on this preparation by
helping students learn

• To build final results in stages

• To review work-in-progress in collaborative peer groups for
purposes other than editing

• To save extensive editing for later parts of the writing process

• To apply the technologies commonly used to research and
communicate within their fields
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Knowledge of Conventions
By the end of first-year composition, students should

• Learn common formats for different kinds of texts

• Develop knowledge of genre conventions ranging from structure
and paragraphing to tone and mechanics

• Practice appropriate means of documenting their work

• Control such surface features as syntax, grammar, punctuation, and
spelling.

Faculty in all programs and departments can build on this preparation by
helping students learn

• The conventions of usage, specialized vocabulary, format, and
documentation in their fields

• Strategies through which better control of conventions can be
achieved

Response
Clyde A. Moneyhun

As the WPA Outcomes Statement has evolved, I've heard (and

expressed) many opinions about what it should or should not contain, what

specific language should be used, what points should be emphasized over

others, and so on. For example, I side with those who wish that the

document had more to say about teaching writing to heighten social and

political awareness among students, about writing as a civic act. However,

I also understand that as a compilation and synthesis of opinion in our field,

the document (like all such documents) is necessarily and inevitably
conservative.

While others may continue to discuss the content of the document,

I'm going to assume that it's a finished product and turn my attention instead
to the possible uses and misuses to which it has been put and may be put

in the future. I'll illustrate what I mean with a bit of personal experience.

As a tool in the many struggles a WPA wages on a campus, the
document is useful in many ways. It carries the endorsement of the only

national organization of writing program administrators, which gives it the
kind of clout you get from a directive issued by the American Medical
Association.

It is comprehensive and therefore open to interpretation, a good thing
ifWPAs are doing the interpreting. We may choose to emphasize this or that
aspect of the document depending on our agenda in a given situation. It
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expresses many of the most cherished tenets of our field: that global issues

of audience and evidence take precedence over local issues of mechanical

correctness; that writing is best taught as process; that faculty across the

curriculum must continue the work begun by the composition class or

sequence. Though these ideas are now our tradition, they are news to many

faculty outside the field.

As a participant in the revision of the general education curriculum at

a previous school, I used the document in all these ways. I was the only

writing specialist on the university's general education committee, for

example, and when pressured to concede points that I knew ran counter to

the fundamentals of writing pedagogy, I would sometimes pull rank by using

the full weight of my professional group to support my points. When I

wanted to redefine the first-semester composition course as a "critical

thinking/reading/writing" course for approval by the committee, I pulled out

relevant language from the document. As the committee developed criteria

for writing intensive courses in the disciplines and turned to me for

guidance, I highlighted the ways in which the document says that faculty

from across the curriculum can build on the preparation students receive in

first-year composition. Together with colleagues from the composition

program, I quoted the document many times in memos to the committee

during the several years that the curriculum revision was in progress.

At the same time, I worried about giving my colleagues from across

the campus direct access to the document. They might have ignored the

warnings of the Introduction that the document defines only "outcomes"

and not "standards," and that the document is intended for a specialized

audience of WPAs who understand its jargon and will interpret it according

to conventions of the field. They might have chosen to emphasize the

material on "control of surface features" over material on rhetoric, critical

thinking, or process. They might have made mischief with phrases such as

"flexible strategies for revising" in ways that gutted the meaning of writing

as a process. If I happened to endorse certain "outcomes" that were not

covered by the statement (for example, fostering a sense of the political or

ethical purposes of writing), they might have accused me of violating the

intentions of my own professional group. In the end, though, even with

these worries, I sometimes appended a copy of the statement to memos that

quoted it, and it never came back to haunt me.

My current school is also in the process of revising its general
educational curriculum, and I have injected myself into discussions of the
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place and purpose of writing on the campus. I will no doubt continue to put

the Outcomes Statement to good use, and I will feel ethically bound to give

colleagues access to the full document to make of it what they will.
So far its usefulness has outweighed its possible misuses, and with

luck this will continue.

Response
Keith Rhodes

I have been asked to write in favor of the Outcomes Statement. It is

natural to assume that someone who has worked actively on its creation

would be in favor of it, and I am. One can only understand my support in

terms of "fuzzy logic," however. That is, on most days, and to the largest

extent, I favor adoption of the Outcomes Statement by the Counci I of WPAs.

For me, what started with a bang of outrage is ending with a shrug of

acceptance. In a few short strokes, I want to persuade others that my attitude

of support with ambivalent enthusiasm is most appropriate.
Most importantly, the original outrage remains justified to this day.

The discipline of composition and rhetoric is entirely founded upon the first­

year composition sequence, and yet we have studiously, even aggressively

avoided giving this existing foundation a public definition. I am currently

teaching an undergraduate course in composition theory, and if one thing is
clear to these novice scholars, most of whom are mainly interested in their

own writing or that of K-12 students, it is that nearly everything they are

reading assumes that "composition" means writing in a required first-year

college course. We have expanded and diversified our work, but without the

foundational course we have no discipline, not even an "interdiscipline."

Our diversity and interdisciplinarity makes it even more important that we
make a conscious effort to define what students can expect from a first-year

college composition course. We have many fine excuses, ranging from fear

of ignorant accountabi Iity police to love of elegant postmodern

problematizations, but none of them outweigh the basic decency of telling

students and their high school teachers what they can generally expect from

our courses.
When it comes to actually defining the course, the emotions end up

being less extreme. To our fairly universal if mild surprise, we found a very
general statement of goals to be much less controversial than we had feared.
The course already had more inter-institutional coherence than common
opinion suggested, at least in terms of the imagined and desired results. This
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realization cemented in the term "Outcomes" to describe our work. After

generating more detailed descriptions in our favored professional language,

we found that the terms translated more readily than we might have

imagined into fairly common language. As an aside, perhaps the "jargon"

that remains-terms like genre, rhetorical, and text-indicates the most

satisfying areas for focused professional inquiry of the most rigorous kind.

But in general, deeper and broader work with the statement, in workshops

of many kinds in many places for many audiences, demonstrated that it was

all, in the end, rather mundane.

This is not, then, a great moment in the history of composition. It is

an ordinary moment, done (we hope) well enough to pass with only minor

tweaking. Those of us who did the work certainly appreciate its difficulty;

those who have already been using the document as a touchstone for local,

more specific articulations appreciate its quality; but to the general public it

both is and ought to appear to be a fairly simple and sensible bit of

administrivia; and among ourselves, we should mostly just admit that it was

about time.

Response
Mark Wiley

The desire to articulate what every student will know and be able to

do after his or her first year of college-level writing instruction was initially

expressed as a question on the WPA listserv in March of 1996. Several of us

voiced our worries over the increasing political pressure to be accountable

for what we do in our composition classrooms and to justify the resources

used for maintaining huge writing programs. Participants in that listserv

conversation were gravely concerned over having the goals of our

composition programs defined for us by others who knew little of the

relevant scholarship and current thinking in the field, but who, nonetheless,

had the power to tell us what we ought to be teaching and holding students

accountable for in our writing classes.

This fear of getting done to us before we could do for ourselves was

additionally fueled by the standards-setting efforts that were taking place in

a variety of disciplines at various educational levels. Many of these

discipline-specific standards in K-12 were being formulated by small

committees often convening in large states (such as my state of California)

where extensive discussion over these standards' integrity, relevance, and

pragmatic value didn't happen. Better to be proactive than to stand by
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passively complaining about encroachments on academic freedom .and

having a standardized curriculum imposed on us. At least that was my view.

Undeniably, the Outcomes Statement is a political docu~~nt, a

negotiated document, one of compromise, on~ articul~ted at a sU~IClently
general enough level to allow local interpretation and Implementatl~n. But

the conservative right and the radical left may both agree over what It lacks.

The right may find it inadequate or too vague; the left at the least may find

it too timid, and at the worst an unnecessary imposition. The document's

"middle-of-the-roadness" I fear may render it one more of those

proclamations issued by professional organizations that sou~d,. ~ell,
"official," but lack any pragmatic value because no Significant

consequences follow its adoption.
I hope the Outcomes Statement becomes a "Iivinr docu.ment, one

subject to continual inquiry, debate, and revision. I hope It IS not Interpret~d
as a mandate to standardize a given curriculum in some local context In

order to justify regimenting and disciplining adjunct writing faculty or to

justify some wrong-headed assessment instrument. I hope the ou~comes
Statement encourages diversity in how it is interpreted locally and In how

student writing is read and evaluated. I hope it begins a national scholarly

conversation among writing teaches, administrators, and, yes, even the

wider public. But most importantly, I hope these outcomes serve. as

promises to our students that we, their teachers, will help them develop Into

rhetorically savvy, critically aware, versatile writers.

Response
Kathleen Blake Yancey

At first glance, the Outcomes Statement seems such a short

document-and hardly revolutionary. It talks about the more non­

controversial of our practices in first-year composition, writing process and

rhetorical knowledge, for instance, and it doesn't prescribe. Let me br.eak

that line out so we don't miss it: it doesn't prescribe. Faculty are not required

to practice liberatory pedagogy, the curriculum doesn't mandate portfolio,S,

and students are not obligated to write expressivist prose or engage In

service learning-although a class might include any these elements.

According to this document, what students do, more or less, is write.

That's it.
The Statement, it seems to me, then, is a manageable document that

uses the language of rhetoric and composition to describe what it is that
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most of us, in one way or another, do day in and day out, with our students.
Some of us will never need such a document. Others of us will find

such a document useful-to contextualize our own programs for faculty and
students, to develop our programs, to connect our own programs and

classes to high schools and WAC programs and co-op experiences, and not

least, to defend our programs.
Can such a document be mis-used? Yes. Will it be mis-used? Probably.

Is that a reason not to endorse it? No. You have to ask yourself, Are you
better off with a document that provides a foundation and a language, or are

you better off working without such articulation? It's a curious thing when

teachers of language prefer silence on curricular issues. Less philosophically
(and perhaps more to the point, you'll say), the history of reform documents

within composition studies suggests that in the main, our documents are not

used against us: quite the reverse. The CCCC Position Statement on

Assessment, for instance, has helped many, and to my knowledge, hasn't
been used against a single program in the country. (Neither, admittedly,
could it save certain programs.) The Portland Resolution is another case in

point, and the Intellectual Work Document is in similar process. In sum, we
have a history here, and it bodes well.

lhe history of this particular reform document also bears comment.

Ordinarily, within our field at least, an organization understands that a need
wants to be met, it charters some group within it to draft a document and to

present it to members and/or the leadership, and thus policy is born. The
Outcomes Statement developed almost in reverse: a number of people who

were electronically associated agreed that it would be useful to have a

statement of what we do. A few years and a couple of in-person meetings
later, members of what became a "group" brought the statement to the WPA

for endorsement. Is this process of development itself revolutionary? That

seems a large claim, and yet, I want to consider it:

lhe Statement was neither mandated nor developed by official
leaders of any group. The exigence, rather, was defined and responded to by

a myriad group of faculty and program directors and graduate students,

some of whom knew each other, some of whom became acquainted
electronically. Electronic media, in fact, have been central to the

development of the Statement.
The Statement has continued to change; there is an assumption that

the Statement is a living text and thus will change. Necessarily, then,
questions will arise as to how to accommodate change once/should the
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document become "official," and precisely because of the role of electronic
media in creation and distribution of texts, all organizations will need to
address them.

We'll be in good company.

I defer to others who know their history better than I, but to my
knowledge, this is the first time in composition studies in recent memory

that a national group of teachers and students and program administrators

have come together on their own to articulate a first-year curriculum that
can speak to the needs of students in a range of institutions anywhere in the

country. At the least, then, such a document provides something to argue

against; at the most, it provides a foundation; and regardless, it provides an
occasion for dialogue.

So, you see, I think that we might be witnessing a revolutionary
moment, after all.

The Outcomes Group Requests Readers' Responses
At its April 2000 meeting, the WPA Executive Board will consider

formally adopting the Outcomes Statement. Until then, we invite comment
and response, addressed to the Outcomes Group Steering Committee

(Susanmarie Harrington, Keith Rhodes, Rita Malencyzk, Irv Peckham, and
Kathleen Blake Yancey).

Susanmarie Harrington, Steering Committee Chair

Department of English
Indiana University Purdue University

425 University Boulevard

Indianapolis, IN 46202

The Outcomes Statement Authors
lhe Outcomes Statement was drafted by a group known as the

Outcomes Group who in July of 1998 became an ad-hoc committee of the
Council of Writing Program Administrators. The Outcomes Group, as this

committee is still known, has been comprised of many members over time,

some of whom have participated throughout the process, others who have
been active for more limited periods of time. Members have included: Linda

Bergmann, Glenn Blalock, William Condon, Patricia Ericsson, Ruth
Overman Fischer, Emily Golson, Susanmarie Harrington, Veronica Keane,
Patricia LaCoste, Barry Maid, Rita Malenczyk, J. L. McClure, Irvin Peckham,
Nancy L. Peterson, Chet Pryor, Keith Rhodes, Duane Roen, Betty Shiffman,
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Karen Vaught-Alexander, Edward M. White, Mark Wiley, Stephen Wilhoit,

Donald Wolff, and Kathleen B1ake Yancey. The Outcomes Group thanks the

many people who have responded to discussions of the Outcomes

Statement online and attended sessions and workshops about the evolving

Outcomes Statement at the meetings of the Conference on College

Composition and Communication, the National Council of Teachers of

English, The National Writing Project, and the Council of Writing Program

Administrators, as well as at the Computers and Writing Conference and the

Pedagogy of the Oppressed Conference.
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