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Guide for Authors

WPA: Writing Program Administration publishes empirical and theoretical research 
on issues in writing program administration� We publish a wide range of research 
in various formats, research that not only helps both titled and untitled admin-
istrators of writing programs do their jobs, but also helps our discipline advance 
academically, institutionally, and nationally�
Possible topics of interest include:

• writing faculty professional development
• writing program creation and design
• uses for national learning outcomes and statements that impact writ-

ing programs
• classroom research studies
• labor conditions: material, practical, fiscal
• WAC/WID/WC/CAC (or other sites of communication/writing in aca-

demic settings)
• writing centers and writing center studies
• teaching writing with electronic texts (multimodality) and teaching in digi-

tal spaces
• theory, practice, and philosophy of writing program administration
• outreach and advocacy
• curriculum development
• writing program assessment
• WPA history and historical work
• national and regional trends in education and their impact on WPA work
• issues of professional advancement and writing program administration
• diversity and WPA work
• writing programs in a variety of educational locations (SLACs, HBCUs,

two-year colleges, Hispanic schools, non-traditional schools, dual credit or
concurrent enrollment programs, prison writing programs)

• interdisciplinary work that informs WPA practices

This list is meant to be suggestive, not exhaustive� Contributions must be appro-
priate to the interests and concerns of the journal and its readership� The editors 
welcome empirical research (quantitative as well as qualitative), historical research, 
and theoretical, essayistic, and practical pieces�

Submission Guidelines
Please check the WPA website for complete submissions guidelines and to down-
load the required coversheet� In general, submissions should:

• be a maximum 7,500 words;
• be styled according to either the MLA Handbook (8th edition) or the Pub-

lication Manual of the American Psychological Association (6th edition), as
appropriate to the nature of your research;
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• include an abstract (maximum 200 words);
• contain no identifying information;
• be submitted as a �doc or �docx format file; and
• use tables, notes, figures, and appendices sparingly and judiciously�

Submissions that do not follow these guidelines or that are missing the cover page 
will be returned to authors before review�

Reviews
WPA:Writing Program Administration publishes both review essays of multiple 
books and reviews of individual books related to writing programs and their 
administration� If you are interested in reviewing texts or recommending books 
for possible review, please contact the book review editor at wpabookreviews@
gmail�com�

Announcements and Calls
Relevant announcements and calls for papers may be published as space permits� 
Announcements should not exceed 500 words, and calls for proposals or partici-
pation should not exceed 1,000 words� Submission deadlines in calls should be no 
sooner than January 1 for the fall issue and June 1 for the spring issue� Please email 
your calls and announcements to wpaeditors@gmail�com and include the text in 
both the body of the message and as a �doc or �docx attachment�

Correspondence
Correspondence relating to the journal, submissions, or editorial issues should be 
sent to wpaeditors@gmail�com�

Subscriptions
WPA: Writing Program Administration is published twice per year—fall and 
spring—by the Council of Writing Program Administrators� Members of the 
council receive a subscription to the journal and access to the WPA archives as part 
of their membership� Join the council at http://wpacouncil�org� Information about 
library subscriptions is available at http://wpacouncil�org/library-memberships�
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Standing for Time: Publishing in WPA

Lori Ostergaard, Jim Nugent, and Jacob Babb

The physical text [of WPA] will stand for time, changing in its 
meaning as readers change, but remaining “these words” by “this 
author.” In so doing, the journal function stands against time, 
slowing writers down, requiring them to rethink and revise texts 
before they are published . . .

—Doug Hesse, “The Function of WPA at the Present Time”(6)

In his first editor’s introduction for WPA, Doug Hesse reflected on the 
place of this journal in an era when email listservs, digital indexes, and new 
archival technologies were beginning to make their mark on the profession 
of writing program administration� In particular, Hesse suggested that it 
might be “foolish to assume the editorship of a journal in 1994,” when he 
and WPAs around the country could turn to one another for immediate 
counsel in electronic forums like the WPA-L listserv (6)� In these forums, 
he noted, “Advice begets advice, messages counter messages, and some 
sense of the state of the art, or at least of the opinion, forms in a day or 
two”(6)� Against this scene of accelerating digital communication, Hesse 
celebrated the publication process that made WPA “stodgy and slow, inevi-
tably behind” the times, but ultimately significant: he noted that “we write 
differently knowing that our work will be judged, and we read differently 
knowing a piece has met the approval of at least some of our colleagues” 
(6)� Nearly a quarter-century later, WPA remains stodgy and slow relative 
to our listserv and social media conversations—and we are grateful for it�

In this editor’s introduction, we present a brief review of the historic 
publishing practices of the journal, trace the calls for articles over the past 
forty years, and provide a few insights into how publishing in WPA has 
changed over time� We conclude with some advice for present-day authors 
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on preparing your work for WPA and its readership of committed scholars 
and administrators�

Historical Directions

While looking back at the journal’s earliest years, WPA’s inaugural editor 
Kenneth A� Bruffee noted that “Every issue of WPA to date has contained 
at least one piece intended to explain how to do something, how to accom-
plish effectively some particular task that is part of almost every WPA’s 
responsibilities” (6)� While Bruffee highlighted this more practical function 
of the journal, the editors that followed him expanded his vision to rec-
ognize the enlarged domain of program administrators, the wide array of 
stakeholders we work with, and our increasing responsibilities to our insti-
tutions, departments, programs, faculty, students, and publics� For exam-
ple, the journal’s third editor Christine Hult noted in her guide to authors 
that “WPA is especially interested in articles on topics such as establishing 
and maintaining a cohesive writing program, training composition staff, 
testing and evaluating students and programs, working with department 
chairs and deans, collaborating with high school or community college 
teachers, and so on” (2)� Hesse expanded on this list of priorities when he 
assumed editorship of the journal in 1994, stating that 

possible topics include the education and support of writing teach-
ers; the intellectual and administrative work of WPAs; the situation 
of writing programs, within both academic institutions and broader 
contexts; the programmatic implications of current theories, technol-
ogies, and research; relationships between WPAs and other admin-
istrators, between writing and other academic programs, and among 
high school, two-year, and four-year college writing programs; place-
ment; assessment; and the professional status of WPAs� (“Author’s 
Guide,” 3) 

This description remained unchanged for the next twelve years; however, 
co-editors Dennis Lynch and Marguerite Helmers introduced their first 
issue in fall 1998 with a call to explore the increasingly political nature of 
writing program administration� In particular, they saw the journal as a 
vehicle for research into the “very real political, curricular, and economic 
issues facing writing programs” (6), issues such as

integrating writing into the general education program; tracing 
relationships of course materials to intellectual property laws; and 
learning the invisible power structures of the university, including 
how money moves, how programs publicize themselves, how pro-
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gram directors work with affirmative action policies, how programs 
strengthen their connections to writing centers, ESL and modern lan-
guage programs, and community education and action groups� (6–7)

Alice Horning assumed the editorship in 2009 and revised Hesse’s original 
list of journal topics to reflect the growing variety of programs within our 
administrative purview� Horning’s journal issues summoned works explor-
ing various types of program and curriculum development, assessment, 
“extra-institutional relationships with writing’s publics,” technology, his-
tory, theory, and “issues of professional advancement” (3)�

For most of its history, WPA’s “Author’s Guide” called for shorter works 
than you will find in the present issue� It wasn’t until 2010 that the sug-
gested word count for full-length articles increased from 2,000–5,000 
words to 4,000–7,000 words� As figure 1 demonstrates, the overall num-
ber of pages per volume and the density of citations per article have tended 
upward through the journal’s history� 

 -
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Figure 1� Graph depicting the number of pages in each volume of WPA: Writ-
ing Program Administration (left scale) and the average number of works cited per 
article in select volumes (right scale)�
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As Hesse described in 1994, “The compact is that journal pieces are fin-
ished and full, that they invoke their own contexts and locate themselves 
within the scholarly landscape with the transit of citation” (“Function” 6)� 
As suggested by the journal’s steady increase in the number of citations per 
article, authors submitting to WPA today have a larger and more complex 
scholarly landscape to navigate, and they have many more citational way-
points available to fix their position within it� Our conversations on list-
servs, at the annual CWPA conference, and on the pages of this journal 
include works that employ empirical studies, put program data into conver-
sation with national data, document the emotional aspects of our work with 
faculty and students, suggest approaches for engaging diverse stakeholders, 
and interrogate, theorize, politicize, and problematize our discipline, our 
practices, and our programs� The scope of our work now includes not just 
first-year writing programs, but writing majors and minors, writing certifi-
cates, community writing programs, MAs, and more PhD programs than 
Bruffee and his authors could likely have imagined� Along the historical 
path of our field, WPA has always made room to accommodate the widen-
ing scope and diversity of our scholarly interests�

Publishing in WPA Today

Our current “Guide for Authors” was carried over with light modifica-
tions from the previous editorial team of Barbara L’Eplattenier, Sherry 
Rankins-Robertson, and Lisa Mastrangelo� It calls for “a wide range of 
research in various formats, research that not only helps both titled and 
untitled administrators of writing programs do their jobs, but also helps our 
discipline advance academically, institutionally, and nationally�” During 
our first year as editors, we received new submissions on a range of topics 
including assessment, emotional labor, placement, technology, professional 
development, transfer, writing centers, multimodality, and mentorship� The 
topics represented in this journal and the range of expertise required for 
program administrators have expanded, matured, and multiplied over the 
last four decades� While the journal continues Bruffee’s tradition of includ-
ing works that demonstrate “how to accomplish effectively some particular 
task,” our research methods have become more complex, and the questions 
we ask have moved beyond “how to” to embrace the “why to” of our more 
diverse practices and programs� 

We have no data on the number of submissions Bruffee, Hult, or Hesse 
received during their tenure as editors, but we can safely assume that their 
acceptance rate was higher than ours� We received 85 submissions during 
our first year editing the journal; we will publish ten full-length articles this 
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year� In the next section we briefly outline the editorial and review process, 
and we offer some advice for developing your article to better address the 
expectations and needs of the journal’s present-day readers� In doing so, we 
hope to live up to our commitment to make the editorial process as trans-
parent as possible�

The Editorial Process

We believe WPA authors deserve timely feedback on their work� We rec-
ognize that our authors are frequently under their own institutional and 
professional time constraints and we strive to communicate our decisions 
about manuscripts to our authors within six weeks, whether that decision 
is a rejection, an editorial “revise and resubmit,” an external review, or 
an acceptance�

To guide peer reviewers as they evaluate manuscripts, we ask them to 
note their level of agreement with the following statements about the work:

1� The manuscript is positioned within an identifiable context: it is 
well-situated in the scholarly literature; it addresses a current is-
sue, challenge, or opportunity in the field of writing program ad-
ministration; or it speaks to an established theoretical or research 
tradition�

2� The manuscript goes beyond mere local reporting (“here’s what I 
did” or “here’s the way we do things around here�”) If local reports 
are given, their connection to theory, history, research, or practice 
are made evident�

3� The manuscript contributes to knowledge in the field, takes up a 
controversial position in a new or intriguing way, suggests novel 
practices, or would provide a useful service to WPA readers�

We also suggest that reviewers prepare comments for each manuscript 
author using the following questions as a guide:

1� Is this piece appropriate (or not) for WPA: Writing Program Ad-
ministration and the WPA readership? In what way does this man-
uscript add to the existing knowledge base? (For example, does 
it present new or little-known material or does it revisit existing 
material in an original manner?) If it doesn’t, how might it? Is 
the work contextualized within existing work? If not, are there re-
sources you might suggest to the authors?
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2� How can this piece be revised? What might the authors do as they 
prepare the piece for publication?

Advice for Prospective Authors

The best advice we can offer prospective authors is that they read the jour-
nal carefully, make a close study of articles that mirror their particular 
research approach so that they can catch the rhythm of those works, iden-
tify the kinds of information they present and how they present it, and mir-
ror some of their organizational strategies� The journal’s archive up to the 
most recent two years is available to the public at the CWPA website, and 
CWPA members can access all issues there� Prospective authors should also 
visit the journal’s website, particularly the “Info for Authors” page which 
provides directions for article length, citation styles, document formatting, 
and so on� 

Regarding the organization and composition of your manuscript, one of 
the most popular resources we provide at our editors’ workshops is a hand-
out developed by associate editor, Jim Nugent� A few of the more salient 
points from that document are summarized here (the complete document 
is available at the CWPA website):

• Establish your exigence, and do it fast. At the outset of your ar-
ticle, make sure your reader can easily tell what scholarly conversa-
tions you are speaking to and what your article proposes to add to 
them� It’s hard to overstate just how quickly this exigence should be 
communicated at your article’s outset; it’s probably not the case, for 
instance, that seven paragraphs of literature review are necessary be-
fore you can even pose your research question or define the scope of 
your inquiry�

• Get out of your own head. WPA’s audience is, of course, very schol-
arly and knowledgeable and they are familiar the broad contours of 
the field’s literature� However, none of them are in the same head-
space you are as a researcher� Be sure to keep your audience orientated 
to your particular research base by providing summaries and remind-
ers of cited material as appropriate� In addition, do not rely on ellipsis 
and syllogism to carry your arguments: be overt with your claims and 
be demonstrative with your support for them� Your arguments should 
not be left as an exercise for the reader�

• User test your work. Show your work to one, two, or ten trust-
ed colleagues with an invitation for them to provide serious, criti-
cal feedback�
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• Ignore this advice if the rhetorical situation demands it. These 
are not edicts� We do not want cookie-cutter essays: the last thing we 
want is to homogenize and stultify the discourse of our field� These 
are merely reminders for you to think first about the readerly needs 
of WPA’s audience� Imagine your reader is a time-crunched WPA, an 
exhausted journal editor, a harried graduate student, etc� Even if your 
readers don’t fall among this impatient bunch, they would probably 
still benefit from you assuming that they do�

In This Issue

As editors of WPA, we are mindful of the long and significant history of 
scholarly authorship and editing that precedes us� While the journal serves 
as a testament to the intellectual tradition and evolution of this organiza-
tion, it can also act as a powerful vehicle for innovation, revolution, and dis-
ciplinary disruption� Although WPA’s publication process may be stodgy 
and slow by the standards of Twitter, Facebook, and WPA-L, we believe the 
articles in this issue represent the kinds of innovative, thought-provoking, 
and meaningful conversations about writing program administration that 
few other forums can foster�

This issue showcases a number of perspectives on the affective nature 
of our program work� William DeGenaro’s essay “Kurt Cobain, Writing 
Program Administrator,” details the emotional cost of program admin-
istration and demonstrates how Cobain’s career trajectory “parallels with 
the trajectory of a writing program administrator�” DeGenaro posits that 
“Cobain’s career reveals how WPAs can conceive of inward and outward 
directed rage, irreverence, and a grungey consciousness as productive 
stances�” Cindy Moore’s article, “Mentoring WPAs for the Long Term: The 
Promise of Mindfulness” encourages us to engage in “mindfulness-based 
mentoring” as a way to counter administrative stress and promote suc-
cess� And in Susan Miller-Cochran’s CWPA plenary, “Innovation through 
Intentional Administration: Or, How to Lead a Writing Program Without 
Losing Your Soul,” readers are encouraged to explore the possibilities of 
“compassionate administration” by identifying the guiding principles that 
direct our work� Also in this issue, Heidi Estrem, Dawn Shepherd, and 
Samantha Sturman advocate for “Reclaiming Writing Placement�” These 
authors analyze national educational reforms and doubts about standard-
ized testing, identifying this as a kairotic moment when WPAs can insert 
themselves into the conversation and promote more robust placement mea-
sures at their institutions� Carolyn A� Wisniewski analyzes results from her 
qualitative study of the “Problem-Setting and Problem-Solving Strategies of 
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Novice Teachers,” and demonstrates that these new graduate teaching assis-
tants “rarely turned to disciplinary or programmatic resources to resolve 
challenges�” Wisniewski proposes a “detect-elect-connect model of transfer” 
to teach novice writing teachers how to “productively transfer learning from 
their pedagogy education to the classroom�” Finally, in “Give All Thoughts 
a Chance,” Sandie Friedman and Robert Miller report on the results of 
their survey of first-year writing students who were asked to respond to the 
“Research as Inquiry” dispositions in the Association of College Research 
Libraries Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education� Based 
on their results, these authors posit that WAW helped students to better 
“articulate their development as researchers and writers�” 

The reviews in this issue draw attention to the many literacies at work 
in writing programs and how well our field is responding to multilingual 
students� They also ask us to consider how well our field is simultaneously 
addressing the labor conditions that constrain the work being done in 
these programs� In her review essay, “Languages and Literacies in Motion: 
Transnationalism and Mobility Matters in Writing Studies,” Nancy Bou 
Ayash reviews Steven Fraiberg, Xiqiao Wang, and Xiaoye You’s Inventing 
the World Grant University and Rebecca Lorimer Leonard’s Writing on the 
Move to examine “a nascent trans turn” toward “translinguality, transliter-
acy, transmodality, transculturalism, and transnationalism, to name a few” 
and how it affects “the mobility work ahead of us” as WPAs� Turning atten-
tion out to those in our writing programs who are interacting daily with 
this trans turn, “Rewriting Labor in Composition,” Meridith Reed’s review 
of Labored, an edited collection by Randall McClure, Dayna V� Gold-
stein, and Michael A� Pemberton, discusses how this book addresses labor 
concerns constraining writing programs and how our field can respond to 
these by revising its professional statements about labor� Narrowing in on a 
more student-focused view of the trans turn and how it affects writing pro-
grams, Marie Webb’s review “Viewing Directed Self-Placement Through 
a Multilingual, Multicultural, Transdisciplinary, and Ethical Lens” exam-
ines Tanita Saenkhum’s analysis of the use of directed self-placement (DSP) 
with multilingual writers� These reviews together show how writing pro-
gram administration is becoming increasingly complex as a variety of forces 
work with and on writing programs� 
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assistant editors who follow them� Amy Cicchino also joined the WPA 
team last year, serving as our advertising manager� During her tenure in 
that role, Amy ambitiously secured new sponsors for the journal� We have 
asked her to continue her service to the journal this year as an assistant edi-
tor� Kelly Moreland also began her tenure as assistant editor with this issue, 
and we are delighted to be able to make use of her considerable editorial and 
administrative experience� Kelly and Amy played a central role in bringing 
this issue to press� Finally, we’re delighted to welcome Kendra Andrews to 
the journal staff to serve as our ads manager this year� Please contact her 
(at wpajournalads@gmail�com) if you’re interested in advertising your pro-
gram, press, workshop, or event in WPA�

Over the past year, we have also relied on the members of our editorial 
board for their advice and support� With this issue, we say goodbye to six 
members of the board whose service with us ended in spring� We are grate-
ful for the good work and dedication of Michael Callaway, Asao Inoue, 
Laura Micciche, Chuck Paine, Ellen Schendel, and Elizabeth VanderLei� 
We are excited to welcome six new members to the editorial board: Beth 
Brunk-Chavez, Sheila Carter-Tod, Sarah Z� Johnson, Cheri Lemieux-Spie-
gel, Susan Thomas, and Chris Warnick� We are excited by the incredible 
range of expertise and experience represented by the editorial board and 
we are thankful for the generosity of those who have agreed to serve on it�

Finally, this journal would not be possible without the active and 
engaged membership of the CWPA� As a discipline of program adminis-
trators, we understand the role that secure resources play in maintaining 
vigorous institutions� Please help support the work of the council and this 
journal by checking your CWPA membership status on the CWPA web-
site; if you are able to, please consider becoming a sustaining member of 
the organization�

Announcement

We are delighted to announce that E� Shelley Reid’s article “On Learning to 
Teach: Letter to a New TA” (vol� 40, no� 2) has been selected for inclusion 
in the 2018 edition of The Best of the Journals in Rhetoric and Composition�
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Kurt Cobain, Writing Program Administrator

William DeGenaro

Abstract

Before his suicide in 1994, Kurt Cobain’s short career mirrored the professional 
trajectory of some writing program administrators who similarly struggle with 
the complex, affective dimensions of their labors and ambivalence about their 
roles as managers and spokespersons. In this essay, I combine narrative—from 
the perspective of a WPA and a lover of the music Cobain made with his band 
Nirvana—with theorizing that extends work reflecting on the psychic and 
affective toll that administrative labor sometimes takes on WPAs. I perform a 
close reading of a Nirvana song, “Serve the Servants,” which presents like an 
angry WPA manifesto and infer both possibilities and limits of inward- and 
outward-directed rage as affective stances.

WPAs daily find themselves immersed in anger, frustration, 
and disappointment.

—Laura Micciche, “More than a Feeling” (434)

In truth, Nirvana was the last logical outcome of punk and repre-
sented a serious version of the “blank” in blank generation. Inco-
herence, if you take it seriously, can end only in chaos. The gun in 
Kurt Cobain’s hand at the very end.

—Nicholas Rombes, A Cultural Dictionary of Punk (163)

Punk won. That seems really clear to me . . . There was a defining 
era of music, and it created something that is so malleable that it 
can be used by anybody. It can be used by a guitar player. It can be 
used by a professor.

—Ian MacKaye, Global Punk (Dunn 7–8)
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Kurt Cobain’s rock band Nirvana appeared on the cover of Rolling Stone in 
April 1992, Cobain in torn jeans and a dimestore cardigan� Visible under 
the sweater, Cobain wore a T-shirt on which he had written “Corporate 
Magazines Still Suck” (Cross 231)� Cobain drew attention to his ambiva-
lence toward stardom by punctuating the moment’s contradictions� What 
epitomizes mainstream success more than Rolling Stone? What’s more 
punk than a homemade T-shirt? Cobain found fame writing lyrics that 
questioned things like masculinity and gender binaries—set to commer-
cially nonviable punk rock—and in 1992 improbably found himself on 
the charts� He valued authenticity, ideology, and social change and loudly 
sloganeered when microphones were shoved in his face (Cross 261)� Suc-
cess seemed like a distraction, at best, and a toxin, at worst, to Cobain, 
who wished to focus on the music he loved and the ideals to which he was 
committed� He idealized the bedrooms where he wrote songs and the bars 
and dorms where he had played to audiences whose members he consid-
ered equals� The photo shoots and meetings that came later seemed like the 
antithesis of “real” work�

Cobain took a lethal dose of heroin and then shot himself in April 1994 
while listening to R�E�M�’s Automatic for the People, an album best known 
for the hang-in-there ballad “Everybody Hurts�” During the two years 
between the Rolling Stone cover and his suicide, Cobain’s career transi-
tioned� The additional trappings and labors of his new position brought less 
satisfaction, and Cobain experienced guilt and self-hatred, made obnox-
ious jokes, and succumbed to the depression and substance abuse problems 
with which he had long struggled� He also administered tirelessly to many 
of the fairly obscure bands like the Melvins and Meat Puppets who had 
influenced and supported him and at times used his position to advocate 
for ethical and progressive causes� Cobain’s trajectory—glorious and tragic, 
alive with real and perceived ethical dilemmas and confrontations drawn 
between ideals and material realities, characterized by paradoxes—pres-
ents parallels with the trajectory of a writing program administrator� This 
essay explores those parallels and performs a close reading of a Nirvana 
song, “Serve the Servants,” whose narrator sounds at times like an angry 
WPA� Cobain’s career reveals how WPAs can conceive of inward and out-
ward directed rage, irreverence, and a grungey consciousness as productive 
stances� Cobain also suggests the limits of those stances, as he frequently 
disavowed his activist orientation post-fame�
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Smells Like Affective Sensations

Thanks to an older brother’s record collection, I grew up loving punk pos-
sibly as much as Cobain himself and I saw the genre’s narrative of rebellion 
as a salve against boredom and the mundane humiliations of childhood� I 
used first communion money to buy a copy of the Clash’s Combat Rock, 
and the lyrics made me want to be a writer while the rhythms made the 
world look different� I was in high school when Nevermind landed Nirvana 
on that magazine cover, excited and confused by punk’s popularity� I had 
a copy of Nevermind and appreciated the band’s anger, and, like Cobain, 
I suffered from depression� I recognized the paradox of power and alien-
ation in songs like “Lithium,” whose lyrics suggested loneliness needn’t be 
so lonely� But I was a casual fan, and though I attended lots of rock shows 
in the early 90s, I never saw Nirvana� I think this was because I associated 
Cobain as much with tabloid stories about drugs and a dysfunctional mar-
riage as with great music� The spectacle took over� I remember sitting on 
the lawn at Lollapalooza in 1992, and “Smells Like Teen Spirit” played on 
the PA between acts� Kids cheered as loudly as they did for any of the day’s 
live performances� I was working at my college newspaper in 1994 when 
89X-FM announced my generation’s most famous suicide�

But it was recently, watching the affecting documentary of Cobain’s 
life Kurt Cobain: Montage of Heck, deep in the angst not of adolescence but 
rather the angst of writing program administration, where I experienced 
intense empathy and identification� The documentary explores Cobain’s 
inventional acts—animating journals where he composed both lyrics and 
a public persona—and reveals the depths of his existential pain and rage� 
His pain was tied to a crippling depression and addiction, to be sure, but 
also to an intense sense of professional guilt and a disdain for success� I saw 
myself also as someone whose relationship with my work had changed and 
whose own depression had simultaneously worsened�

I had been WPA at my midsized comprehensive university for four years 
when I watched Montage of Heck� I didn’t step into the role until I had ten-
ure, a privilege not all WPAs have� While a junior faculty, I had taught ser-
vice-learning courses and written about open-admissions education, basic 
writing, and working-class studies� Sure, pre-tenure years involved stress, 
but they also represented a focused effort� I taught my courses and pub-
lished about matters impacting me, my campus, my community, and my 
field� I don’t mean to idealize a period that involved high-stakes labor and 
huge student loan bills� But there was excitement and singleness of purpose� 
Becoming a WPA meant toggling among many, many tasks� The joy we 
introverts take from the solitary labor of writing seems to disappear� WPAs 
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teach and write and most of us love to teach and write—but of course we 
also shake hands and sign contracts (albeit with textbook publishers not 
record companies), compromise, and learn how the proverbial sausage is 
made in the administration building� It’s hard not to empathize with the 
soul-crushing frustrations Cobain felt when his life went from writing 
songs on his guitar and playing punk shows to handling those other tasks 
demanded of individuals at that next level� Isn’t teaching a section of comp 
a little like playing that gig for, say, 20–25 people?

Watching Montage of Heck, it occurred to me that becoming a WPA 
meant having microphones shoved in my face, too: Why can’t you just use 
the SAT to place students instead of your expensive holistic reading sessions? 
Why aren’t you teaching students not to plagiarize? Why can’t majors in my 
department format citations properly? An entire, affective rhetoric of satisfac-
tion surrounds teaching and writing—a rhetoric largely absent when we 
talk about administration� In her work on how WPAs frame their schol-
arly identities, Melissa Ianetta points out, “some of us do not represent our 
administrative work in our public self-imaginings� In general, we are schol-
ars first, teachers second, and � � � administrators? Well last, if at all” (145–
46)� Ianetta mentions the relative invisibility of WPA work on university 
websites (144)� Part of the reason we don’t make our WPA work more vis-
ible is because it lacks the affective and material rewards of our other labors� 
Cobain defined himself as a songwriter and performer, not a representative 
of his record label or a spokesperson for his generation� In that Rolling Stone 
story, Cobain said, “I’m a spokesman for myself � � � I don’t have the answers 
for anything” (Azerrad)� I feel that� I’ve been kept up at night, fretting 
about the problems on campus I haven’t solved: perceived literacy crises, 
dysfunctional budgetary models, reliance on contingent labor� It’s partly 
the depression, partly a sense of professional responsibility� In Montage of 
Heck I saw myself, a sometimes ineffectual and insecure, sometimes loud, 
sometimes smart voice�

Kids like Kurt Cobain come up playing in garages and bars, doing what 
they love in a small, safe space—the rock and roll narrative of the little 
room�1 Cobain’s little room was a dorm at Evergreen State College where 
Nirvana played a notorious, raucous show in their probationary days and 
henceforth became known for “intensity” and “energy” (Cross 113)� Fans 
have romanticized that show to the point of nostalgia, and I don’t wish to 
glorify teaching in a similarly uncritical way by suggesting it is a romantic 
pursuit rather than part of our material work� My point is that many of us 
gain an affective joy from teaching—a joy sometimes harder to glean from 
work done on a more public stage (extending the punk metaphor) while 
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interacting with an array of stakeholders often with more overtly capital-
ist values�

The “Value” of a Grunge Ethic

Recalling Cobain’s struggles with the trappings of the value systems of the 
larger rooms in which he labored prompted reflection� Can WPAs enact a 
“grunge” aesthetic?2 Should we? What would it mean to look to Cobain’s 
ethic and infer a usable stance in relation to institutional dynamics that 
many of us find harmful?

Cobain professed many punk values, and critics have certainly wrestled 
with the extent to which a punk consciousness can offer diverse individu-
als and groups “resources for self-empowerment and political resistance” 
(Dunn 9)� Michael Utley analyzes 1980s American hardcore punk, teas-
ing out useful ways his corpus suggests writing pedagogies of resistance 
against “institutional authority” (111)� Geoffrey Sirc sees the formless and 
raw ethic of punk as both a counternarrative and heuristic for composition 
classrooms� Responding to Sirc, Seth Kahn fleshes out a DIY punk peda-
gogy rooted in “the idea that punk discourse moves beyond criticism” and 
“typically provides alternatives” (“Pedagogy of the Pissed” 101)� Trending 
closer to the concerns of WPAs, Joe Essid suggests that writing center coor-
dinators in austere institutional contexts use a punk ethos to “agitate,” and 
he writes compellingly about how first-wave punk itself grew out of auster-
ity and thrived therein (3)� Essid discusses harnessing negative social condi-
tions (think London and New York during the late 1970s) and responding 
with vigor and consciousness�

But material conditions ought not be considered apart from affective 
conditions� In The Managerial Unconscious in the History of Composition 
Studies, Donna Strickland suggests that many compositionists find “man-
agement” distasteful though managing is a crucial part of our discipline’s 
history� Strickland argues that this unconscious dilemma “comes from an 
affective association that prefers teaching and that is averse to the pejora-
tive connotations of management in a humanistic and occasionally Marx-
ist field of study” (119)� She argues the discipline should “investigate our 
emotional stances toward our work” and use affective potential as “the fore-
runner to action” (121)� Strickland begins to point toward the potential of 
emotions we might commonly consider negative to instill an ethic of advo-
cacy and activism� Mindful of Cobain’s story, I would argue that rage is 
one of those emotions with which we (must) contend—and put to use� Like 
Strickland, Micciche offers a useful framing of the intersections among the 
material conditions of writing programs and the affective states of WPAs� 
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While Strickland engages with the paradox of our discipline’s ideological 
opposition to management but our long engagement with that very type of 
work, Micciche focuses on a different paradox: “the WPA seems to occupy a 
powerful location” but the relentless affective challenges—including those 
stemming from the gendered nature of administrative work, unjust labor 
arrangements, and the ways WPA work is often foisted on junior faculty 
can be profoundly disempowering (434)� Both Strickland and Micciche 
get at the intensity of the unresolved tensions, the lingering and complex 
feelings stemming from WPAs being implicated in the machinery of the 
late-capitalist university� The Chronicle has covered the increased rates of 
depression among academics after promotion (Blanchard; Wilson)� Post-
tenure depression, according to this flood of media coverage in the higher 
education press, often involves feelings of “despair and apathy”—boredom 
and ennui compounded by guilt created by awareness that one has no rea-
son to feel bad after achieving greater material security (Blanchard)� Think 
of Cobain’s sense of guilt upon promotion�

Kahn’s argument that the DIY punk ethic necessarily involves mov-
ing beyond critique toward practical action is useful� Ethical engagement 
counters ennui� Acknowledging that WPA work involves problems deserv-
ing of our rage but finding ways to be in service to something larger than 
one’s own material good are direct confrontations with the negative affec-
tive states Micciche and Strickland discuss, and therein lies the value of a 
grunge ethic� Anger that perhaps had led to an unproductive loss of temper 
can be recast, can evolve into something different� Lynn Worsham reveals 
in “Going Postal” how a phenomenon with affective potential—a phrase 
like “going postal”—can change over time and across contexts�

Reveling in the contradictions of examples like Cobain, who was a 
deeply flawed advocate and activist, has much to reveal about who we are 
and who we might be as WPAs� A punk or grunge ethic for WPAs is per-
haps above all else an abstraction� “Be more punk” sounds pretty good, 
possibly due to the term’s connection to taking stands against dominant 
culture and its most problematic apparatuses (see Hebdidge’s foundational 
analysis of punk subcultures in London in the 1970s)� Although punk 
movements and artists have long flirted with nihilism (Hebdidge; Rombes) 
dating back at least to the Sex Pistols’ iconic repetition of “no future for 
you” (Never Mind the Bollocks), punk also suggests, paradoxically, possibili-
ties for action� To be punk might involve a screaming desire for change—
personal, institutional, or social� As a lover of punk music, a human being, 
and a WPA, I have experienced these desires� But the nihilism has reared its 
head, and so have material realities� Punk has never been pure, as a social 
movement, an aesthetic, or an ethic� In my role as WPA, for instance, I 
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have taken inspiration from my lifelong passion for punk and opted to take 
common cause with less powerful stakeholders on my campus or to stand 
up to unethical administrators� In my role as WPA, I also have lost my 
temper in unhelpful, ineffectual fashion, or, worse, felt like a silly puppet 
crying out, “No future!”

The term punk has possibly more optimistic resonances (say, compared 
to the term grunge), resonances that at the very least suggest doing and act-
ing� I recently read the affirming, smart, young-adult novel The First Rule 
of Punk by Celia C� Pérez� It is the story of María Luisa, or “Malú,” a mul-
tiracial junior high school girl who inherits her love of punk from her white 
father and discovers the genre’s connections to Chicano culture when she 
and her Mexican-American mom move to a new city and Malú slowly plugs 
into her new race-conscious, multicultural, multilingual neighborhood� 
The novel’s passion for punk artists like the Brat and the Plugz is palpable, 
and with a light touch Pérez connects the young protagonist’s discovery of 
these artists and other punks from the Mexican-American community with 
her burgeoning sense of identity and her active engagement� Like Malú, as 
a little kid I had much affinity for punks with a conscious—Joe Strummer, 
Jello Biafra, et al�—whose entire aesthetics focused on this something larger�

Admittedly, punk morphed into something that resonated a bit dif-
ferently� In the 1990s, grunge seemed at times to emphasize punk’s anger 
and disaffection more than its productive elements� Kahn suggests that the 
1990s iteration of punk, and specifically its chief spokesperson Cobain, 
foregrounded both a “negative” vibe and an “air of passivity” in both lyr-
ics and Cobain’s public persona (“Kurt Cobain” 85)� Kahn suggests this 
“forfeiting of agency” (86) on Cobain’s part significantly limits the artist’s 
ability to be an intentional actor and shows how Cobain lost control of his 
own trajectory while facing down the demands of fame (91)� Kahn makes a 
strong case that Nirvana songs like “Rape Me” and the numerous moments 
in the media when Cobain disavowed his role as an advocate all signify 
his rejection of “the attendant power and responsibility” (90)� I agree that 
Cobain lost control but also want to explore in this essay how even the flaws 
and ambivalences inherent in Cobain’s music and story reveal a narrative at 
the very least familiar (and for some of us, maybe transformative) to WPAs 
who wrestle with affective pain�

In a Little Room

Cobain had a pseudo grad school experience when the members of Nir-
vana relocated to Olympia, Washington, where creatives thrived thanks 
to Evergreen State—the liberal arts college known for not giving grades 
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and for allowing students to design interdisciplinary programs across the 
humanities and creative arts (see Cross; Morgen)� Nirvana found its ear-
liest fans in Olympia and Cobain found kindred spirits in Tobi Vail, an 
Evergreen student who would later gain acclaim in the band Bikini Kill� A 
high school dropout, Cobain read Vail’s women’s studies textbooks which 
contextualized his opinions about masculinity and experiences with bullies 
(Cross 153–55)� Though stimulated by Vail, feminism-as-worldview, and 
the Evergreen shows he was playing, alienation plagued Cobain� He “felt 
inadequate” during his time in Olympia, a working-class kid performing 
for artsier, richer kids who dressed better, read better, and even knew their 
histories of rock better than him (Cross 88)� Cobain’s professional para-
doxes began in these early, punk days of the band—as he performed, wrote 
songs, and lived frugally—though perceived inadequacies triggered depres-
sion� Think: imposter syndrome�

Vail and her books provided Cobain with an intellectual framework 
for action� He understood punk ideology as struggle, having grown up in 
working-class and working-poor communities and a dysfunctional family� 
But feminism provided an imperative to reflect on experience and sensa-
tion� Tobi Vail served as a mentor in Cobain’s early professional life, expos-
ing him to abstract knowledge� I suggest Cobain had something like a 
grad school experience in Olympia not just because he learned to draw on 
different media, genres, and phenomena in his work, but also because his 
ethic coalesced: the ethic of taking common cause with the kid in a flannel 
shirt from the logging family over the undergrad with the cool record col-
lection� I think of my own grad school years, lacking in material security 
but rich in intellectual exchange and discovery, and the disciplinary-cum-
ideological habits that took root (for instance, from taking an influential 
community literacy practicum during my first term—a three-credit salve 
for my own imposter syndrome)� The ethic Cobain developed in Olympia, 
likewise, shaped his career�

You probably know the story of Nevermind in 1991: Nirvana knocks 
Michael Jackson off the top of the charts and gains exposure on MTV, 
magazine covers, Saturday Night Live� If you’re a WPA, you probably also 
know the sensation of being pulled away from labor you call “my work,” 
and you might also know the sensation of being asked to do things for 
which you do not necessarily have as much training, or that perhaps com-
promise your lefty values� If so, then maybe you can identify with nostalgia 
for your “little room�”
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Bored and Old

After Nevermind, the first track on Nirvana’s follow-up, In Utero, was called 
“Serve the Servants”3 and led off with a seemingly autobiographical couplet, 
“Teenage angst has paid off well / now I’m bored and old�” Cobain used 
the first lyrics from the most anticipated record of 1993 to joke that songs 
about being an outsider have made him rich and to admit his best years 
are behind him� The line alludes to the rock cliché about not trusting any-
one over a certain age, though he was just in his mid-20s when he wrote 
In Utero. If age invokes a familiar rock and roll rhetoric (Don’t trust any-
one over 30! If it’s too loud � � � ), boredom invokes even more overtly punk 
tropes� The Ramones, Sex Pistols, Buzzcocks, and Green Day all sang about 
boredom� Nicholas Rombes suggests that punk sought “to transform bore-
dom into the very premise of modern life” (29), and punk’s “disordered” 
aesthetic has roots in a kind-of bored, “detached” disregard for contempo-
rary culture (28–30)� By declaring himself “bored,” then, Cobain’s narra-
tor positions himself inside of everyday culture and punk subculture� These 
lines resonate when I think about my own move from junior faculty mem-
ber to WPA�4 On my worst days (a meeting with an administrator went 
poorly, perhaps), it’s hard not to experience this stew of nostalgia and bored 
resignation� The lines also resonate because ideological critique informed 
a good deal of my earliest published work and paid off reasonably well� It 
didn’t sell records, but it earned me tenure, and a similar, if less lucrative, 
irony holds� Cobain wrestled psychically with the notion of commodifying 
teen angst, and isn’t it at least as stark to consider the ethics of profiting 
from radical theoretical constructs and stepping into a managerial position 
involving exploitative labor arrangements?

The song’s narrator expresses anger at himself for commodifying alien-
ation and depression and loathes his own privilege, but there’s outward-
directed anger in the subsequent lines:

Self-appointed judges judge
more than they have sold
If she floats than she is not
a witch like we had thought
A down payment on another 
one at Salem’s lot

As much as Cobain’s narrator cops to selling out, he stands by his art and 
questions those sitting in condemnation—presumably of his music, life-
style, drug use, and high-profile relationship with Courtney Love (called a 
witch and worse by the media)—and he boldly boasts of his achievements 
like a hip hop star rapping about how many records he’s sold� References 
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to the Salem witch trials stand as critiques of the media’s sexist fixation on 
his wife, who was put on trial by a media who alleged she did heroin while 
pregnant and attempted to break up Nirvana (Cross 262)� Certainly a cri-
tique of the media’s sexist witch hunt would mesh with Cobain’s feminism, 
though the line could also reference Stephen King’s novel Salem’s Lot about 
blood-sucking, suave vampires, a comparison equally suggestive of what 
Cobain thought of the media� But an equally important reading acknowl-
edges the juxtaposition of inward- and outward-directed loathing� Even in 
a humorous lyric, Cobain’s existential misery is palpable�5

That juxtaposition rings true� With the speed of a Nirvana refrain, I’ve 
moved from loathing myself for even having considered “selling out” to 
Big Publishing, to outward-directed rage, angry at a colleague on the other 
side of campus for a misrepresentation of a complex issue like plagiarism 
or for her rush to judge a student� And I’ve felt like student writing profi-
ciency was on the receiving end of a witch hunt, felt like student error was a 
drowning witch� Perhaps Cobain felt like the stakes were lower while play-
ing “his” shows in dorms� Maybe I felt the same when I taught “my” classes 
and then worked on “my” article� Further, the bitterness of the bit about 
“judges” being “self-appointed” invokes for me writing’s unique place as a 
subject about which many individuals think they are experts since every-
body is a practitioner� Who are the self-appointed judges on our campuses? 
Those who wish to toughen the penalties for plagiarism, or the advocates 
of skill-and-drill pedagogies, or the administrator who skirts faculty gover-
nance? “Serve the Servants” meditates on an awesome ambiguity—at once 
pointing loathing inward but then subsequently lashing out and expressing 
anger at such individuals who lack capital—for Cobain, critics; for WPAs, 
those lacking professional expertise�

The refrain repeats the line “serve the servants,” a missive that sounds 
like an abstraction, a vaguely rebellious battle cry perhaps invoking class 
allegiances, perhaps the band’s interest in being of service not to the media 
elites they possibly mock in the song but rather their young fans� Perhaps 
the line is also an abstraction when read through my WPA lens, though 
perhaps there is catharsis, too, or a similar invocation of class allegiance 
about whose interests the labor of a WPA might support� As the song spins 
into tonal shifts, my middle-aged ears listen� Who do we serve as WPAs? 
Someone other than those who sit in faux judgment, hold witch trials, 
or urge us to take “cost containment” measures and run other neoliberal 
errands? What might it mean to serve the servants? Better yet, what might 
it mean as WPAs to let our minds be inspired—like fifteen-year-olds—by 
rebellious rock-and-roll? In my 40s, I hear Nirvana after a day of WPA 
labor and I am still the same kid buying Combat Rock with his first com-
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munion money� The kid who, like Kurt Cobain, hears punk rock’s rage and 
imagines a world of freedom, not a world of bullies� I hear Nirvana and 
new narratives emerge too� I listen to “Serve the Servants” and think about 
inward- and outward-directed rage� I think about whether rage is a usable 
construct for WPAs� At what moments are we mad at ourselves? At others?

The Corporatization of the University Still Sucks

During a lively question and answer period following her plenary address 
at the 2014 WPA Conference, Melissa Ianetta suggested being the WPA 
means having to be “the grown-up�” I think she is mostly right� Yet, what 
of the affective moments that prompt something else? What would our 
homemade T-shirts say? Pearson still sucks. Reliance on contingent labor 
still sucks. Making fun of student writing still sucks. The corporatization of 
the university still sucks. I appreciate the relentlessly performative nature of 
Cobain’s persona, how he refused to rest comfortably after promotion� Was 
he mature, à la Ianetta’s helpful advice? No� He had silly spats with other 
musicians, for instance� However, Cobain refused to rest comfortably like 
other elites sometimes do� Certainly we know academics who rest comfort-
ably upon promotion, as surely as we know administrators who care little 
about the servants�

WPAs exist in a middle space between servant and elite—middle 
managers—though ultimately what we do is grungey in the world of aca-
deme: engaging with first-year and even “remedial” curricula� For those of 
us WPAs who are angry, or even ambivalent, Cobain’s narrative suggests 
there’s no escaping the messy space between elite and servant� The word 
“bored” positioned Cobain’s narrator within punk subculture (using the 
boredom trope like so many other punk musicians) and within mainstream 
culture too (copping to being just another boring old guy), and WPAs are a 
lot like that� WPAs are on the cover of glossy magazine but still wear flan-
nel, even if the outfit is a performance� Cobain’s narrative suggests how 
being a punk has limits� I admit I have failed to be the grown-up� I wish I 
could say I’ve behaved better than Cobain when he succumbed to the worst 
clichés of rock rivalries, but I cannot� I am guilty of passive-aggressive snip-
ing and, in the age of social media, unfriending colleagues after contentious 
faculty meetings and disagreements involving campus politics� I never suc-
cumbed to anger or an immature impulse like this before becoming WPA� 
My version of a stupid media beef with Axl Rose, I guess� But in addition, 
the intensely polemical debates over curriculum, scheduling, and the like 
that I believe are part of the emotional work of WPAing have exasperated 
my own imposter syndrome and triggered bouts of depression that are 
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among the worst I have contended with� WPA labor, my own anger, and 
my mental health have mingled in sometimes toxic ways� Little wonder 
Montage of Heck had such resonance�

On the other hand, I maintain perhaps paradoxically that anger can 
potentially be a useful stance—including something like the irreverent 
rage expressed by Cobain�6 Cobain’s irreverence in the face of his stardom, 
though at times counterproductive and dysfunctional, kept his perfor-
mances unpredictable, garnered attention (sometimes a good thing), and 
worked against blind acceptance� Recently, a high-ranking administra-
tor visited a faculty meeting and was discussing technology initiatives on 
campus including the creation of a new high-salary administrative position 
to oversee tech initiatives� Several faculty members raised concerns about 
working class and working poor students on campus who lacked laptop and 
internet access� This administrator was unaware that lack of access to tech-
nology was a concern—though the campus runs a food pantry for hungry 
students—and dismissed faculty concerns� When these questions persisted, 
the administrator suggested there was nothing she could do if concerned 
faculty were not able to present her with quantitative data on the number 
of students who lacked access� I responded, “Maybe you should ask your 
new technology czar to generate that data�” I don’t think I accomplished 
much except perhaps some affective, smug self-satisfaction but my point is 
that calling out hypocrisy and using indignation and anger (how can some-
one in charge of technology—in charge of resources!—not even be considering 
the material needs of our students?), rhetorical tools including irreverence 
and sarcasm, and the credibility that comes along with having the WPA 
title (such as it is) is a responsibility� Kurt Cobain lost friends, and he some-
times appeared on a very large stage to be acting the fool, but two and a 
half decades after his death it is hard to accuse him of apathy� He wished to 
use the privilege he gained from advancing in his chosen profession—even 
through the psychic pain—for something larger�

Many WPAs may find themselves in a position to act on the rage we 
sometimes experience as a result of, for instance, the labor conditions of 
many writing professionals� Indeed, the corporatization of the university still 
sucks. But I tread lightly here, aware that my race (white) and gender (male), 
for instance, influence how my rage is likely to be received by campus stake-
holders� Not to mention the fact that I have tenure� Just as grunge was often 
a pop culture movement dominated by white males, cavalier suggestions to 
act on rage in institutional contexts assume particular types of privilege� So, 
humbly, I offer qualifications, reiterating the notion that as WPAs we may 
find ourselves in contexts where rage is available to us� We may feel the out-
ward-directed rage at higher administrators (who perhaps refuse to convert 
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part-time lines into full-time lines) and inward-directed rage at ourselves (as 
we continue scheduling contingent workers), respectively�

Like the narrator of “Serve the Servants,” we WPAs at once rage at 
other stakeholders and at some level ourselves too� Which is another way of 
saying, we are still “boss compositionists,” James Sledd’s term from 1991� 
“Still” being the keyword, as in “Corporate Magazines Still Suck�” Cobain 
was familiar with narratives of authenticity; punk rock was already fifteen 
years old when Nirvana broke� The clichés he critiqued and lived—Roll-
ing Stone covers, drugs, death at 27 (like Hendrix et al�)—were already 
familiar tropes a quarter century ago when Kurt Cobain hit heavy rota-
tion� And, likewise, here we are as WPAs still contending with these feel-
ings� Sledd opens his scathing 1991 critique of the profession in which he 
coins “boss compositionist” wondering, “why has so much talk [about lousy 
labor arrangements in writing programs] produced so little action?” (269)� 
Sledd’s article and Nevermind dropped at about the same time� Numer-
ous proposals have responded to Sledd’s critique offering reformations of 
writing programs in order to improve labor conditions (see, for example, 
Crowley; Harris) and some programs have taken positive steps, but the era 
of neoliberalism has often meant a restoration of an unjust order� We may 
find ourselves in positions to act out�

I have often failed to enact broad changes to my school’s labor arrange-
ments, but I’ve fought like hell (successfully) to make part-time faculty and 
undergraduate writing center consultants co-investigators on institutional 
research projects, a small punk move� I’ve taken a DIY approach to sched-
uling and other tasks I was uncomfortable assigning to an administrative 
assistant� Though we can—and should—acknowledge that we are still boss 
compositionists, we can also embrace the grunge in small-scale ways� We 
are already working with first-year and remedial students� We have oppor-
tunities to take common cause with outsiders� I think of Bruce Horner’s 
call to think of “basic writing,” the so-called bottom, as the site of “leading 
edge” work (19)� Horner advocates that WPAs not only value basic writ-
ers but collaborate with them on scholarly projects and honor their diverse 
and dynamic language practices� This is just one example of breaking down 
hierarchies� And it’s not breaking down hierarchies out of a sense of char-
ity—or even merely out of a sense of justice� Nonhierarchical scholarship 
can be the two-minute punk anthem, the most interesting thing on the 
radio� I mean academic journal�

Grungey things we can do as WPAs include:

Bringing them along. To the degree that WPAs possess institutional 
privilege and capital, we might emulate Cobain’s commitment to sharing 
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opportunities� I call this “bringing them along�” While rejecting offers from 
popular touring festivals of the 1990s, Cobain brought relatively obscure 
punk bands like Tad and the Melvins on tour, exposing these acts to wider 
audiences than they previously had enjoyed� Cynically, one might accuse 
Nirvana of making these choices in order to appear to be adopting a “cool” 
tastemaker pose� Regardless, the end result contributes to an ethos rooted 
in sharing and collective action� WPAs have opportunities to engage in 
diverse types of knowledge production and disciplinary labor, from pro-
gram assessment to institutional research, and much of this labor lends 
itself to collaboration� With whom are we choosing to collaborate? I like 
how even through rage, discomfort, depression, and dysfunction, Cobain 
positioned himself as a mentor, giving to others what members of Bikini 
Kill gave to him in the early, Olympia days� And not primarily a men-
tor in the top-down sense of the term, but rather a mentor using privilege 
(the money and fame in which he suddenly found himself awash) to honor 
contributions to his craft from those he thought ought to be recognized or 
those he observed not in possession of the privilege he himself had� I’m not 
suggesting we abandon responsibilities or prerogatives vis-à-vis more tradi-
tional types of mentoring—many of us mentor graduate students or junior 
faculty in a way that has necessarily top-down qualities—but rather sug-
gesting that we also look for opportunities to use our own privilege (per-
haps even the privilege we find discomforting à la Strickland’s argument) to 
work with and share exposure, glory, and opportunity with a diverse range 
of deserving, contributing stakeholders, including those who are some-
times overlooked or forgotten such as writing center consultants, part-time 
colleagues, community members—comrades and collaborators that come 
from many corners of campus and beyond�

Rejecting bullshit hierarchies. Kevin C� Dunn suggests the punk aes-
thetic foregrounds “tearing down the artificial boundaries between per-
former and audience” (13)� Dunn paraphrases Frankfurt School critic Wal-
ter Benjamin and characterizes punk’s artist-audience connection as one 
of the keys to punk’s potential for affecting social change, suggesting that 
connection “turn[s] consumers into collaborators” (136)� For Cobain, femi-
nism and punk coalesced into an angry worldview, a suspicion of author-
ity� He did not like to be seen on a separate, higher plane than kids at his 
shows, and he likewise refused to see journalists and industry executives 
as authority figures to which he should bow� That is to say, his rejection of 
authority could be directed both inward and outward in the same way that 
rage and loathing could be directed both inward and outward� If “Serve 
the Servants” suggests Cobain’s dual anger at himself and the world around 
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him, then his larger worldview also suggests his consistent rejection of hier-
archies� He didn’t see himself as being any better than his fans and, in fact, 
scoffed at the notion� He certainly didn’t see reporters or industry execu-
tives as worthy of kowtowing and dealt with them accordingly� This con-
sistent egalitarianism is instructive� WPA’s can identify with that middle 
ground position—potentially “over” some stakeholders and “under” some, 
and may find occasion for scoffing and irreverence—perhaps to the point of 
destruction� Cobain had that posture of rage against outsiders from “above” 
who came at his craft—members of the media, for instance, or a producer 
who didn’t have his trust—and lashed out� Part of this was to protect his 
work, but that caretaking was made possible by Cobain’s staunch belief that 
power, money, and a job title did not entitle anyone to tell him what to do� 
I don’t think I have to speak of the imperative to put that ethic into effect 
when having words with the Vice Chancellor For Dumbfuckery� And, like-
wise, when recasting our relationship with those we might come to see as 
“collaborators” (Benjamin 98; Dunn 136–140)�

Serving the servants. On one level, serving the servants is about acknowl-
edging our aforementioned middle manager status as WPAs and identify-
ing down instead of identifying up—staying closer to the first-year stu-
dents and the lecturers and adjuncts than the deans and provosts� To be 
sure, WPAs inevitably navigate relationships with all of the above� Obvi-
ously it behooves us to develop effective strategies for working with all� But 
whom do we serve? Who are the stakeholders who get us to campus early 
on Monday morning and keep us there well past 5:00? I’m not talking 
about identifying down because it feels good and because of the affective 
dissatisfaction we have with our management role (Strickland)� Nor am I 
talking about holding hands and singing Kumbaya, a stance that a punk 
like Cobain would despise� I am talking about making a deliberate, con-
scious choice to take affirmative stances in favor of the servants� Feminist 
punks like Bikini Kill often asked men at their shows to step to the back 
of the crowd and invited women to step forward and get closer to the stage 
(Dunn 42)� That is an affirmative, material stance and an embodiment of 
this ideal� Cobain himself went out of his way to stay in alignment with the 
marginalized—from bands that lacked his own band’s fame to the queer 
and bullied kids in his audience� And while cynics (including, perhaps, the 
narrator of “Serve the Servants”) might claim he cashed in on this pose, 
consider the lucrative opportunities he missed by opting out of tours with 
arena rock acts whose gender politics he critiqued� And so I return to the 
question, whom do we serve? Refusing to get into bed with Big Textbook 
or Big Testing because we decide refusing is the best way to serve students 
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might mean passing on a lucrative opportunity—lucrative for the college’s 
bottom line, for instance, and by extension a chance to score points with 
administration, but an opportunity not in the best interests of students�

Talking some shit. My temper has gotten the best of me as WPA and I 
am not always proud of that� Having said that, to the degree that we have 
privilege and power (e�g�, tenure, a contract, etc�) within our institutions, 
are we taking risks and putting ourselves out there? Are we willing to talk 
some shit? Cobain’s notorious willingness to speak his mind in frank, some-
times offensive ways translated into moments where he shattered taboos—
expressing, for example, his disdain for machismo, sexism, and homopho-
bia in the world of rock and roll and the culture at large (see Azerrad)� 
This, too, is a tricky proposition for WPAs, as we are told as members of 
academe to be collegial and exercise decorum� That is, to be more middle 
class and, by extension, to prop up the current status quo� Part of rage is 
expressing rage� Part of privilege is giving voice to important ideas because 
those ideas are important and because we have a platform to speak� Talk-
ing shit can be the right thing to do—a way in which to advance a just 
cause� But in addition, it can be a way to find release, to let go of some of 
the unresolved, negative paradoxes Strickland and Micciche describe being 
all-too-common in WPAs� There are moments that call for us to be mature, 
à la Ianetta� There are moments that call for us to talk shit, to be embodied, 
affected, and grungey�

Cobain’s story is instructive� My professional life shifted dramatically 
upon getting tenure and becoming WPA� My depression worsened� I let 
the stress impact relationships� I am not a drug addict and don’t suffer the 
existential battles that Cobain did� But like other WPAs, I found myself in 
crisis mode, debating the merits of my program and my field of study with 
administrators, struggling with the guilt of being a middle manager and a 
boss compositionist, living a professional life of emotions, often bringing 
those struggles home, and trying, as the poet May Sarton writes, “to handle 
it all better” (101)�7 It’s tempting to avoid giving offense, to avoid conflict 
and rage, and to seek comfort� The mythology of earned, deserved privilege 
is ingrained to the point that those who do not collect warrant something 
like pity� Kurt worked so hard to attain success, and he can’t even enjoy it. As if 
performing on Saturday Night Live or topping the charts must gratify� Per-
haps we all sometimes feel we are deserving of pleasures and instant grati-
fications and feel the pull to act apathetically, or to be calm and decorous 
when emotions are perhaps justified�

I have moments like this as a WPA, where either my temper or my 
apathy wins� There’s something to be said for willingness to speak and 
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fill uncomfortable silences, sometimes with an irreverent, sarcastic, angry, 
grungey, utterance� I’m glad that I have not been a WPA who seeks at all 
costs to avoid conflict� But I’m also haunted by Ianetta’s admonition that 
WPAs need to be grown-ups� Intellectually, I know that being the grown-
up means letting things go, or at least waiting until the kairotic moment 
to take action� To sit back, listen, weigh options, and then act strategically� 
Right? Of course� And yet—here is the paradox—the strategic, prudent 
course of action can sometimes be too safe, and too decorous� WPAs can 
look to Cobain’s anarchic spirit, including his rejection of decorum but also 
his rejection of doing what is easy and what is logical� Logically, it makes 
sense to remain calm� But what of emotions? When Cobain declared, “I’m 
a spokesman for myself � � � I don’t want to be a fucking spokesperson,” he 
wasn’t saying he didn’t care for anything or anyone outside of himself—just 
that he had little interest in the liberal decorum that so often leads to pre-
sumption� He didn’t want to be Bono speaking earnestly on behalf of the 
Western world, presuming to solve every social problem� But the problems 
remain, and, in Sarton’s words, I need to handle it all better� Kurt didn’t� 
I want to try�

Notes

1� The White Stripes captured the dilemma of the little room in their song 
of the same name: “Well you’re in your little room / and you’re working on 
something good / but if it’s really good / you’re gonna need a bigger room�” Like 
Nirvana, the band could not be contained by little rooms for long� “Little Room” 
appeared on the White Stripes’ breakout album, White Blood Cells�

2� The media dubbed Nirvana and its contemporaries “grunge�” In the early 
1990s the term came to refer to an amorphous genre of latter-day punk rock, a 
wardrobe of flannel shirts, and, briefly and regrettably, a generation� Grunge and 
punk music improbably became so profitable that soon after Nirvana’s Nevermind 
became a hit, the fifteen-year-old, genre-defining record Never Mind the Bollocks 
Here’s the Sex Pistols went platinum (Waksman 300)�

3� A great deal of the song seems to address Cobain’s painful relationship with 
his father� Cobain wrote a scrapped set of liner notes:

I guess this song is for my father who is incapable of communicating at 
the level of affection in which I have always expected� In my own way, I 
decided to let my father know that I don’t hate him� I simply don’t have 
anything to say to him, and I don’t need a father/son relationship with 
a person whom I don’t want to spend a boring Christmas with� In other 
words: I love you; I don’t hate you; I don’t want to talk to you� (qtd� in 
Cross 262)
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4� It is worth reiterating that numerous WPAs assume their roles before or 
without tenure� I do not wish to uncritically equate “WPA” with “senior member 
of the profession�” Certainly, faculty of all ranks and graduate students serve 
as WPAs�

5� See Morgen for a graphic, compelling, and often surreal representation of 
Cobain’s struggle with mental health issues�

6� Cobain seemed angry at music journalists on principle and often answered 
specific questions from the media with abstractions like “Punk rock is freedom” 
(Cross 191), just one example of his irreverent, pissed pose�

7� In her memoir Journal of a Solitude, Sarton captures the imperative to inter-
rogate our own values and behaviors� She writes, “I asked myself the question, 
‘What do you want of your life?’ and I realized with a start of recognition and 
terror, ‘Exactly what I have—but to be commensurate, to handle it all better’” (101)�
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Looking through Narrow Windows: Problem-Setting 
and Problem-Solving Strategies of Novice Teachers

Carolyn A� Wisniewski

Abstract

This article presents results from a qualitative study of the development of teach-
ing knowledge among twelve novice graduate teaching assistants (GTAs) of 
college composition. Contributing to recent empirical research in composition 
studies about the processes by which GTAs learn to teach writing and adopt a 
professional teaching identity, this study examines how GTAs cultivate adap-
tive expertise through critical reflection on teaching challenges. Analysis of 30 
semi-structured interviews revealed that GTAs located teaching challenges in 
students, curriculum, classroom management, and pedagogy. GTAs rarely used 
problem-solving strategies that would help them understand and avoid prob-
lems, and they rarely turned to disciplinary or programmatic resources to resolve 
challenges. The author recommends that writing pedagogy educators consider a 
detect-elect-connect model of transfer to encourage GTAs to routinize problem 
solving with disciplinary resources. One potential avenue for incorporating this 
model is to use action research in pedagogy education.

The CCCC Statement on Preparing Teachers of College Writing (CCCC) 
emphasizes that teaching assistantships provide emerging practitioners 
opportunities to cultivate a professional teaching identity by exploring and 
applying the principles and practices encountered in their writing peda-
gogy education in the classroom� The statement offers a glimpse of this 
professional identity: “highly competent, reflective practitioners who pri-
oritize students’ learning needs and experiences, integrate contemporary 
composition theory and research into their teaching practices, and contrib-
ute their disciplinary expertise to improve their departments and institu-
tions�” Recent studies of writing teacher development have drawn attention 
to the challenges of fostering this professional teaching identity, exploring 
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the uneven ways in which graduate teaching assistants (GTAs) incorporate 
composition theory and research into their teaching and the overriding 
influence of prior experience and institutional context on their classroom 
practices (Barr Ebest; Dryer; Estrem and Reid; Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir; 
Restaino)� While composition studies is beginning to establish an empiri-
cally grounded understanding of teacher development, much remains to be 
learned about how GTAs acquire writing pedagogy knowledge and transfer 
that learning to classroom teaching�

In this article, I first review composition studies and teacher education 
scholarship about teacher expertise and challenges to professional growth 
and development� I next review theories of reflective practice and prob-
lem solving, which provide a useful lens for examining teacher growth 
as dissonant experiences—surprising or troubling teaching situations—
prompt instructors to reflect on their beliefs, knowledge, and classroom 
practices� I then present data drawn from a larger qualitative study of the 
experiences and beliefs of novice GTAs of first-year composition (FYC) as 
they completed their preservice writing pedagogy education (WPE) and 
began independent teaching� The present piece will focus on the following 
research questions:

• How do novice GTAs describe—or frame—troubling or challenging 
teaching situations?

• How do GTAs make sense of and resolve those troubling situations?

Teacher Education and Expertise

Teacher education aims to facilitate the acquisition of “adaptive expertise,” 
allowing instructors to balance efficiency and innovation as they develop 
automatized schemas for common issues and therefore an ability to address 
nonroutine problems without becoming overwhelmed or losing sight of 
important goals (Hammerness et al� 363; see also Borko and Livingston)� 
According to teacher educators, the primary challenge to adaptive expertise 
is the “problem of complexity” (Hammerness et al� 359)� Because teach-
ing is characterized by multidimensionality and simultaneity, an instructor 
must process many different kinds of information at once, thinking across 
multiple domains of knowledge: disciplinary knowledge, purposes for 
teaching, instructional strategies, students’ learning processes, and the local 
curriculum, as well as knowledge of schooling and social and cognitive 
development (Grossman; Hammerness et al�)� As the educational research-
ers Hilda Borko and Carol Livingston explain, perhaps the central cognitive 
task of early career teachers is to begin drawing connections among these 
domains of knowledge to form a conceptual framework for teaching that 
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will allow them to identify classroom patterns and anticipate and resolve 
problems that stem from these interrelationships�

While adaptive expertise is the aim of teacher education, researchers in 
composition studies and teacher education have begun to reveal the com-
plex challenges instructors face as they assimilate and apply new learning 
to classroom practices� Studies have found that novice teachers are likely 
to value personal experience over other sources of knowledge and that new 
teachers rarely turn to disciplinary scholarship as a resource for practice 
(Hillocks; Rankin; Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir; Zuidema and Fredricksen)� 
GTAs filter new knowledge through tacit assumptions and beliefs about 
teaching and learning; in some cases, they may experience productive dis-
sonance as these tacit assumptions come into conflict with new knowledge 
(Bishop; Farris; Rankin)� GTAs form these tacit assumptions about how 
teaching and learning work through prior classroom experience and cul-
tural influences: new teachers are most likely to teach as they were taught, 
extrapolating from their own experiences and assuming that what worked 
for them will work for all students (Barr Ebest; Grossman)� Teachers’ beliefs 
about writing and learning shape the way they perceive student behaviors; 
similarly, preconceived beliefs about students’ capabilities shape the ways 
they think about and interact with learners (Hillocks; Pajares)� As well, 
GTAs’ prior writing experiences influence their receptivity to composition 
theory and pedagogy (Barr Ebest) and their construction of students’ writ-
ing ability and agency (Dryer)�

Writing pedagogy educators also confront challenges specific to the col-
lege-level teaching context� FYC has a fraught labor history, as an under-
paid, underprepared, and ever-rotating population of graduate students has 
been charged with teaching one of the most-required courses on college 
campuses (Crowley; Restaino)� Many writing programs continue to rely 
on a “one-shot” model of WPE consisting of a single pedagogy practicum 
or seminar (Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir), and many GTAs are expected to 
teach during their first semester of graduate school, concurrent with their 
WPE� Additionally, scholarship about resistance to composition theory 
(Barr Ebest; Crowley; Rankin) suggests GTAs’ professional disciplinary 
identities and motivations may be at odds with their teaching identities� 
Given these challenges of institutional context, identity and motivation, 
and the “problem of complexity,” teacher educators have studied methods, 
such as reflective practice, that may encourage novice teachers to reconcile 
competing beliefs with professional knowledge�
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Reflective Practice and Teacher Development

Reflective practice offers a productive framework for examining instructors’ 
professional development by directing attention to the thinking processes 
that allow novices to develop theorized and adaptive teaching (Barr Ebest; 
Farris; Hillocks; Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir)� Typically prompted by trou-
bling teaching situations, practitioners may come to identify and interro-
gate their tacit assumptions through reflection-on and reflection-for-action� 
According to Donald Schön, when practitioners reflect on challenges, they 
compose the “window” through which they view the situation by naming 
and framing the problem—selecting what will be treated as the “things” of 
the situation� Through this problem-setting and problem-solving process, 
they begin to determine what is wrong and in what direction the situation 
needs to be changed� Schön posits that this process gives rise to a repertoire 
of strategies practitioners can draw upon when faced with divergent situa-
tions but cautions that this development may be constrained by practitioner 
knowledge and experience� He explains:

When practitioners are unaware of their frames for roles or problems, 
they do not experience the need to choose among them� � � � When a 
practitioner becomes aware of his frames, he also becomes aware of 
the possibility of alternative ways of framing the reality of his prac-
tice� (310)

This constraint on critical reflection has been acknowledged by many schol-
ars in teacher education (e�g�, Hillocks; Zeichner and Liston); however, the 
limitations imposed by inexperience and lack of knowledge have not been 
widely explored by WPE scholars�

Heidi Estrem and E� Shelley Reid have helped us realize how difficult 
identifying and responding to problems can be for novice GTAs� Their 
study connected the limited actions GTAs took to resolve reported prob-
lems to GTA’s narrow range of explanations for tricky, difficult, or surpris-
ing teaching situations� Few of their GTAs’ accounts illustrated critical 
reflective practices that prompted GTAs to rethink their own behaviors or 
pedagogies� Instead, GTAs’ narrations of these situations revealed that most 
interpreted them in terms of individual teaching events and students (stu-
dent resistance, behavior, and student-teacher relationships)� Estrem and 
Reid found that these GTAs drew on a range of strategies for responding 
to difficult teaching situations (e�g�, “Being there for students when they 
struggle” [473]), yet their accounts pointed “toward a lack of resources: 
new instructors simply have not yet developed a large composition peda-
gogy repertoire” (474)� This research highlights a key challenge for writ-
ing pedagogy educators: While critical reflection is crucial to development 
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of expertise, GTAs appear to engage in limited reflection and struggle to 
explain what they learn from problematic teaching situations; the thin 
resources they use to address problems points to difficulty accessing and 
applying composition knowledge in these situations� The present study 
seeks to extend research such as Estrem and Reid’s by investigating how 
GTAs frame problematic teaching situations and what those frames suggest 
about their development of adaptive expertise—that is, their ability to draw 
connections across multiple domains of teaching knowledge to understand, 
resolve, and avoid such situations�

Methods

Context and Participants

This study was conducted at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville, a 
research university that requires a two-semester FYC sequence of most 
incoming undergraduates�1 New instructors follow a common sequence of 
units but may individually construct lessons and assignments� The writ-
ing program emphasizes preservice preparation and provides a year-long 
apprenticeship for master’s-level GTAs before they begin independent 
teaching� In the fall of their first year, GTAs attend a pre-semester orienta-
tion; shadow an experienced Composition I instructor by attending all class 
sessions, teaching a few classes under supervision, and grading some papers; 
and tutor in the writing center, where they also attend biweekly tutor train-
ing meetings� In the spring, they observe an experienced Composition II 
instructor, continue to tutor in the writing center, and take the composition 
pedagogy seminar� In their second year in the program, most GTAs teach 
two classes each semester� They receive ongoing mentoring and professional 
development by attending required teaching workshops and being observed 
and evaluated by members of the composition office�

The twelve participants in this study were master’s students specializ-
ing in literature, creative writing, or rhetoric and composition who would 
be teaching FYC for the first time in the fall of their second year� Partici-
pants were recruited through a brief verbal invitation in the composition 
pedagogy seminar and a follow-up email� In total, four women and eight 
men chose to participate� While not intended to be representative, this 
population may share characteristics with composition instructors in simi-
lar contexts�

Methodological Framework and Study Design

Social constructivist theory guided the research design of this study, as I 
adopted a naturalistic set of methodological procedures (Denzin and Lin-
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coln 32), using multiple interviews and classroom observations to inves-
tigate GTAs’ teaching beliefs, knowledge, and practice� Following Juliet 
Corbin and Anselm Strauss’s revision of grounded theory methodology, 
which they argue may be particularly useful for identifying and describ-
ing a process, this study sought to generate thick description of GTAs’ 
processes of critical reflection, focusing on problem-setting and problem-
solving patterns�

As is appropriate in grounded theory, this study adapted theoretical 
sampling methods, in which cycles of data collection are conducted in 
response to emerging conceptual trends in the data (Corbin and Strauss 
144)� This study originally intended to investigate the experiences of one 
group of GTAs during their apprenticeship and first year of independent 
teaching � However, during initial data analysis, I realized I needed to bet-
ter understand GTAs’ preservice experiences in the composition pedagogy 
seminar to trace how those experiences affected subsequent teaching�2 I 
therefore extended the study for a second cycle of data collection to include 
participant observation of the pedagogy seminar�3 Due to limitations of 
time and feasibility, as well as an emerging sense of saturation, I followed 
the second group of participants through the pedagogy course and first 
semester of teaching, excluding a second semester of in-service data col-
lection� Six GTAs participated in the first cycle of data collection and six 
GTAs participated in the second�

Cycle one of data collection, which took place from February 2010 to 
May 2011, included six, 60–120 minute semi-structured interviews with 
each participant, classroom observations performed during each partici-
pant’s first two semesters of teaching, and classroom documents� Cycle one 
interviews took place twice during the preservice composition pedagogy 
seminar (the middle and end of the semester) and twice during the initial 
fall and spring semesters of teaching (near the beginning and end of each 
semester)� Cycle two, which took place from January to December 2012, 
collected data from participant observation of the composition pedagogy 
course, reflective writing composed in that course, one 60–90 minute 
interview with each participant conducted near the end of their preservice 
year, a second 60-90 minute interview with each participant gathered dur-
ing their first semester of independent teaching, classroom observations 
performed during each participant’s first semester teaching, and classroom 
documents� The findings presented here are drawn primarily from the in-
service interviews� The interview protocols included questions about GTAs’ 
backgrounds (e�g�, “Tell me about a teacher who helped you become a bet-
ter writer�”); experiences (e�g�, “Tell me a story about a challenge you faced 
in the classroom,” “What changes did you make to your teaching after 
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encountering that problem?,” and “How did you decide to make those 
changes?”); feelings (e�g�, “How did you feel about that experience?”); values 
(e�g�, “What is your goal for teaching first-year composition?”); and knowl-
edge (e�g�, “What concepts or readings from the pedagogy seminar have 
you returned to this semester?”)� Following previous scholarship (Estrem 
and Reid; Farris), this study recognized that the interviews gave partici-
pants an opportunity to reflect on their teaching in a purposive manner 
that they might not otherwise have experienced�

Data Analysis

Using grounded theory procedures, data analysis was ongoing, inductive, 
and comparative� I completed open and conceptual coding for all 48 inter-
views (36 from cycle one and 12 from cycle two); the categories presented 
here arose from a secondary analysis I conducted of the 30 in-service inter-
views� Following Corbin and Strauss’s advice on coding data for process, I 
first identified and coded events that participants defined as problematic or 
perplexing (a total of 55 events) and then the actions they took to resolve 
those events� Problematic teaching situations arose in the data in response 
to questions about teaching challenges (I asked about surprises and suc-
cesses, as well) but also arose elsewhere of the GTAs’ own accord�

As I coded the interview accounts, I attempted to use participants’ own 
frames for teaching problems rather than impose external interpretations� 
As I conceptualized and refined categories, I also turned to prior scholar-
ship� For example, I struggled to find a connection between problems such 
as pacing lessons, managing the paper load, and struggling with classroom 
authority until I referred to Pamela Grossman’s conception of “classroom 
management” as a form of general pedagogic knowledge that includes 
scheduling, pacing, and maintaining respect, authority, and leadership (5)� 
Throughout, I sought additional perspectives on my emergent findings, 
speaking with participants about the direction of the research and solicit-
ing their verbal feedback about how my interpretations coincided with or 
contradicted their own sense of the phenomenon�

Results

Framing Teaching Challenges

This study sought to understand how GTAs compose the “windows” 
through which they view troubling teaching situations—how they name 
and frame the things that they attend to in these situations� In total, the 
participants identified 55 events during their teaching that they found to 
be perplexing or confusing, and they used four frames to describe those 
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events: students (45%), the FYC curriculum (18%), classroom management 
(18%), and pedagogy (18%)� The participants most often framed problems 
through the “window” of students, which accounted for nearly half of all 
problem-setting narratives and included experiences from all twelve GTAs�

When GTAs framed classroom challenges or surprises through stu-
dents, they ascribed problems to student behavior or performance� The 
majority of these accounts referred to student behaviors, such as resistance 
to revision, refusal to complete course readings, failure to apply in-class les-
sons to papers, and lack of engagement, including inattentiveness, sleeping, 
and poor participation in discussion� For instance, Victoria reported being 
surprised and frustrated by her sense that students were resistant to incor-
porating peer and teacher feedback in revision�4 She explained, “I was just 
amazed � � � the students wouldn’t have out pen and paper when they were 
being reviewed� They wouldn’t even have a copy of their paper in class�” She 
connected this lack of engagement with peer review to students’ disinclina-
tion to take advantage of her revision policy, saying,

You tell that student “you can revise and your grade will go up,” and 
they don’t take advantage of that at all� You pour your heart and soul 
into all of these comments thinking that I’m being so specific here 
because this is exactly what the student needs to fix when they revise� 
I took that for granted in terms of when they revise and not if�

Other participants similarly reported being troubled by student behaviors 
that they interpreted as a lack of engagement with the course� For example, 
Aaron described being frustrated by students’ tendency to sleep during a 
morning class and his fight “to keep a portion of the students awake and 
attentive and really just focused on class�”

Additionally, GTAs described being challenged or surprised by student 
performance, such as by students’ writing quality� Several GTAs reported 
being surprised by students’ inability to effectively perform analysis or to 
make complex arguments� Edward described his frustration with finding 
that students are “deeply ingrained with a position-paper-type mindset,” 
suggesting they think “it’s either a yes or no answer; whereas, obviously, 
it’s not that at all�” Aaron also reported feeling disappointed with student 
performance on a research-based argument, explaining that he hadn’t “read 
too many [papers] that get to that point of synthesizing the results into 
an actual argument, and not getting bogged down and �  �  � just focusing 
on personal opinion�” Here, GTAs experienced dissonance between their 
expectations for college-level student writing and the papers they received, 
and they ascribed that problem to student ability, disposition, and prior 
preparation� Overall, in the problem-setting narratives framed through stu-
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dent behavior or performance, these GTAs identified a sense that students 
weren’t adequately engaging in the learning processes that these teachers 
built into their classes� In viewing these problems through the “window” of 
students, these GTAs distanced classroom problems from their own agency 
and instructional choices�

In other instances, GTAs framed problems through the “window” of 
the FYC curriculum, identifying problems that resulted from the rhetoric 
content in Composition I, the archival and qualitative research methods in 
Composition II, and specific units or assignments� Several GTAs framed 
teaching challenges through the rhetoric-based pedagogy in Composition 
I� Bart, for example, reported feeling challenged by his ability to teach 
rhetoric and worried that students were “bored” or intimidated by the rhe-
torical vocabulary presented in the course� Other GTAs described similar 
problems teaching the research methods in Composition II, framing their 
teaching challenges through inexperience with research methods or lack 
of programmatic clarity in course outcomes� For example, John explained 
feeling overwhelmed, stating,

I feel like we’re asked to do a lot in this [course], and sometimes I feel 
like too much� Okay, so we’re supposed to do research methods, writ-
ing—research methods, by the way, that I am not versed in, writing, 
and this content�

Other GTAs described feeling uncertainty about program goals or expecta-
tions for specific assignments, particularly those with which they had little 
prior experience� Commonly, GTAs attributed problems that fell under this 
category of “curriculum” to programmatic mandates perceived to be out of 
their control�

A third category of problem-setting occurred when GTAs described 
teaching challenges through the frame of classroom management� These 
accounts revolved around instructors’ efforts to sustain a structured learn-
ing environment and included establishing authority, pacing lessons, and 
managing the paper load� When GTAs framed problems through the win-
dow of authority, they described instances in which they felt disrespected 
by students� In several interviews, Paige described experiencing a problem: 
“chaos reigned” in her classes as students ignored her instructions, failed to 
meet deadlines, and so on� At the end of her first semester, she discussed 
these challenges, saying,

I did not expect to have trouble with managing my classroom� I did 
not expect to have to fight to make myself heard� I didn’t expect for 
them to need to be so explicit in things  �  �  � And I didn’t really, I 
didn’t expect to have so much trouble with them hearing me�
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Other GTAs also reported problems that arose from management skills, 
such as pacing individual lessons� David felt frustrated that his day-
to-day lessons did not always go as expected, identifying as particu-
larly problematic:

days where [students’] previous night’s homework, the exercise, the 
things I had planned � � � that we got through them too quickly� � � � 
Just not having something else in my back pocket that I could apply 
instead of forcing them to stay in class and stare at me and me stare at 
them and not know what to say and fill the room with that discom-
fort � � � [before] letting them go�

A few participants also framed problems through the challenge of manag-
ing the paper load, particularly feeling guilty about not returning papers 
as quickly as they and their students would have liked� In these instances, 
GTAs identified problems related to inexperience organizing learn-
ing environments�

Finally, some GTAs framed problems through the “window” of peda-
gogy, describing issues that occurred as they adapted instructional strate-
gies for particular concepts and individual students� A few participants 
recounted experiencing dissonance when an in-class activity did not work 
as expected� For example, Betty reported being surprised by a classroom 
activity about audience awareness that “just didn’t work” when students 
weren’t as invested in the exercise as she expected� Others reported chal-
lenges that arose from needing to create in-class activities that would meet 
the needs of a range of learners� Andrew, for instance, explained that he was 
“trying to do more writing stuff in class, but it is difficult because people 
are at such different levels�” Only two GTAs framed pedagogical problems 
through assessment, worrying about grade inflation and providing effective 
feedback� Bart explained:

I can see how their paper could be better, but I can’t describe it� The 
way I grade papers is by correcting them � � � and then I look back 
through and see how much correction I had to make� That gauges 
what the grade should be� � � � Saying things like “clumsy wording” 
or something like that doesn’t really make any sense, so I don’t say 
things like that� � � � But in the end, I feel like I’m not saying what 
they need to hear to fix the problem�

In these instances, GTAs experienced troubling teaching situations—that 
their activities or feedback weren’t working as intended—and looked to 
their own pedagogical knowledge and choices to frame the problem�

In a few cases, the pedagogical problems identified by these GTAs 
resulted from misinterpretation of information presented in the pedagogy 
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seminar or other WPE experiences� For instance, Andrew believed the 
program expected him to teach grammar through skill-and-drill in-class 
exercises, although his WPE never took such a stance� This problem arose 
through a misperception, yet Andrew still worried that he was not living 
up to the program’s expectations when he chose to address grammar within 
the context of student writing, a misperception that continued throughout 
his time in the program�

As described above, GTAs in this study used four frames to describe 
troubling teaching situations: students, curriculum, classroom manage-
ment, and pedagogy� The next section describes the actions GTAs took—or 
did not take—to understand and resolve these problems�

Problem-Solving Actions and Resources

While GTAs’ problem-setting narratives offer insight into how they per-
ceive troubling teaching experiences, their representations of the actions 
they took following a problem illustrate how they used knowledge and 
resources to interpret and resolve those problems� In the face of the 55 
separate problematic or perplexing teaching events described in our inter-
views, GTAs responded in four different ways: with inertia (33%), with 
self-approbation (33%), with experimentation (22%), or with rejection and 
replacement (13%)� 

In about one-third of the problem-setting narratives, instructors 
reported taking no action following a troubling teaching situation, seeming 
to experience a state of inertia: after reflecting on these situations, GTAs 
took no action because they were uncertain of what to modify and were dis-
inclined to seek resources to help resolve the problem� For example, while 
David reported a persistent problem—releasing students from class early—
he did not seek resources that would help him to better fill class time, such 
as lesson plans shared on the program’s wiki� Instead, he seemed to enter a 
state of inertia, unable to draw on prior experience to help him manage a 
75-minute class period� Paige, on the other hand, drew on her accumulat-
ing knowledge from rhetoric and composition to design a course influenced 
by critical pedagogy scholarship, seeking to establish a decentered, student-
run classroom� However, she repeatedly experienced a sense that her class 
was out of control, and while she recognized “that there were some students 
who � � � needed something more structured,” she made no changes to her 
teaching practice, seemingly unsure of how to reconcile her teaching phi-
losophy with her emergent understanding of student learning needs�

In another third of these problem-setting narratives, instructors took no 
action to resolve a troubling teaching situation because they appeared to 
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experience a state of self-approbation, a sense that what they set out to do 
should have worked and therefore a disinclination to critically examine the 
classroom experience� In some of these cases, the GTAs had prior experi-
ence with the instructional method as students and believed their students 
would have similar reactions as their own� For example, when Victoria 
reported being frustrated by students’ lack of revision, she thought back to 
her own experiences as an undergraduate, saying,

Anytime I got to revise a paper, even if I’d made a 90, I would freak 
out, going at it� � � � It’s hard, I think, for a teacher that’s really young 
to think about [how] the undergraduates they’re encountering are 
going to be that different from the way that they were�

While Victoria reflected on differences between herself and her students, 
she did not make changes to her methods for encouraging revision because 
she felt that her strategies should work and that students were at fault for 
not taking advantage of them� Similarly, Andrew experienced frustration 
when his students failed to apply source integration skills covered in class 
to their papers� He explained:

We spent a good 15 minutes, we went over each answer, everyone 
was in class, but they still didn’t learn how to do a simple thing� It’s 
not simple� I shouldn’t say that� It’s putting a quote into a paper, and 
they just can’t grasp it, some of them� It’s just laziness, I think, to 
be honest�

Here, Andrew’s frustration that students failed to learn what seemed to him 
a simple task led him to blame students rather than to question his instruc-
tional methods�

In cases of inertia and self-approbation, GTAs did not turn to program-
matic resources or knowledge gained through their WPE to understand 
or resolve problems, instead entering states of inaction that resulted from 
lack of prior teaching experience, reliance on their own prior experiences 
as learners, and lack of teaching knowledge� Inertia and self-approbation 
were most often associated with problem-setting narratives framed through 
students and management� In many of these cases, particularly those asso-
ciated with feelings of self-approbation, the instructor came to blame the 
students much as Andrew did above�

In less than a quarter of the problem-setting narratives, GTAs’ accounts 
indicated that they adopted a stance of flexibility and experimentation that 
helped them to critically reflect on and address the perplexing teaching situ-
ation� These GTAs drew on knowledge they had encountered in their WPE 
or turned to more experienced teachers for advice� In some of these cases, 
instructors began to look to their students for feedback; others were able to 
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draw on prior or accumulating teaching experience� All were characterized 
by a tendency to be critical of the instructional choice, and these accounts 
were most often associated with problem-setting narratives framed through 
pedagogy, or, in some cases, through students� For instance, when Betty 
encountered a problematic teaching situation—students were not produc-
ing strong analyses—she first thought about students’ prior knowledge and 
skills, noting, “I found writing analysis, it wasn’t that they didn’t want to; 
they were not sure how to� Because they come out of a summary-based 
system�” After reflecting on students’ prior experiences, Betty reported 
experimenting with her instruction by creating a worksheet on “how to do 
analysis in a paper�” While Betty revised her teaching strategy after think-
ing about students as learners, Aaron reported experimenting with in-class 
activities after repeatedly experiencing the challenge of keeping students 
awake and engaged� Midway through the first semester, he experimented 
with an audience-awareness activity that asked students to convince him to 
see a particular film� He explained that this activity was “out of the ordi-
nary,” because earlier “I didn’t want to do stuff like that, where the risk is 
that they might not actually be comprehending any of it and they just see 
it as a game�” Here, Aaron’s developing knowledge of student reactions—
and his emerging confidence as an instructor—allowed him to experiment 
with active learning practices�

Finally, in about 13% of these narratives, GTAs took actions that would 
help them to avoid problems by rejecting a programmatic component and 
replacing it with something more familiar� When Bart felt uncomfortable 
with the rhetorical concepts taught in Composition I, he decided to give 
students “different forms of analysis,” namely, excerpts from an introduc-
tory text to literary theory� Bart then gave students a “brief overview of 
these different forms of analysis—it’s criticism, it’s analysis” and was excited 
that “some of them got really into the literary theory ideas, especially Fou-
cault and things like that�” In other words, Bart rejected a central aspect of 
the FYC curriculum—rhetoric—and replaced it with an area he was more 
familiar with—literary theory—in the belief that they both helped students 
accomplish the same thing—to analyze texts� While Bart did not explic-
itly set his teaching goals against those of the program, other instructors 
did: After describing his sense of being asked to do too much by the FYC 
program, John explained, “My approach at the beginning of the semester 
was sort of like, ‘Well, you know what, I know that’s what the institution 
wants but it can’t always get what it wants,’” choosing to privilege his the-
matic content over the course’s introduction to research methods� John 
had selected his philosophy-oriented course theme because “it would be 
comfortable” and he could “teach it confidently and have the content as 
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an anchor when maybe there are other parts that weren’t as comfortable�” 
In these cases, lack of knowledge about programmatic content caused 
instructors to reach for concepts with which they felt more familiar� These 
instances of rejection and replacement were associated exclusively with 
problem-setting narratives framed through curriculum� They were also 
reported only by male participants in the first cycle of data collection, while 
all other categories were represented among both groups of participants�

In sum, these participants did not take action to resolve or avoid a 
problem in most cases; others sought to better understand and resolve the 
problem through experimentation or to avoid it altogether by rejecting and 
replacing some aspect of the FYC curriculum� As indicated in the above 
accounts, participants primarily drew on personal experience and beliefs 
to help them understand troubling teaching situations, reporting this 
resource as their only or primary means of making sense of a problem in 
the majority of these narratives� This reliance on personal experience, with 
little attention to composition knowledge and little movement toward mak-
ing connections across multiple domains of teaching knowledge, shapes 
how GTAs understand problems and the extent to which they’re likely to 
reflect on such problems� In other words, belief structures about learners, 
learning, and writing determined the breadth and depth of the windows 
through which these GTAs viewed teaching situations� When GTAs like 
Andrew, Paige, or Victoria expected learners to be like themselves, they 
experienced frustration and struggled to look beyond student behavior to 
understand classroom events� Or, when GTAs like Andrew or Bart believed 
that writing is equivalent to grammatical correctness or textual analysis, 
they framed teaching problems in ways that reflected those beliefs� As 
these narratives indicate, oftentimes troubling teaching situations were not 
addressed because of the limited frames and resources GTAs used in their 
reflective processes�

Discussion and Conclusion

This study sought to better understand how GTAs frame troubling or chal-
lenging teaching situations and how they reflect across domains of teaching 
knowledge to understand or resolve those situations� This study contributes 
to our understanding of how GTAs begin to develop professional teach-
ing identities as reflective practitioners who assimilate new learning into 
their pedagogical reasoning and practice� The results indicate that these 
GTAs used narrow frames to describe troubling teaching situations, locat-
ing problems in students, curriculum, classroom management, and peda-
gogy� When these GTAs—who, notably, had experienced a full appren-
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ticeship year before independent teaching—discussed troubling teaching 
situations, they rarely turned to programmatic resources or knowledge 
from their WPE, instead relying on personal experience and beliefs about 
learners, learning, and writing� In most cases, this reliance led to inertia or 
self-approbation, where instructors seemingly reflected only fleetingly on 
problems and did not appear to learn from them� When GTAs did take 
steps to resolve problems, they took one of two routes: experimenting with 
an instructional strategy or rejecting a component of the curriculum and 
replacing it with something more familiar�

The problems these GTAs reflected on during their interviews align 
with those reported in similar studies (Estrem and Reid; Obermark, 
Brewer, and Halasek; Rupiper Taggart and Lowry): maintaining classroom 
authority, managing the paper load and responding to student writing, and 
wrestling with pedagogical methods to support writers across a range of 
abilities� Strikingly, in many problem-setting narratives in the category of 
“students,” these GTAs explicitly framed problems through student faults, 
using phrases like “students don’t read,” “students don’t revise,” “students 
don’t make connections,” and “students aren’t engaged�” While Estrem and 
Reid were careful to point out that GTAs in their study “weren’t blaming 
students, � � � for the majority of respondents, a ‘teaching challenge’ was a 
‘student challenge’” (468), other scholarship suggests that blaming students 
for problems may be more common than we would like to believe� Sally 
Barr Ebest suggests that “teachers with a low sense of self-efficacy” may 
“blame the students rather than themselves” when an instructional strat-
egy does not work as intended (106–07), and she links blaming behaviors 
to teachers’ beliefs about writing: “Correlating good writing with good 
thinking, they assumed that those students who did not measure up were 
either lazy or dumb” (102)� Teacher education scholarship has also found 
that teachers’ classroom practices are strongly entwined with their attitudes 
toward students; for example, Hillocks found that teachers who were not 
optimistic about students typically focused on writing problems and weak-
nesses, “without speaking to any strengths of the students” (44)� While the 
data collected in this study demonstrates that these GTAs’ attitudes toward 
students were not static, most engaged in this kind of blaming pattern, 
particularly in moments when GTAs characterized students as most unlike 
themselves� This pattern raises concerns about novice instructors’ ability 
to critically reflect on problems identified through the frame of “students�”

Furthermore, this study found that problem-setting and problem-
solving behaviors were closely linked, as GTAs were unlikely to critically 
reflect on problems that they perceived to be out of their own control or 
that resonated with their beliefs about learners, learning, and writing� This 
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lack of critical reflection was compounded by GTAs’ reliance on personal 
experience to understand problematic teaching situations� Consistent with 
the findings of other studies (e�g�, Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir; Zuidema 
and Fredricksen), the teachers in this study rarely turned to composition 
knowledge, or even programmatic resources� In some cases, their prob-
lems resulted from misinterpretations of composition theory� GTAs’ reli-
ance on viewing classroom situations through prior belief structures led 
most teaching problems to go unresolved due to inertia or self-approbation� 
Additionally, reliance on personal experience as the primary source of 
teaching knowledge has been tied to teachers’ likelihood to ascribe blame 
elsewhere and to form misleading or negative beliefs about students and 
teaching (Grossman)�

However, most instructors in this study reported at least one teach-
ing challenge that they addressed by drawing on their emerging teaching 
knowledge in a way that allowed them to critically reflect on the situation 
and experiment with their practices� This category of problem solving may 
help writing pedagogy educators to better understand under what circum-
stances GTAs seem best able to reflect on troubling teaching situations� In 
these cases, GTAs were most likely to draw on their emerging knowledge 
of students as learners as well as on a component of the curriculum they 
felt knowledgeable about, and this combination seemed to lend them the 
ability to critically examine instructional strategies to understand tensions� 
Accumulated teaching experience and increasing professional confidence 
may also be factors in GTAs’ likelihood to experiment following a teach-
ing challenge�

This study accentuates several emerging themes in the accumulating 
body of research on GTA preparation and development: (1) new instructors 
encounter predictable problems, and those problems revolve around student 
interactions; and (2) GTAs take little recourse to professional resources, 
especially disciplinary scholarship� In particular, this study demonstrates 
that some novice GTAs may experience little initial growth in their teach-
ing knowledge and that reflection-on-practice may be constrained by a 
tendency to reduce complexity in the naming and framing of problems, as 
these GTAs typically ascribed problematic teaching situations to one factor 
with little reflection across multiple domains of knowledge� In other words, 
this study illustrates the challenges to critical reflective practice that new 
instructors experience and that echo Schön’s warning that effective reflec-
tion hinges on knowledge and experience (310)� The challenges encoun-
tered and (un)resolved in these early teaching experiences raise questions 
about the content of WPE as well as the goal of fostering reflective teaching 
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identities that integrate knowledge about rhetoric and composition, student 
development, and the local curriculum�

Writing pedagogy educators might productively turn to transfer of 
learning research for insight into the challenge of adapting formal learning 
for use-in-action� David Perkins and Gavriel Salomon’s detect-elect-connect 
model of transfer usefully highlights the different “bridges” that need to 
be crossed, either consciously or unconsciously, for transfer of learning to 
happen� In this framework, learners must first detect a relationship to prior 
learning� Crossing this bridge may be hampered by challenges such as: inert 
knowledge, or something learned and understood but not activated in the 
relevant context (such as the shifting context from learner to teacher); fixed-
ness and mental set, or an inability to see alternatives; and comfort with 
situations that align with existing beliefs (253–54)� Next, learners must 
elect to pursue a possible connection, a process that may be impeded by 
entrenchment in habitual responses, indifference, or immersion in a social 
context that erodes learned concepts or behaviors (255)� Finally, learners 
must connect, defined as “finding a relevant relationship between initial 
learning and the transfer situation” (252)� Here, obstacles may include 
insufficient learning in the first place and the challenge of discerning under-
lying patterns or seeing beyond the surface of a problem�

Because of the challenges to successful transfer posed by each bridge, 
Perkins and Salomon suggest that educators must teach for a motivational 
or dispositional shift� To foster a mindful disposition, Perkins and Salomon 
propose a model of learning that “would engage learners in farther ranging 
and more open-ended experiences where supports are ‘faded’ over time” 
and would ask learners “to grope for potentially relevant prior knowledge 
(detect) and use judgment to decide on its relevance and how to proceed 
(elect)� Such a culture would anticipate likely counterhabits and counter-
motivations undermining later opportunities and prepare learners to face 
them” (257)�

What might this model look like if applied to GTA preparation? I sug-
gest that several experiences seem key to helping novice instructors pro-
ductively transfer learning from their pedagogy education to the class-
room� First, writing pedagogy educators might use the detect-elect-connect 
framework to structure a seminar or practicum, incorporating scenario 
posing and inductive problem solving that would foster the habitual use of 
composition theory in teaching situations, offer practice in thinking across 
multiple domains of teaching knowledge, and cultivate an inquiry-oriented 
disposition toward the writing classroom� Action research (also called class-
room research or teacher research) might provide a learning experience that 
would encompass all of the areas above, and, indeed, Barr Ebest argues that 
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“engaging graduate students in action research may be the most effective 
means of addressing and overcoming their resistance to pedagogy” (61)� 
Action research offers an opportunity for GTAs to investigate new pedago-
gies and to develop a systematic approach to identifying, understanding, 
and learning from classroom situations� While I am no longer involved in 
GTA education, later iterations of this program’s composition pedagogy 
seminar have required students to conduct small-scale classroom research 
studies that, anecdotally, have been successful in helping novice teachers to 
develop habits of using composition theory to experiment with and reflect 
on their teaching strategies�

These curricular suggestions offer directions for exploration� They also 
suggest several areas of needed research� First, WPE research has been 
spurred by a desire to help novice GTAs acquire and apply teaching knowl-
edge and has therefore focused on initial teaching experiences; however, 
scholarship from composition studies and teacher education indicates that 
assimilation of learning is a long-term, recursive process (Bishop; Estrem, 
Reid, and Belcheir; Hammerness et al�)� What happens after the second 
semester of teaching FYC? Do GTAs’ classroom practices ossify? Do GTAs 
become more critically reflective, flexible, and likely to incorporate compo-
sition theory after accumulating experience? How do instructors come to 
define their own professional teaching identities, which may extend beyond 
FYC? Additionally, comparative empirical studies of different models of 
GTA education could help us assess effective practices and develop con-
crete guidelines for WPE� For instance, what effect does FYC curriculum 
appear to have on GTAs’ teaching knowledge and classroom success? Are 
there curricular models or learning outcomes that are most accessible for 
novice GTAs? What would intervention studies that control for curricula 
indicate about successful models of GTA preparation? These and other 
questions remain to be explored� Ultimately, by better understanding pro-
cesses of teacher growth we can develop strategies to more ethically and 
ably support our instructors along the path of expertise in the teaching of 
writing that would help them achieve the competencies set out in disciplin-
ary documents like the CCCC Statement on Preparing Teachers of College 
Writing (CCCC)�

Notes

1� Composition I emphasizes rhetoric and argumentation; Composition II 
introduces archival, qualitative, and secondary-source research methods through 
an instructor-selected thematic inquiry topic�
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2� This research was approved by the Institutional Review Board at the Uni-
versity of Tennessee, Knoxville (IRB-14-08150 B-XP and IRB-14-09394 B-XP)�

3� I had a role in each class: During the initial cycle of data collection, I served 
as a TA for the faculty instructor; during the second, I cotaught the class with 
the faculty member and received permission to engage in the research setting as a 
participant observer�

4� All participants are referred to by pseudonyms�
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Reclaiming Writing Placement

Heidi Estrem, Dawn Shepherd, and Samantha Sturman

Abstract

Writing assessment research has long described the harmful effects of using 
standardized test scores for writing placement. Now, national higher educa-
tion reform efforts are critiquing the use of these tests as well. In this article, we 
explore how external pressures in higher education offer new spaces for WPAs to 
advocate for richer placement processes. We propose that placement is a moment 
where faculty can and should shape the conversation in order to help others–
policymakers and nonprofit agencies involved in remediation reform–see place-
ment anew. Finally, we describe our own locally developed writing placement 
process as one possible placement approach that encourages student reflection 
and draws on faculty expertise.

Introduction: Innovations in Writing Placement

The first-year writing (FYW) placement decision lies at the intersection 
of state politics, higher education reform efforts, and writing assessment 
research� For decades, writing assessment research has described what writ-
ing teachers and administrators knew through experience: that placing stu-
dents using only a standardized test score was not a sound approach and 
often did educational harm (see Huot, “A Survey”; Haswell)� While several 
alternatives to this placement practice have been reported on within our 
field, one approach that has helped WPAs and campus stakeholders most 
substantially reconsider the purposes and aims of placement is Dan Royer 
and Roger Gilles’s directed self-placement (DSP) model� They created an 
exigency for redefining placement on their campus; we see a somewhat par-
allel exigency in placement at the national level now�

DSP, which was detailed in Royer and Gilles’s September 1998 College 
Composition and Communication article, puts “students at the center” of 
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the placement decision (61)� It asks students to learn about their upcom-
ing courses, to reflect on themselves as learners and writers, and to choose 
(or self-place into) the course that fits them best� With this new model of 
placement, Royer and Gilles successfully disrupted how we think about the 
placement moment� They reimagined placement not as something that hap-
pens to students but instead as something that happens with them� Their 
reframing of the placement interaction nudged our field to see writing 
placement as more than an assessment instrument, and that reconsideration 
has resonated in both placement practices and scholarship�

Since then, others have continued to build on Royer and Gilles’s efforts 
through engaging students in purposeful activities that help them make 
decisions about their course selection� For example, the University of 
Michigan uses a modified DSP model in which students, as part of their 
decision-making process, complete an essay assignment similar to one 
they might encounter in a college writing course and then answer reflec-
tive questions about the writing process they completed (Gere et al� 609)� 
At Sacramento State University and Wake Forest University, students also 
complete other reading and writing tasks, in addition to a self-reflective sur-
vey, to help them eventually make informed decisions about their course 
selection (“Directed Self Placement for First Time Freshmen”; “The 2017 
DSP Task”)� All of these options offer students opportunities to reflect on 
their own experiences and the expectations of the college writing class-
room; some ask students to complete tasks similar to those they might face 
in college�

Beyond DSP, other scholars have experimented with and implemented 
portfolio-based placement processes (see Lowe and Huot; Huot, (Re)articu-
lating; Daiker, Sommers, and Stygall) and “curriculum-based, expert reader 
approaches” (Isaacs and Keohane 55)� These variations on placement con-
tinue to interrogate the placement moment, and all seek to provide richer 
data and different data to inform placement decisions� Still, for most college 
students at most colleges and universities, test-based placement has contin-
ued (see Isaacs and Molloy)� WPAs have been hampered by state or system 
policies that favor the efficiency of using an already-available test score over 
implementing placement alternatives�

Now there is an emerging opportunity for WPAs to disrupt placement 
practices in substantive, creative, and ethical ways� As Nancy Welch and 
Tony Scott point out, institutions in higher education are currently faced 
with reform efforts that are offered through a “rhetoric of austerity” that 
“admonishes universities to make themselves more efficient and affordable 
amid deep funding cuts” (4)� Concurrently, private foundations and non-
profit organizations like the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation and the 
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Lumina Foundation support the enactment of higher education reform 
efforts that emphasize efficiency, reduced time to degree, and lower costs 
for students� For example, California’s state university system will, as of 
fall 2018, end remedial testing� Instead, campuses will “consider a variety 
of other measures, including high-school grade-point averages, English- 
and math-course grades, and SAT, ACT, and Advanced Placement scores” 
(Mangan)� While we should remain critical of these reform efforts that 
directly affect FYW, we also look to Royer and Gilles and these other pio-
neers in placement alternatives as models of how to respond within a prob-
lematic context� Royer and Gilles (like so many of us now) were trapped by 
what they describe as a frustrating placement process� To intervene on it, 
they rethought the placement decision (who does it, where it happens, and 
what informs it) altogether� As WPAs, we might currently feel hampered 
by policies developed by external bodies and reform efforts led by national 
organizations, but there is also new space to rethink placement again in 
substantial, learning-centered ways� As we describe later in this article, 
some of these unsettling national reform efforts are directly linked to place-
ment� If we are strategic, there just may be new inroads available for local 
WPAs to implement placement processes that better serve students and that 
resonate more closely with our field’s research�

Our earlier WPA: Writing Program Administration article describes how 
we have advocated with colleagues to make changes to writing placement 
processes across Idaho (Estrem, Shepherd, and Duman)� This advocacy 
happened largely through grassroots efforts: we developed proposals, did 
careful research, presented to policymakers, and met with our on-campus 
administrators� Policy change was slow to come� Now, though, we are 
experiencing a higher education landscape with urgent, dramatic shifts 
that provide opportunities for placement reform� As in many states, we 
have reduced or removed “remedial” writing courses at every institution 
in Idaho� Like many states, as well, we face continued budget shortfalls, 
increased pressures for student retention, and more language and cultural 
diversity than ever� All of these curricular changes shift the possibilities for 
placement� At the same time, these changes might mean that we need to 
partner with–or at least seek to find common ground with–external orga-
nizations that make us uncomfortable�

In this article, we describe how substantial, progressive placement work 
is newly possible through sometimes uneasy alliances with higher education 
reform organizations� First, we explore how the changes in higher educa-
tion offer new spaces for WPAs to advocate for richer placement processes� 
We offer pragmatic ways that WPAs might participate in conversations 
that seem predetermined, ways to “proceed from principle” (Adler-Kassner, 
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The Activist 92) to affect the potentially damaging narratives about stu-
dents that surround the placement reform efforts� Then, we describe the 
evidence-based placement process we have developed on our campus while 
exploring the rhetorical and pragmatic decisions that went into its devel-
opment� We describe our approach to illustrate how we tried to build an 
intentional, contextual placement process, and we offer it only as an exam-
ple, not as a universal solution� We propose that placement is a moment 
where faculty can and should shape the conversation in order to help oth-
ers–policymakers, nonprofit agencies involved in “remediation reform”–see 
placement anew�

Navigating Reform Efforts that Impact First-Year Writing

In the eighteen years since Royer and Gilles’s article was published, much 
has changed in higher education� In our state, we have experienced reform 
initiatives that directly affect FYW through our state’s alliance with the 
nonprofit organization, Complete College America (CCA)� With a focus 
on streamlining higher education through creating a “clear path” for stu-
dents to “successfully complet[e] college and achiev[e] degrees and creden-
tials,” CCA’s charter has been adopted by thirty-nine states (“About Com-
plete College America”)� We are mindful of Linda Adler-Kassner’s sobering 
analysis of the “Educational Intelligence Complex” that drives these reform 
efforts (“Writing is Never Just Writing”), but the political landscape of our 
state has meant that if we want to be heard at all, we can neither ignore 
nor protest against our state’s alignment with CCA� Instead, we have tried 
to act in rhetorically pragmatic ways and use these reform conversations to 
make the material conditions of learning better for students� We remain 
wary of both the alarmist rhetoric of these organizations and the push 
for “quick, efficient, low-cost education defined by the needs of business” 
while also viewing these uncomfortable alliances as an opportunity to enact 
change (Gallagher 26; see Adler-Kassner, “The Companies We Keep” for a 
review of these tangled reform efforts and initiatives)�

As WPAs, we try to be alert to openings for research-based change–
changes that might better support students’ learning–within the crisis-
driven approaches of these reform efforts� One brief example before we turn 
back to placement: in our state, CCA presented “corequisite remediation” 
as one of their five “game changers” in their work to raise college degree 
attainment (“The Game Changers”)� They describe the dismal persistence 
rates for students who begin in non-credit-bearing courses� Of course, vari-
ous corequisite and mainstreaming approaches are not new, and the suc-
cess of these models in supporting students and increasing retention has 
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been well documented by Peter Adams, Judith Rodby, Barbara Gleason, 
and others�

So, while we worked to expand our CCA representatives’ understand-
ings of what remediation really meant, who had defined it, and how it 
had evolved, we also used this mandate to reduce remediation to imple-
ment some of the approaches that we had been advocating for years� In 
Idaho, WPAs and writing faculty across the state collaborated on a coreq-
uisite, credit-bearing course that replaced all remedial courses on six of 
our seven campuses� At our own institution, students who formerly would 
have had to complete a non-credit-bearing course prior to our first semester 
course, English 101, now are placed directly into English 101 Plus (Eng-
lish 101, plus a one-credit intensive studio with their English 101 instruc-
tor)� According to recent institutional data, students who begin in English 
101 Plus successfully complete the course at the same rate as their English 
101 counterparts� So far, students from both courses are enrolling in and 
completing English 102 at similar rates (English 90 and 101 Completion 
Over Time)�

In other words, we were able to leverage the CCA “game changer” into 
a change that mattered to us and to our students: replacing non-credit-bear-
ing remedial courses with credit-bearing options that provide additional 
support� We aren’t interested in horribilizing earlier “remedial” coursework, 
as these courses were taught tirelessly by dedicated faculty� However, we 
are interested in providing coursework that better supports students and 
increases their opportunities to learn and continue in college� Through 
finding space to navigate within the larger CCA initiative, we were able to 
improve course offerings for our students� Similar fissures are opening in 
placement practices�

Reframing What “Multiple Measures” 
are for Writing Placement

Writing placement is also an area where the language and goals of higher 
education reform efforts benefit from the expanded definitions found 
within our field’s research� For example: CCA’s solution to the inappropri-
ate use of standardized test scores for placement is to advocate using much 
wider bands of test score ranges instead of cut scores� To illustrate, under 
our state’s previous approach, an ACT score of 17 or less placed students 
into a non-credit-bearing course, while a score of 18 placed them into our 
first-semester course� Instead of using clear cut-offs for each course, CCA 
encourages campuses to
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use a placement range to start most underprepared students in col-
lege-level courses with corequisite academic support, within which 
75 or more of those students can succeed� In essence, [institutions 
should] establish two cut scores: one that provides direct entry into 
standard college courses and another that signals very low level of 
readiness for college work, even with corequisite assistance� (“The 
Game Changers”)

From the perspective of writing assessment scholarship, this does at least 
loosen the bonds of a standardized test–but it still assumes that student 
aptitude is measured, in some way, by these tests� This problematic assump-
tion is one that WPAs can challenge�

Further, CCA also promotes the use of multiple measures to “provide a 
complete understanding of student ability” (“The Game Changers”)� How-
ever, they describe multiple measures as simply an increased array of singu-
lar measures that might get students out of college writing courses� Gener-
ally, these multiple-singular measures are proposed to be given throughout 
the last few years of high school, either as numerous instances of the same 
test or a variety of different tests, to gauge how students are doing and 
where they might need additional instruction so that they can be “remedi-
ated” before they leave high school� For example, an idea discussed at one 
point in our state was to give the state’s version of the Smarter Balanced 
Assessment Consortium’s English Language Arts college readiness test 
multiple times starting in a student’s junior year, so that high schools could 
“remediate” students who weren’t ready for college�

However, these depictions of multiple measures differ in substance 
and approach from the multiple measures imagined by writing assessment 
scholars� One of the central tenets described in the WPA-NCTE White 
Paper on Writing Assessment is that sound writing assessment “should use 
multiple measures and engage multiple perspectives to make decisions that 
improve teaching and learning” (see also Yancey 1997)� This perspective 
can be seen most clearly in holistic portfolio assessment: students create a 
small body of work that then provides a particular kind of picture of them 
as writers and learners� As WPAs, then, we can draw on these richer defi-
nitions of multiple measures, ones that are complex and integrative rather 
than singular�

CCA’s definition of multiple measures comes from their focus on 
degree attainment; our field’s definition focuses on how to best capture and 
describe student learning� In spite of the substantial differences in perspec-
tives, WPAs can use the term both to inform external constituencies on 
what it means for writing assessment and to offer substantive examples that 
demonstrate this approach� Just as we can accept the model of corequisite 
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FYW courses as research-based from within our field while also continu-
ing to reject the remediation label for these courses, we can also accept the 
opportunity to develop placement approaches that take up the call for mul-
tiple measures even as we reject the instrumentalist approach often under-
lying how organizations like CCA define it�

Why Placement Matters Differently Now

Why placement, and why now? WPAs always have a wide range of issues 
that are begging for attention� If “reforming remediation” or improving 
retention are conversations that are occurring on your campuses, it might 
be time to act on placement� Here are a few reasons why�

Student Needs

Students’ tuition costs have risen substantially, so doing placement well 
matters more than ever� The recession substantially reduced higher edu-
cation budgets; more students are coming to college, but the resources to 
serve these students have diminished� At our institution, for example, state 
funding provided 65% of our institution’s revenue in 1987� In 2012, it had 
decreased to 30%, and the reductions have been even more significant at 
other institutions (“25 Years of Declining”)� To make up for decreased state 
support, tuition, fees, and board costs have risen 34% over the past decade 
at public institutions (“Tuition Costs”)� This shift in support for higher 
education not only has placed an undue burden on parents and students 
but also has created an increased ethical responsibility on institutions to do 
writing placement well�

First-Year Writing and Retention Efforts

We also need to point out one of the many tensions in placement work: we 
are advocating for developing careful, locally based approaches to writing 
placement even as our own state legislators press for more and more ways 
for students to complete these courses prior to arriving in college, thus cir-
cumventing the placement moment altogether� Our state, drawing from 
Utah’s model, is charging higher education institutions with developing 
programs so that students can complete an associate’s degree while they 
are in high school� It is a different undertaking altogether to place 15- and 
16-year-olds into college writing courses when they are, in fact, still in high 
school� That particular challenge is one we will address in the future�

Yet at the same time, higher-level administrators, advisors, and student 
success colleagues generally recognize the critical importance of first-year 
writing courses–taken while in students’ first year on campus–to overall 
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university retention efforts� These stakeholders also understand that sound 
placement can have a demonstrable effect on student retention� At our uni-
versity, for example, shifting to our evidence-based placement process, in 
combination with credit-bearing coursework, has led to student pass rates 
increasing in all of our FYW courses (Reduce Remediation Report)� This 
improvement occurred without changing curriculum, staffing, or student 
preparedness in any significant way� It also meant that more students began 
in our first semester rather than our second semester course� Every time a 
first semester student is successful in their coursework, the opportunities 
increase for her to persist in college� Further, FYW courses often serve as 
prerequisites for later coursework across campus–at least ours do� Students 
quite literally must find success in first-year writing if they are, in turn, 
going to persist in college�

Changes in the Placement Product Market

Finally and importantly, there has been a disruption in the placement test 
market, which offers faculty the opportunity to try something new� A prob-
lematic and unreliable test used by thousands of colleges and universities, 
ACT’s Compass test, has been withdrawn from the market� The closest 
product on the market to Compass is The College Board’s ACCUPLACER 
test� While this vacuum will not likely remain for long, it creates a space 
for those interested in placement change to move forward, and quickly� 
For example, just in our state, all eight public institutions used to require 
the use of Compass, and now none do; consequently, thousands of incom-
ing students need to be placed in some way—or not placed at all� There-
fore, there is an exciting window of opportunity to develop and market 
approaches to placement that draw on multiple measures, that are expedi-
ent, and that have the opportunity to positively influence student persis-
tence in college�

None of these factors and few of these pressures for reform were in play 
in quite the same way when DSP arose and had the impact that it did� 
Because the stakes are so much higher—and so very different—than they 
have been for decades, WPAs can look for opportunities to propose new 
placement processes� By redefining what the placement moment is, who 
gets to participate, and how it is experienced, we can move toward more 
progressive models within our field� There are many possibilities; what 
we offer here is one example of how we have intervened on the placement 
moment through recasting it as a conversation, an invitation, and a cali-
bration of sorts for students� In the next section, we describe our delivered 
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substantiation of what progressive, multiple-measures placement looks like 
and why we have designed it as we have�

Developing Multiple-Measures, Evidence-
Based Placement Processes

How we engage with students through placement policies and proce-
dures communicates to them what we value� In this section, we focus on 
The Write Class, our local, multiple-measures placement process that is a 
response to the shifting landscape in higher education� Again, we want to 
reiterate that this article is not an argument for our process itself: it is for 
doing something, anything, to use this opportunity to make changes to 
writing placement that will benefit students�

Engaging Students with the Placement Conversation: The Write Class

The Write Class is a web application that uses an algorithm to match stu-
dents with a course based on the information they provide� It uses multiple 
measures to determine a student’s optimal range of starting courses� While 
we initially developed The Write Class to improve placement accuracy, it 
has also provided key opportunities to reach students with additional, cus-
tomized information� In other words, it links placement and curriculum in 
ways we had not previously considered�

Our context offers students three options for their initial writing course� 
English 101: Introduction to College Writing is a three-credit course that 
is the most common starting point for students� This course familiarizes 
students with university reading and writing practices, and an increasing 
number of instructors are implementing an explicit writing about writing 
approach within the course� English 101P: Introduction to College Writ-
ing Plus is a four-credit (all college level) course that supplements a section 
of English 101 with a one-hour writers’ studio with the same instructor� 
The writers’ studio extends and explores the content of English 101 in an 
interactive nine-student class� English 102: Introduction to College Writ-
ing and Research is a three-credit, second-semester course designed to build 
from English 101� In this course, students engage in inquiry-based research, 
working from the viewpoint that we produce knowledge by engaging with 
others’ ideas�

The Write Class has four primary phases� In the first phase, students 
enter identifying information (e�g�, name, student ID, email address), 
answer questions about language use, and provide previous testing and 
GPA data� Starting with information students readily associate with perfor-
mance measurement eases them into this placement process�
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The second phase engages students in reflection on their literacy histo-
ries through a set of questions about reading and writing experiences and 
confidence, somewhat like those Royer and Gilles outline in “Directed Self-
Placement: An Attitude of Orientation” (56–57)� The Write Class presents 
students with eleven pairs of descriptive statements and asks students to 
pick the ones that better describe them� This process offers students the 
opportunity to carefully consider the kinds of work they have done in the 
past and their relationship with that work� It also begins to shape their 
understanding of college courses by aligning reading and writing practices 
with this new setting� This oscillation between reflecting on previous read-
ing and writing experiences and projecting into future writing situations 
represents a core ethic of our program and introduces students to meta-
awareness, a key habit of mind that is foundational to our curriculum�

The third phase leads students through information on our FYW 
course options and asks them to think about which seems most appropri-
ate for them as learners� First, students review detailed course descriptions 
and sample materials, such as syllabi and assignments� We’ve labeled these 
options with generic names (e�g�, “Course A”) both to help students and 
advisors concentrate on each course’s content and approach and to obviate 
tendencies to seek out courses based on their number or name� Next, stu-
dents are presented with instructor expectations for what students should 
know and be able to do at the outset of each course�

Our belief is that the procedures allow students to express preferences 
based on course information rather than focusing on enrolling in or avoid-
ing one course or another� This moment helps them begin to situate them-
selves within the college learning environment� It marks a key shift; we 
want students to realign what they might think FYW courses cover and to 
consider themselves in light of these actual courses�

The fourth phase asks students to deepen their projections by consid-
ering the context of their upcoming semester� It reminds students of the 
expectations of college students and the general homework load for each 
course; it prompts them to consider their course load and work/family 
obligations in light of a potential course selection� On our campus, student 
success is often linked to whether students feel engaged and prepared or 
uninterested and overwhelmed (Shepherd)� Therefore, we give students the 
chance to think carefully about their situation�

When students have completed The Write Class, they reach a results 
screen that contains both their course placement and additional informa-
tion tailored for them, depending on their answers to particular questions� 
This page presents one of four possible results: English 101P, English 101 
with the option to enroll in English 101P, English 101 with the option to 
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submit an English 102 accelerated placement application, or English 102 
with the option to receive credit based on test scores, transfer/concurrent 
enrollment credit, or both�

The Write Class’s questions enable more nuanced placement results than 
conventional measures� For instance, all students who receive an English 
101 result have both a primary and secondary placement� Most students’ 
primary placement is English 101 with the option to enroll in English 101P, 
which allows them to choose a traditional FYW course or one with addi-
tional support� Alternatively, students whose responses indicate a strong 
likelihood for success (e�g�, top-range high school GPA in combination with 
tendencies to read challenging texts and other indicators) have a primary 
placement of English 101 with a secondary placement that allows them to 
apply to begin in English 102�

In addition to more nuanced placement options, the results message 
screen and the online environment’s flexibility lets us guide students to vari-
ous options in ways unique to our institution� Perhaps most importantly, 
one of our ongoing frustrations—our inability to communicate with stu-
dents until the semester has begun—is mitigated through the initial con-
versation that begins through this system� Further, because it is locally 
controlled, we can tailor messaging and fine-tune advising as needed� We 
are better able to communicate about our courses and their expectations to 
students and can add messaging if unanticipated challenges arise�

We view the 15–20 minutes that students spend working through The 
Write Class as a pedagogical moment, one in which we can help students 
begin to understand the college context and their role in it� This pro-
cess extends the other thoughtful, research-based placement approaches 
from our field in three ways that are key to its success: re-envisioning this 
moment of placement as one of reflection and projection, inviting the 
student into the college learning environment, and acknowledging fac-
ulty expertise�

The full implementation of The Write Class occurred because we were 
able to position it as a response to CCA’s call for multiple-measures place-
ment� While we had piloted it for several years, it was only through dem-
onstrating how it aligned with this larger conversation that our provost 
was willing to support its implementation for all students� In the past few 
years, we have been able to work with colleagues at other colleges across the 
United States to design and customize The Write Class for their context, as 
they too had a new opening for reconsidering placement that had not previ-
ously existed� While a full exploration of The Write Class’s efficacy and effi-
ciency is beyond the scope of this article, suffice it to say that improving on 
the use of a single standardized test score for placement is relatively easy to 
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do� One brief example: our course placements shifted during the first year 
of implementation—more students began in English 101 and our pass rates 
increased—students were more successful in the course into which they’d 
been placed (Belcheir)� A reflective approach that blends student input and 
faculty expertise continues to shift the conversation about the role, purpose, 
and context of first-year writing at each of these campuses�

Institutional Context: Being Agile and Responsive

The Write Class is fully administrated within the FYW program� This 
has meant that we now have access to placement in a way that we never 
did before� We can control the content and the messaging that students 
receive about our program� Our position in administering placement for 
our courses has allowed us to make connections across campus� We work 
closely with admissions, registrar, advising, and orientation offices to com-
municate with students and to develop processes for helping students enroll�

We can access student responses to all questions within The Write 
Class� This has allowed us to make improvements in advising in two sub-
stantial ways: one-on-one advising with students who have questions about 
their results, and advising prior to orientation sessions to help students get 
enrolled in classes� In the (rare) instances when students want to discuss 
the placement result they received, we can have a meaningful conversation 
about the time they spent in The Write Class, the responses they provided, 
and what led them to make the decisions they did� We can then connect 
that information with the course options and help them understand their 
results� The latter has allowed us to develop processes—with support from 
advising and orientation units on campus—for identifying students who 
may need guidance in getting enrolled in classes prior to their orientation 
sessions� For example, if a student received an English 101 placement but 
also has prior learning credits (test credits or transferred courses), we can 
reach out to them before they get to orientation to help them make their 
decision about where to enroll� We know that FYW courses are impor-
tant when it comes to retention, and having access to placement data has 
allowed us to assist students in getting enrolled in their FYW courses as 
early as possible�

Administering the placement mechanism also means that we can make 
adjustments when necessary� As changes on our campus occur, we can 
adjust The Write Class accordingly� For example, we made a change to the 
prior learning credit policy by including International Baccalaureate cred-
its� We were able to include information about this shift in The Write Class 
so students have the most current policies at hand� We are working on a 
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curriculum redesign in our program, and when we have that in place, we 
will be able to make necessary changes in The Write Class to ensure that it 
is aligned with our curriculum�

In short, having access to both the content and the data from the place-
ment site has given us the ability to be responsive to changes and to be pro-
active in student support efforts�

Rethinking Placement: Conclusion

When we not only reconfigure our courses but also make visible how they 
are content-rich experiences designed for all entering college students, we 
can affect how FYW is understood and described across campus� When we 
reconsider the placement process, we can begin to shift from sorting stu-
dents or providing them mechanisms for “getting things out of the way” 
to starting a conversation about college-level work and what it means to 
be a college student� In an era where K–12 education includes an increas-
ing number of high-stakes standardized tests, it is vital that students’ first 
interaction with college writing is not a static test that happens to them but 
rather a dynamic conversation that happens with them� 

As institutions that operate in a complex system that simultaneously 
emphasizes rigor while also working to expand the ways that students can 
forego courses such as FYW, public colleges and universities will likely need 
writing placement mechanisms of some kind for the foreseeable future� We 
must, then, keep engaging in higher education reform efforts while also 
continuing to build our own approaches that meet student needs, respond 
to research from our field, and speak to external stakeholders� We must 
develop our own ethical, progressive, multiple-measures approaches before 
we are required to use processes developed by others�

We invite you to consider whether this is the time to press forward on 
placement change at your institution� As part of your own inquiry sur-
rounding placement, we encourage you to ask about the role, context, 
and purpose of placement at your campus� Perhaps it can serve a different 
purpose, open a new conversation, or promote a different understanding 
of your courses� Of course, a fully credit-bearing FYW sequence enables 
a different conversation about placement into appropriate courses than 
does a sequence that includes non-credit-bearing coursework� Alternatives 
to single test placement instruments can more reasonably help students 
encounter our courses and be matched with the best curriculum—rather 
than being placed into a course about which they know little to nothing� 
There are multiple models in our field, and the time just might be right to 
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propose a new, research-based placement approach that better supports stu-
dent learning on your campus�
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“Give All Thoughts a Chance”: Writing about Writing 
and the ACRL Framework for Information Literacy

Sandie Friedman and Robert Miller

Abstract

The Association of College and Research Libraries’ Framework for Information 
Literacy for Higher Education offers librarians new ways to approach infor-
mation literacy instruction. Because of the potentially important role of the 
Framework in the writing classroom, we surveyed first-year writing students 
to gauge their reactions to a specific section of the Framework, the dispositions 
(habits of mind) put forth in the Framework under the heading “Research as 
Inquiry.” Survey responses showed that the Research as Inquiry dispositions 
spoke to the students’ experiences and their self-images as beginning academic 
writers. We posit that the students’ affinity to the Research as Inquiry disposi-
tions stems in part from the work they did in a first-year writing class that used 
a writing-about-writing (WAW) approach. WAW fosters the type of metacog-
nitive self-reflection valued in the Framework; the students’ involvement with 
WAW enabled them to use the concepts and language of the Framework to help 
articulate their development as researchers and writers. We further suggest that 
the Framework can enhance WAW pedagogy, serving as a heuristic within the 
WAW curriculum to foster productive dispositions toward research.

Introduction

By adopting the Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education, 
the Association of College and Research Libraries (ACRL) opened new 
pathways for librarians to conceive of and practice information literacy 
instruction� Ideally, when working with students on critical approaches to 
information, librarians will be in close collaboration with writing instruc-
tors: scholarship is emerging that attests to the complementarity of the 
ACRL Framework and heuristic models already in place in writing-studies 
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communities (see Albert and Sinkinson, “Composing Information Liter-
acy”; McClure; McCracken and Johnson)� Indeed, the Framework applies 
to information literacy the theory of threshold concepts, transformative 
habits of mind that, once acquired, enable a student to enter into and gain 
fluency within an academic discipline (Meyer and Land 1)� A parallel move-
ment is taking place within the field of composition pedagogy, evidenced 
by Linda Adler-Kassner and Elizabeth Wardle’s edited volume Naming 
What We Know: Threshold Concepts of Writing Studies�

Given the ACRL Framework’s potential importance within the writ-
ing classroom, we surveyed a group of first-year writing (FYW) students 
to gauge their reactions to a specific “frame,” or section, of the Framework, 
entitled “Research as Inquiry�” We wanted to know if the “dispositions” 
(a researcher’s habits of mind) as put forth in that frame resonated with 
the students’ own experiences and self-images as beginning academic writ-
ers� (Our survey, which contains the “Research as Inquiry” dispositions, is 
included in the appendix�)

Although the ACRL Framework was not taught in the students’ FYW 
class, their responses to our survey showed a receptivity to and understand-
ing of the “Research as Inquiry” dispositions: the language of the document 
struck a chord with the students� We believe that this is due not only to 
the Framework’s ability to speak to the intellectual and affective experience 
of the student researcher: we would argue that the content of the students’ 
FYW class, writing about writing (WAW), prepared the students with 
metacognitive skills that enabled them to reflect on themselves as begin-
ning researchers and writers� Students taught in a WAW classroom to think 
critically about their own literacy narratives, to analyze the rhetoric of a dis-
course community, and so on, were apt to see the value in dispositions such 
as “maintain an open mind and a critical stance�” A WAW class prepared 
students to examine their own minds and stances as developing researchers 
and writers� Such metacognition or self-reflection is a value that permeates 
the Framework, as explained in the following synopsis of the Framework’s 
history and purpose�

The ACRL FrAmeWork: A Brief Guide

The Framework for Information Literacy for Higher Education was formally 
adopted by ACRL in January 2016, replacing a former document, Infor-
mation Literacy Competency Standards for Higher Education, that had been 
in place for the previous sixteen years� The introduction to the Frame-
work explains its raison d’être: the information landscape in which college 
students conduct research had changed so radically since the year 2000, 
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when the now superseded Standards were published, that librarians needed 
a new model, based on pedagogical theory, to transform their practices 
surrounding information-literacy instruction� Thus the Framework was 
drafted and adopted�

In a departure from the prescriptive-sounding “standards” used in the 
title of the earlier document, the new model’s operative word, “framework,” 
bespeaks openness and flexibility, encouraging librarians to rethink their 
instruction practices around six key frames, or concepts, within the broad 
field of information literacy� Thus, the librarian-educator seeking to help 
student researchers understand and use information effectively may direct 
her class to the following ways of conceptualizing and working with infor-
mation, each being a frame in the Framework:

• Authority Is Constructed and Contextual
• Information Creation as a Process
• Information Has Value
• Research as Inquiry
• Scholarship as Conversation
• Searching as Strategic Exploration

The Framework breaks down each frame into two subcategories, knowl-
edge practices and dispositions� Knowledge practices may be thought of as 
behaviors exhibited by a student who is gaining competence with regard 
to a frame� For example, one of the knowledge practices attached to the 
frame “Research as Inquiry” is that information-literate students will “for-
mulate questions for research based on information gaps or on reexami-
nation of existing, possibly conflicting, information�” Dispositions speak 
to attitudes or mindsets that librarian-educators may want to inculcate in 
student researchers� The “Research as Inquiry” frame includes dispositions 
such as, “consider research as open-ended exploration and engagement with 
information,” and “value intellectual curiosity in developing questions and 
learning new investigative methods�” Indeed, each frame offers a variety of 
knowledge practices and mindsets, giving the information-literacy instruc-
tor a rich set of evocative topics to address in a class discussion or exercise�

The Framework explicitly draws on a number of theoretical proj-
ects, including:

• Threshold concepts, which are ways of thinking, of approaching a 
problem or topic, that a student must master before he or she can fully 
engage in the work of a discipline (Meyer and Land)� The Framework 
can be said to represent threshold concepts that the student researcher 
must gain fluency in, to be able to find, evaluate, and use information 
effectively� For example, the student ought to conceive of research as 
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inquiry to be able to produce research and writing that are suitably 
nuanced and complex�

• Metaliteracy, which is a rethinking of information literacy that cen-
ters on the student researcher as knowledge producer and encourages 
students to engage in critical reflection with respect to the research 
process� Metaliteracy includes metacognition: the student reflecting 
on his or her own attitudes as a researcher (Mackey and Jacobson)� 
The Framework’s dispositions especially encourage metacognition, as 
they draw the student’s attention to his or her habits of mind� In the 
“Research as Inquiry” frame, for example, the student is taught to 
consider and value cognitive dispositions such as “intellectual curios-
ity � � � an open mind and a critical stance � � � persistence, adaptability, 
and flexibility � � � [and] intellectual humility�”

The Framework’s emphasis on threshold concepts, dispositions, and meta-
cognition aligns the practice of information literacy instructors with the 
work of educators who employ those theoretical constructs in teaching 
other disciplines� We would argue that the Framework helps bridge, specifi-
cally, information literacy and writing studies by giving the two disciplines 
a common language for their pedagogy�

Frameworks and Common Ground

The Framework for Success in Postsecondary Writing, a precursor to the 
ACRL Framework from within the field of writing studies, was unveiled 
in 2011—a collaboration among educators from the CWPA, the National 
Council of Teachers of English, and the National Writing Project� The 
CWPA et al�’s Framework for Success, like the ACRL Framework, focuses 
on habits of mind, including curiosity, openness, and creativity; the two 
frameworks share values, as well as other features of the heuristic genre of 
the “framework�” In fact, work has been done to elucidate the common 
ground between frameworks in writing studies and information literacy�

Barbara D’Angelo and Teresa Grettano have mapped the confluences 
between the ACRL Framework and parallel documents developed by the 
CWPA� They see the ACRL Framework as extending the WPA Outcomes 
Statement 3.0 (adopted in 2014) by acknowledging the rhetorical nature 
of writing and research� According to D’Angelo and Grettano’s detailed 
mapping, the ACRL Framework and the WPA Outcomes Statement share a 
number of key learning goals for students, including a more sophisticated 
understanding of how authority is constructed; a recognition of writing 
and research as complex processes; and an approach to research as “strate-
gic exploration�”
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D’Angelo and Grettano also mapped correspondences between the 
ACRL Framework and the CWPA et al�’s Framework for Success� Compar-
ing these two documents, D’Angelo and Grettano note that the “habits of 
mind” identified in the Framework for Success run parallel to the “disposi-
tions” of the ACRL Framework, and they lay out the shared values between 
the two� For example, D’Angelo and Grettano see a resonance between the 
“Research as Inquiry” frame, and the CWPA et al�’s habits of mind: curios-
ity, openness, creativity, and persistence�

Building on D’Angelo and Grettano’s work, Michelle Albert and Caro-
line Sinkinson describe their efforts to develop a FYW program that uni-
fies information literacy and rhetorical pedagogy� In newly envisioning 
their FYW curriculum, Albert and Sinkinson were able to take advantage 
of conceptual parallels among the CWPA documents (both the Outcomes 
Statement and the Framework for Success) and the ACRL Framework� As 
these parallels show, the fields of information literacy and writing studies 
are drawing closer in our thinking about productive dispositions towards 
research and writing, potentially strengthening partnerships among librar-
ians and writing studies faculty� D’Angelo, along with several colleagues, 
recently co-edited the collection Information Literacy: Research and Collab-
oration Across Disciplines; this volume demonstrates a growing interest in 
synthesizing information literacy and writing instruction�

Both the CWPA and the ACRL frameworks are heuristics that push us 
to focus on teaching habits of mind, and especially the skill of metacogni-
tion� Our survey drew on the highly reflective pedagogy of WAW; that is, 
students came to the survey having already developed a facility for reflec-
tion through the WAW curriculum�

Students Respond to the ACRL FrAmeWork

We valued the approach of the ACRL Framework and appreciated the 
principles it set out� But would it actually make sense to students? How 
directly does it speak to their needs as beginning researchers? In order to 
answer these questions, we created a survey that introduced students to 
the Framework and asked them to respond, drawing on their experience 
in Sandie Friedman’s FYW class in George Washington University’s writ-
ing program� We received IRB approval for the survey from our respective 
universities� To conduct the survey, we asked for volunteers from Sandie’s 
FYW classes held in fall 2015 and spring 2016� Nine students volunteered 
and sent us their responses in fall 2016�

We analyzed the responses by examining how students used terms from 
the Framework� Because of the relatively small data set and the close match 
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between survey questions and responses, we were able to analyze the data 
rather informally� It was essentially a close reading process; however, it 
could be characterized as a “utilitarian” or “structural coding” method� As 
Saldaña describes it, such a method “applies a content-based or conceptual 
phrase representing a topic of inquiry to a segment of data that relates to a 
specific research question” (84)� The Framework itself provided our coding 
terms: exploration, curiosity, persistence, openness, and humility� Because of 
the nature of the survey, at least one of these terms appeared in every seg-
ment of the data�

Students naturally responded in what Peter Elbow and Patricia Bela-
noff would call “believing” mode—not only affirming that the Framework 
spoke to them, but also adding their own language and reasoning, and 
attesting that their experience resonated with the Framework� We were cer-
tainly pleased to see these positive responses, but they also raised questions: 
to what extent did the students’ receptiveness to the Framework depend on 
the FYW curriculum? Would they have embraced the Framework if their 
experience in FYW had been different? These questions suggested that our 
study evaluated not only the Framework, but also how well FYW had pre-
pared students to encounter such a metacognitive heuristic�

WAW and the ACRL FrAmeWork

In their responses, students—aware of their audience—praised the work 
Sandie had done with them in class: how she had helped them develop an 
open-minded and exploratory approach to research� However, we want to 
argue that students’ readiness to respond to the Framework depended in 
essential ways on the curriculum, more than the individual teacher’s work� 
Specifically, we will argue that the WAW curriculum, with its emphasis 
on threshold concepts and metacognition, primed students to embrace the 
Framework� Given the powerful resonance, we make a case for the Frame-
work as a tool for extending the WAW curriculum, as well as for strength-
ening ties among the discourse communities of writing studies scholars, 
composition practitioners, and instruction librarians�

It has been more than ten years since Doug Downs and Elizabeth 
Wardle’s landmark article on WAW, “Teaching about Writing, Right-
ing Misconceptions,” appeared in College Composition and Communica-
tion� Although Downs and Wardle were not the first to suggest making 
writing the content of a FYW course (see Kitzhaber; Russell; Dew), their 
2007 piece presented the case for a writing-focused curriculum with new 
force� Since that time, they have followed this piece with several others, 
elaborating and clarifying the WAW approach, as well as editing a WAW 
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reader for FYW� As Cristina Hanganu-Bresch notes, programs across the 
country have adopted a WAW curriculum, and a network supporting writ-
ing program administrators (WPAs) and instructors in these programs 
has developed�

WAW curriculum is best understood as a response to concerns about 
transfer of writing knowledge� In her 2007 article, Wardle presents a 
fairly bleak picture of the possibilities for transfer from FYW to upper-
level courses: writing is so context-specific that students have very limited 
opportunities to use writing knowledge from FYW� Given that, Wardle and 
Downs (“Reflecting Back”) recommend focusing on two key elements in 
FYW: first, teaching students about writing or, as they put it, giving them 
declarative knowledge of writing, rather than only procedural knowledge 
or how to write� To that end, Wardle and Downs advocate making writing 
studies content the focus of the course� Second, they recommend enabling 
students to become more flexible and self-aware writers by fostering habits 
of metacognition� Wardle concludes her study of transfer by suggesting that 
metacognition might be the central skill we teach in FYW:

meta-awareness about writing, language, and rhetorical strategies in 
FYC may be the most important ability our courses can cultivate � � � 
What FYC can do �  �  � is help students think about writing in the 
university, the varied conventions of different disciplines, and their 
own writing strategies in light of various assignments and expecta-
tions� (82)

Beyond metacognition and writing studies content, Downs and Wardle 
(“Teaching about Writing”) also offer basic practices for WAW, including 
assigning readings “centered on issues with which students have first-hand 
experience”—getting “blocked” in the writing process, for example, or 
struggling to make sense of differing expectations about writing in various 
academic contexts (560)� In concert with the readings, which give students 
a new perspective on their experience as writers, Downs and Wardle give 
students many opportunities to reflect on their own attitudes and practices 
related to writing�

The most important practice is the chance for students to conduct pri-
mary research in writing studies� Students in their writing seminars develop 
research questions about writing, and they use interviews, surveys, and 
observations to gather data in response to these questions� They go on to 
analyze this data and present it both as a formal paper and an in-class pre-
sentation� Beyond these key principles and practices, WAW pedagogy is 
flexible and can take many forms (Downs and Wardle, “Reimagining the 
Nature of FYC”; Wardle and Downs, “Reflecting Back”)� Sandie’s course 
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makes use of Downs and Wardle’s central principles and key practices, and, 
of the three types of WAW curricula they name—literacy/discourse, lan-
guage/rhetoric, and writing/writers’ practices—Sandie’s course would best 
be categorized as focusing on literacy/discourse, although it also addresses 
writers’ practices�

Sandie was not an early adopter; in fact, as an instructor in theme-
based FYW writing programs since 2002, she was deeply skeptical� Her 
main concern was about student engagement: she worried that students in 
a FYW program that offered only WAW, who were deprived of the abil-
ity to choose the content of a course, would naturally resist� In addition, 
Sandie doubted whether first-year students would find writing studies con-
tent interesting� There was also the issue of her own expertise; like many 
instructors in writing programs, her formal training was not in rhetoric 
and composition (her PhD is in American Studies)� She was both eager to 
work with writing studies content and hesitant about her own authority to 
teach the material� But Sandie’s anxiety and skepticism were mixed with 
deep curiosity, and she also found Downs and Wardle’s research compel-
ling� Further, as a WPA, she felt a responsibility to understand—from the 
inside—the most recent approach to teaching FYW� She decided to try 
teaching a WAW course and to be forthright with students about learning 
along with them—not to present herself as an authority on the material, 
but as a learner alongside them�

In fall 2015, Sandie embarked on teaching the WAW course with a 
mixture of excitement and fear, partly born of her long experience teach-
ing with cultural studies content in FYW: would students find the readings 
too difficult, or just boring? Would they detect her lack of expertise and 
dismiss her authority? The experience of teaching a WAW course offered 
many surprises, including students’ generous willingness to share literacy 
experiences, both good and bad; their fortitude when faced with difficult 
readings; and their ambitious and creative approaches to the research proj-
ect� Class discussions of readings were not just interesting—they were even, 
at times, thrilling, because the readings elicited a new level of work from 
students� The instructor felt she could almost see the threshold concepts 
rearranging students’ ideas about writing�

Wardle and Downs’s Writing about Writing course reader introduces 
students to threshold concepts, defining them as ideas that “literally change 
the way you experience, think about, and understand a subject� � � � Every 
specialized field of study  �  �  � has threshold concepts that learners in that 
field must become acquainted with” (6)�1 Each chapter in the reader focuses 
on one or two threshold concepts, including: “Writing mediates activity”; 
“Writing is completely dependent on the situation, readers, and uses it’s 
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being created for”; and (a favorite of Sandie’s) “Writing is not perfectible” 
(7–8)� Students in the class, then, not only were familiar with the term 
“threshold concept,” but also had worked with threshold concepts that are 
closely related to those in the ACRL Framework, and particularly to the 
frame “Research as Inquiry�”

Students often enter FYW with misconceptions about the research 
process, and especially the notion that the purpose of outside sources is 
to “back up” claims� In fact, students frequently are hobbled by the belief 
that they can only put forward a claim if they can find an authoritative 
source to “back it up�” The effect is that they are prohibited from making 
their own, original claims; another implication is that they approach the 
process of seeking sources with a pre-established thesis in mind, looking 
for articles that will confirm that idea� Students with this mindset may be 
stymied when they cannot find sources to plug into a pre-set argument� It 
takes a radical reorientation for these students to, as the ACRL Framework 
puts it, “formulate questions for research based on information gaps,” prob-
lems, or conflicts in the literature� Yet that is one key reorientation WAW 
tries to encourage�

New Dispositions, New Practices

Although we didn’t choose the frame “Research as Inquiry” because it was 
the one that related most closely to students’ experience in FYW, in retro-
spect, we might have� In fact, students learned several of the “knowledge 
practices” described in this frame—especially how to develop questions 
based on a gap in the research� The Writing About Writing reader includes a 
short piece by John Swales, “Create a Research Space,” in which he presents 
three “moves” academic writers make in introductions: defining a “terri-
tory,” establishing a “niche” or gap, and filling that niche� Sandie’s students 
worked with the “Swales moves,” both as readers and as writers, and most 
of them moved well beyond the habit of looking for sources to “back up” 
pre-existing claims�

One student, Ben (we’ve used fictitious names in reporting all students’ 
survey responses), explained this shift in his approach to the research pro-
cess with simple clarity� Before taking Sandie’s class, he observed:

I would stick with the original research questions that I’ve come up 
[with] in the early stage� Then, I would assume an answer of that 
research question and looking for relevant sources to be the evidence� 
After Prof� Friedman’s class, I always remember that the research 
question could be adjusted and changed through the research pro-
cess�
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Because the question can shift in response to his discoveries, it no longer 
makes sense to “assume an answer” for the original research question� The 
sources Ben finds can alter both the question and the answer� This student 
did come to adopt the ACRL Framework disposition: “Consider research as 
open-ended exploration and engagement with information�”

All of our survey participants responded positively to the “Research as 
Inquiry” frame, and many of them singled out the dispositions of open-
mindedness and curiosity as being especially resonant for them� But 
there was no overarching consensus about which dispositions within the 
frame were most relevant� Rather, the responses reflected students who 
had become quite self-aware about their diverse approaches to research 
and writing� In other words, particular self-portraits began to emerge as 
each student weighed the language of the frame in relation to his or her 
own experience�

In her response, Helen turned back to a concept from the Writing About 
Writing reader: Stuart Greene’s term, the “framing concept,” which Helen 
explains is “a guiding tool for the researcher� It allows the individual to 
look at their research from a particular perspective (though not remaining 
closed to others)�” Helen brought in her own project as an example of how 
to use a “framing concept”—a sign of her sustained investment and pride 
in the project, as well as a desire to show how she applied Greene’s term� An 
example of a researcher using a framing concept, Helen writes,

might be a student researching the effects of masculine stereotypes 
on female rugby players using a framing concept of gender conflict� 
In this way the student may delve further into the idea of gender 
conflict as relating to women’s rugby without being overwhelmed 
entirely by questions stemming from stereotypes and women’s ath-
letics�

This passage reveals several layers of self-awareness about the writing/
research process� First, Helen recalls how she consciously made use of a 
framing concept as she crafted her paper on women’s rugby� At the same 
time, she acknowledges the potentially overwhelming nature of the process, 
the risk of being pulled in too many directions at once—for instance, by 
broader questions about gender and sports�

In her astute translations of each point in the “Research as Inquiry” 
frame, Helen suggests that the dispositions helped her to see research as a 
pleasurable task; she entered into the exploratory spirit of the process� In her 
rewording of the third disposition—“value intellectual curiosity”—Helen 
offered: “Interact with the work in a playful and investigative manner that 
fosters new learning and dynamic approaches�” Helen chose a topic about 
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(athletic) play, and deliberately cultivated a “playful and investigative” 
mindset as she developed the project� In summing up her response, she 
reflected that if she were presenting the “Research as Inquiry” frame to col-
lege students, she “would emphasize having fun with the process, remain-
ing open-minded, and seeking help when needed�” “Having fun with the 
process” reflects Helen’s particular orientation towards research� We even 
see touches of humor in the survey response itself, as when she remarks 
about the Framework’s fourth disposition—“maintain an open mind”—
with a slightly British primness: “I quite like this disposition as it is�”

In contrast to Helen’s deliberately playful approach, Lindsay acknowl-
edges her anxiety about research, and especially around her efforts to 
remain open-minded during the process: “I at first was frightened by the 
idea of my original idea or topic changing and transforming into a whole 
different paper�” Part of that anxiety may have to do with the difficulty of 
relinquishing the mindset Ben described: embarking on the process with 
an answer already formulated, and looking for material to “back up” the 
prefabricated claim—an approach that allows students to remain in famil-
iar territory and avoid challenging their own ideas� With admirable self-
awareness, Lindsay observes that she must grapple with the uncertainty 
that accompanies a more exploratory process� As further evidence of this 
emotional awareness around research, she assesses each disposition accord-
ing to how easy or difficult it was to practice it� For example, she found it 
especially hard to practice “flexibility” and to “recognize that ambiguity can 
benefit the research process�”

Through reflective writing for the class, Lindsay discovered that in 
order to manage this anxiety, she liked to think of the research process as 
an adventure or a journey� She describes the process to herself as a “meta-
phorical journey� Going down different paths, turning around,” persevering 
despite obstacles—she tells herself these are all natural parts of the journey, 
and not signs that she has gone off course� If she had stuck with the mindset 
Ben described, she certainly would have feared these detours�

Similar to Lindsay’s response, Paula’s reflection highlights the ways that 
cognitive and emotional elements might be intertwined in students’ experi-
ence of research� While many of us struggle with critical internal voices that 
may inhibit the writing process, Paula recalls an actual interaction with her 
mother that could have discouraged her from pursuing her research project 
on “the uses of language and literacy in dance�” Reflecting on the “Research 
as Inquiry” concept that simple questions might yield unexpected complex-
ity, Paula writes:
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I remember talking to my mother about my project and hearing her 
tell me that it seemed like an unimportant question which could eas-
ily be answered without needing a full research paper� This made me 
think long and hard about my question, wondering if it were really 
relevant and if I would be able to find enough information about it�

Despite the doubts her mother raised, Paula did persist and, through the 
process, “realized that my topic was quite rich�” Paula’s response suggests 
that the dispositions she had begun to adopt in the course enabled her to 
keep going and ultimately write a “rich” paper, one that she found intel-
lectually satisfying�

Habits of Thinking: Flexibility

We’d like to conclude our analysis of the surveys with a discussion of Joan, 
because her response most clearly embodies the habits of metacognition fos-
tered by the WAW curriculum and encouraged by the ACRL Framework� 
In Joan’s answer, we glimpse a young researcher who approaches the process 
primarily as an activity of thinking, and for whom the encounter with out-
side sources is an occasion for creative and critical intellectual work�

Joan’s favorite point in the “Research as Inquiry” frame, the one she 
returns to several times, was: “value persistence, adaptability, and flexibil-
ity and recognize that ambiguity can benefit the research process” (Frame-
work)� “Flexibility” is the term she focuses on:

For most of the research papers that I have written, I almost always 
change my thesis at least three times� Most of the time it is because 
I find new interesting information or I have thought of the research 
prompt in a different way and a new idea emerged�

In contrast to Ben, who approached research with a pre-set answer, Joan 
practices flexibility—a willingness to change her thesis “at least three 
times�” For Joan, being “flexible” means allowing her central idea to change 
with new information or because she has discovered a new way of thinking 
about the assignment�

Joan also offers a set of translations for the points in the frame, and here 
is where she is most explicit and forceful in advocating, not just for think-
ing, but for metacognition in the research process� She begins her transla-
tions in the third person: students “should think of research as interaction 
with the information” (as opposed to merely gathering information)� But 
she quickly shifts to the second person, addressing the reader as “you”: 
“That simple question might help you find the puzzle piece you have been 
searching for�” At this point in the response, she assumes the mantle of the 
experienced researcher, speaking not to her former professor, but to a fellow 
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college student who is less experienced, and offering friendly advice� Playing 
off the disposition about humility, she tells her imaginary novice: “Don’t 
act like a know it all�” And while she is advising her fellow student not to 
put on a show of knowledge, she also genuinely embraces the stance of not 
knowing—not assuming an answer�

Her most important advice is not just about thinking creatively, but 
about the metacognitive skill of noticing and entertaining various ideas� 
Joan counsels her friend to have an “idea/vision,” but to deliberately remain 
open to the shifts that might happen when you discover new informa-
tion: “Entertain any thoughts or ideas that may pass through your mind 
regarding your topic� Don’t discard or ignore a thought because you think 
it might be irrelevant, give all thoughts a chance�” In keeping with this 
principle, Joan offers several other axioms related to awareness and respect 
for one’s own nascent ideas: “It is important to let your mind wander and 
explore”; “Don’t be afraid to tread on unfamiliar ground� Try something 
new”; “Don’t be afraid to try and examine information from different 
angles and perspectives�” Given her emphasis on overcoming fear, Joan 
might well be talking to Lindsay or someone like her—to students who 
may prefer to stick with their first idea, rather than explore the “unfamiliar 
ground” of new sources, new angles, new claims�

Conclusion

We set out to evaluate the ACRL Framework, hoping to understand how 
well it spoke to beginning college researchers: would the language make 
sense to them, and would the dispositions align with their experience of 
doing research during their first year of college? However, as the “Research 
as Inquiry” frame itself recommends, we were open to a shift in our inves-
tigation, and as we read the data, new questions arose: What enabled 
these young researchers to embrace the Framework? How did their survey 
responses reflect their learning in FYW?

We have argued that a WAW curriculum, with its focus on metacogni-
tion in relation to research and writing tasks, primed students to respond 
positively to the Framework� Overall, our survey participants enthusiasti-
cally affirmed that the language of the “Research as Inquiry” frame reso-
nated with their experience in FYW� Their responses showed they had 
moved beyond the typical approach, which one student described as “stick-
ing with the original research question,” “assuming an answer” for that 
question, and looking for sources to “back up” that answer� Instead of this 
familiar, circumscribed process, students had learned to remain open to 
shifts in their questions and to allow their thinking to develop in response 
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to new data� In order to manage the anxiety that accompanied this more 
open-ended process, Lindsay adopted the metaphor of the “journey” or the 
“adventure” of research� Joan came to see research as an activity of think-
ing, one best conducted with an awareness of the welter of ideas that offered 
themselves for consideration�

Based on students’ responses, we can see the Framework as a natural—
perhaps even essential—extension of WAW pedagogy: a heuristic that can 
be used in tandem with the WAW curriculum in order to foster produc-
tive dispositions towards research� With the emphasis on metacognition 
in WAW, students become ready to embrace the Framework, in spite of 
its somewhat recondite language, and to regard it as resonating with their 
own experience�

At the same time, we would also suggest that the metacognitive ele-
ments of WAW could be integrated into other FYW curricula� A theme-
based writing seminar—one that focused on content other than writing 
studies—could also make space for the kinds of self-reflection that pre-
pared students to encounter the Framework� In fact, the Framework might 
become a motivation to revise FYW curriculum in order to bring out some 
of the benefits of WAW pedagogy, including familiarity with threshold 
concepts of writing studies� Not every student would emerge from FYW 
with Joan’s intellectual flexibility—but we hope that many of them might 
develop a willingness to “give all thoughts a chance�”

Note

1� When Sandie taught her WAW course in academic year 2015–16, she used 
the most recent edition of Wardle and Downs’s reader then available, the 2nd� The 
expanded 3rd edition (2017) offers students an even more developed and effective 
introduction to threshold concepts, including writing and thinking activities in 
response to each concept�

Appendix: Survey

We would like you to review a brief set of library learning goals and tell us 
how they match (or don’t match) your experience in Professor Friedman’s 
class and your image of yourself as a researcher and writer�

Librarians nationwide have developed a set of learning goals for college 
students doing research-based writing� The goals, published by the Asso-
ciation of College and Research Libraries, are called the Framework for 
Information Literacy for Higher Education� The Framework describes various 
skills and dispositions (attitudes, mindsets) that librarians want college stu-
dents to have when they conduct research�
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In one part of the Framework, about “research as inquiry,” librarians list 
a set of dispositions (again, attitudes or mindsets) that a student hopefully 
will have—or learn to have—when doing research-based writing�

Here are the dispositions as listed in the Framework� Please read through 
them and, as you do, reflect on how they relate (or don’t relate) to your 
experience in Professor Friedman’s class�

Librarians believe that students, when conducting research for a 
paper, should:

• consider research as open-ended exploration and engagement 
with information;

• appreciate that a question may appear to be simple but still disruptive 
and important to research;

• value intellectual curiosity in developing questions and learning new 
investigative methods;

• maintain an open mind and a critical stance;
• value persistence, adaptability, and flexibility and recognize that am-

biguity can benefit the research process;
• seek multiple perspectives during information gathering and assessment;
• seek appropriate help when needed;
• follow ethical and legal guidelines in gathering and using information;
• demonstrate intellectual humility (i�e�, recognize their own intellec-

tual or experiential limitations)�

Now that you’ve reviewed the list of Framework dispositions, please answer 
the following questions� Please write one to three paragraphs in reply to 
each question�

1� Overall, do the Framework dispositions align with your experience 
as a researcher/writer in Professor Friedman’s class? Are there one 
or two items in the list that jump out to you as being especially rel-
evant? Please explain why and give examples if you can�

2� The words and phrases used in the list of dispositions: do they 
match words and phrases you would use to describe your own atti-
tude as a researcher/writer? Would the language used in the dispo-
sitions help you describe your self-image as a college student doing 
research-based writing? Please explain why or why not�

3� How would you “translate” the list of dispositions for other stu-
dents who are going to do research in a writing class, or in an-
other class? Are there certain dispositions in that list you would 
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emphasize? Would you use different language? Please explain your 
choices�
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Mentoring WPAs for the Long Term: 
The Promise of Mindfulness

Cindy Moore

Abstract

Since at least the mid-1960s, writing teachers have used mindful practices such 
as close observation, visualization, deep-breathing, and meditation to help stu-
dents feel less anxious, develop greater self-awareness, and, ultimately, to pro-
duce better, more meaningful writing. Despite the wealth of research that now 
confirms both the psychological and physical benefits of such practices, and the 
broader acknowledgement of the importance of embodied awareness or “emo-
tional intelligence” to effective leadership, their potential for writing program 
administrators has only recently begun to be explored. One of the best examples 
of such exploration is Christy Wenger’s 2014 article in which she offers “contem-
plative administration” as a “ feminist alternative for WPA work” that encour-
ages “a fresh look at wellbeing—of people, programs and leadership” as well as 
administrative identity and agency (122). The discussion below, which draws 
on decades of literature on contemplative pedagogy, seeks to extend Wenger’s 
argument by outlining how mindfulness-based mentoring of WPAs might help 
to both alleviate the stress of administration and enhance possibilities for long-
term success.

Introduction

Increasing pressures on colleges and universities to account for student 
learning and to improve efficiency and affordability in the face of fund-
ing cuts have had wide-ranging consequences for writing programs and for 
writing program administrators (Scott and Welch 4)� While our field has 
done a superb job over at least four decades of preparing new and prospec-
tive WPAs for knowledgeable, strategic management of curriculum and 
instruction, we have been less successful at equipping especially capable 
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colleagues to assume the leadership roles necessitated by the rapidly “shift-
ing sands” (5) of higher education: roles that require not only disciplinary 
expertise and rhetorical savvy, but resilience, i�e�, the ability to creatively 
and courageously respond to complex challenges in a sustained, sustain-
able way�

It is not insignificant that, as our administratively focused scholarship 
has expanded and deepened to help WPAs keep pace with changing expec-
tations for teaching and learning, personal accounts of the professional, 
psychological, and even physical costs of administration have seemed not to 
diminish, as we might expect, but to grow ever-more intense� Such is espe-
cially the case for women, as illustrated by recent CCCC roundtables on 
the challenges of feminist leadership (Nicolas, et al�; Crow, et al�)� That is, 
despite all of our efforts to support WPAs through books, articles, confer-
ence panels, workshops, and mentoring networks, talented colleagues—the 
very people we need most to lead our programs and step into other, more 
influential academic leadership roles—are burning, and dropping, out�

I was nearly one of these casualties� After many years of work in admin-
istration, first as a long-time WPA and then as a department chair, I started 
to unravel� The strain of keeping the “plates” of administration (but also 
teaching, research, family, and friends) “twirling” (Pinard) had left me 
psychologically and physically exhausted� Then, on my way back from the 
2012 CWPA conference, I chanced upon Gretchen Rubin’s The Happiness 
Project in an airport bookstore� That book, particularly its chapter on pay-
ing attention, led me to other books on nurturing awareness, self-trust, and 
empathy, which helped me reconcile my own sources of struggle and see 
how, as a discipline, we might supplement the invaluable work on admin-
istrative ways of doing with attention to ways of being that make the doing 
both more effective and possible for the long term�

At the most basic level, we might adopt an approach to WPA mentoring 
suggested by Christy Wenger’s 2014 article outlining her efforts to inte-
grate contemplative practices into her work as a new program administra-
tor: mindfulness, or “the awareness that arises by paying attention on pur-
pose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally” (Kabat-Zinn xxxv, 
emphasis removed)� In addition to non-judgement, mindfulness requires 
“patience, a beginner’s mind, trust, non-striving, acceptance, and let-
ting go” (Kabat-Zinn 21)� It is best cultivated through regular non-doing, 
breath-focused meditation, observation of thoughts and feelings, and dis-
cernment of “how we might choose to be in relationship” to the world in 
and around us (xxxv)� Mindfulness helps relieve stress, highlight “what is 
deepest and best” within ourselves (liii), and inspire new forms of personal 
and professional agency� My own developing mindfulness practice has, 
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like Wenger’s, helped me work with more presence and purpose (Wenger 
132–33) and “respond differently,” more calmly and deliberately, to stress-
ful situations (136)�

As Wenger suggests, while not always framed in terms of mindfulness, 
per se, the practice of pausing to allow for both physical and mental pres-
ence and considered reflection on emotions, thoughts, and the full range of 
possible responses is familiar to our field� Compositionists have, over many 
decades, sought methods of helping students “slow down,” “become aware 
of,” and examine their “inner stream of thoughts, feelings, and images,” in 
order to more fully engage in the writing process (Moffett, “Reading and 
Writing” 321–22, 315); compose more interesting, insightful, meaning-
ful, and better-revised texts (Schmidt 74–75); and, in so doing, develop a 
stronger sense of who they are and what they have to say� Typically, such 
methods, borrowed from cognitive psychology, various spiritual traditions, 
and alternative medicine, have included meditation, creative visualiza-
tion, breathing activities, yoga, and even reading and writing themselves� 
Though similar techniques have been offered to and embraced by compo-
sition teachers to enhance their own writing, self-reflection, and sense of 
well-being (Moffett, “Women’s Ways”; Murray; O’Reilley; Fontaine) and 
those of the teachers they mentor (Tremmel, Mathieu, Sullivan), the poten-
tial benefits of these techniques for composition administrators have not yet 
been fully explored in our WPA scholarship�

In the discussion that follows, I extend Wenger’s work by proposing 
ways that those of us who mentor program administrators might adopt 
ideas and insights from mindfulness-oriented pedagogical practice in an 
effort to foster both effective and sustainable administration� It’s a proposal 
that, in questioning what it means to “draw on everything you know” in 
order to survive and succeed as an administrator (Bizzell viii), seems both 
necessary and timely, given the increasing complexity of higher education 
as well as the growing recognition that effective leadership requires not 
just technical skill and cognitive ability but an emotional intelligence that, 
I would argue, is not adequately addressed in the WPA literature (Gole-
man 3)� I begin where mindfulness practice typically begins—with a focus 
on presence—and continue with a discussion of some of the most com-
mon methods for enhancing student awareness of thoughts, feelings, and 
responses in the present moment and how they might be integrated into our 
WPA mentoring, despite both practical and conceptual challenges�
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Acknowledging the “Now”

A central premise of mindfulness, and the spiritual and scientific thought 
that informs it, is that much human suffering results from dwelling in a 
past we cannot change or worrying about a future we have little control 
over—and letting this shape our interpretations of and reactions to pres-
ent circumstances� We have trouble seeing and appreciating what is hap-
pening now, which limits our perceived range of possible responses� The 
fewer options we perceive for responding, the less empowered we feel; the 
less empowered we feel, the more frustrated we become, often without even 
knowing why� Stopping to acknowledge with Kabat-Zinn that, literally, we 
only have moments to live allows for the mental stillness needed to fully 
consider what is happening in the present, why it is happening, and how to 
most appropriately and effectively respond�

In classrooms that are informed by mindful practices, teachers rec-
ognize the pull of the past and press of the future on students’ ability to 
pay attention and engage (Kroll 70–72) as well as on their attitudes about 
writing, their writing processes, their willingness to take risks, and their 
interpretations of intent (of assignments, class activities, and peer and 
instructor responses)� As Paula Mathieu argues, both teachers and students 
carry “accumulated past experiences, preconditioned responses, resistance 
and fears into every class” (14)� If left unexamined, worries about the past 
and future can compromise not just what we do, but who we are in rela-
tion to those we seek to teach and to learn from� They hamper the abil-
ity to forge “ethical commitments” (Mathieu) as well as to recognize that 
any given rhetorical situation is always “momentary,” “impermanent,” and, 
thus, “dynamic,” i�e�, inviting “improvisation” in addition to reliance on 
expected rhetorical strategies (Peary 22–24)�

Much administrative angst is similarly rooted in unexamined residue of 
past experience or assumptions about an uncertain future� Such can be seen 
most readily in moments when a program (department, school) faces the 
prospect of change (of curriculum, instruction, assessment approach, etc�), 
particularly change imposed from the outside� Veteran faculty, staff, and 
administrators who feel invested in whatever is changing often have trou-
ble considering new initiatives with fresh perspectives, especially if change 
is introduced by people with whom they have too much or too little his-
tory� Colleagues newer to the scene, lacking the contextual knowledge and 
experience to predict and understand possible implications of change or the 
change process, can be overly confident about both�

What complicates matters for composition and rhetoric specialists is 
that, as a discipline, we tend to be preoccupied with our past and ever-
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anxious about our future� As Pat Belanoff points out, for example, many of 
our intradisciplinary disagreements are rooted in an obsession with origins:

Our discipline, while acknowledging the creative power of words, 
seeks almost obsessively for their origins, causes, and pre-existent 
contexts� � � � Do the words we speak or write on the blank page come 
spontaneously from a source within us?  Is that source in direct (or 
indirect) contact with a higher power of some kind? Or are we merely 
channelers for the words of our culture, constructed by that culture 
to say only that which can be said within it? (400)�

Disagreements over foundational questions such as these make it difficult 
to articulate a unified disciplinary identity, which, then, causes worry about 
the future, especially during tough fiscal times when “how we name our-
selves and our actions” becomes highly important (419)� The way we imag-
ine the future is itself influenced by our historical commitment to process, 
particularly the “sense that what awaits us all is a world ready and willing to 
be ‘revised,’” that we have more control over the results of our efforts, how-
ever noble and well executed, than we can possibly have (Miller 8)� When, 
as administrators, we realize the limits of our influence, we risk feelings of 
“cynicism and despair” as well as a disillusion-borne “moral superiority,” 
which prevent us from seeing all of the options “available at this moment” 
and making the most principled decisions we can with the “information at 
our disposal” (7, 12–13)�

Following the lead of mindfulness-oriented writing teachers, those of us 
who mentor WPAs might then extend our traditional skill training to help 
our administrative colleagues “pay attention—to observe, to see the rich-
ness and detail that is right before us” (Kroll 76)� A first step is to prompt 
them to ponder how distracted they are by thoughts of “what they have 
just done or what they need to do, that they are not present” (73)� To ori-
ent his writing students in this way, Keith Kroll uses the familiar example 
of driving from one place to another without remembering much of what 
happened in between—a kind of “detachment and disengagement” that 
shows up everywhere in their lives, including in their approach to writing 
(72–73)� Similarly, Mathieu asks new writing teachers to consider how each 
classroom “interaction” is influenced not just by their students’ “preoccu-
pations”—but by their own (14–15)� Among other strategies, both invite 
personal expression, via narrative essays (Kroll) and open, honest discussion 
(Mathieu), to highlight what it means to be “fully present—as a writer or a 
teacher—in the current moment” (Mathieu 15)�

In much the same way, WPAs can be encouraged to recognize unhelp-
ful “attachment[s] to past and future” (Tolle 61)� Like Kroll and Mathieu, I 
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have found that simply making space for mutual sharing of administrative 
stories (i�e�, the narratives we create around events or issues) inspires aware-
ness in this regard� If, after asking an advice-seeking colleague to explain 
a current challenge, I sense that she is focusing too much on aspects of the 
situation that are beyond her control (i�e�, past and [presumed] future hap-
penings) and not enough on those that are within her control (how she 
relates to the challenge and frames it for herself and others), I offer that 
observation and share one of my own stories of struggling to focus on, 
accept, and respond to a problem with awareness of what I can and can-
not change� Assuming that the exchange has enhanced trust (in my experi-
ence, if I speak authentically, it almost always has), we can then figure out, 
together, solutions that acknowledge the past and possible future(s), but are 
not dictated by them�

Stopping

Above all else, developing awareness requires a commitment to regularly 
stopping whatever one is doing at the moment� Though not a required com-
ponent of stopping, silence—a quiet environment—helps many people see 
its benefits� As Charles Suhor observes, stopping in silence is already part 
of our English-teaching “tradition,” particularly with respect to process 
pedagogy (24)� Focusing specifically on the pedagogical uses of “purpose-
ful silence,” Suhor encourages expanding on familiar practices such as quiet 
reading, brainstorming, and reflection-enhancing instructional wait time 
during class discussions as a way to inspire the “sensitive listening, speak-
ing, and reading” that leads to greater (aesthetic, spiritual, self) awareness 
(24)� Silent stopping in the writing classroom can also take the form of 
visualizing a process or end product before actually embarking on a writ-
ing project� In one of the earliest published explorations of the benefits of 
contemplative classroom practice, for example, James Moffett recommends 
“that teachers coach students on how to get themselves into a meditative 
state of unusual absorption in a subject that interests them and then to 
visualize, imagine, feel, and think everything they can about that subject 
without at first concerning themselves about writing something down” 
(“Writing” 243)�

As a long-time administrator myself, and as someone who supports 
other administrators, I have found the deliberate use of wait time and cre-
ative visualization particularly helpful in understanding and improving 
workplace dynamics� Similar to instructional wait time, administrative 
wait time simply requires resisting the urge to do what one might be con-
ditioned or expected to do, at any given time, out of sheer habit (and often 
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in haste), i�e�, mindlessly� Examples include forming an opinion about, or 
solution to, a situation before it is fully understood, interrupting colleagues, 
and responding to provocative emails immediately after receiving them� 
As I learned over decades of using wait time in my classrooms, choosing 
to say or do nothing can change the dynamics of an interaction which, 
then, can change the shape and eventual outcome of an entire situation� 
Simply resisting filling conversational spaces, particularly saying the first 
thing that comes to mind, has worked to minimize the emotional toll of 
my administrative work in several ways: I say fewer words that I wake up 
in the middle of the night regretting, and I listen more, and more actively, 
which has improved my relationships� Additionally, as is the case with stu-
dents, wait time has helped me delegate responsibility for a productive dis-
cussion to colleagues, which they are typically happy to take, along with 
shared responsibility for the matters under discussion� Wait time can be 
readily modelled in mentoring situations and its benefits experienced and 
highlighted within a single interaction� All a mentor needs to do is listen as 
a problem is described; keep quiet or, at most, ask non-leading questions, 
until her colleague reaches a feasible conclusion; and then note both the use 
of wait time in the interaction and how it can be employed productively 
with faculty and staff who may be the source of an administrative chal-
lenge� Wait time is easy for WPAs to practice, too: all that’s required is a 
face-to-face or electronic exchange in which to test the effects of remaining 
silent when feeling compelled to respond�

Visualization activities have also helped me a great deal as both a teacher 
and an administrator� Just as a teaching mentor encouraged me to do before 
the first class session of every semester, if I am faced with a potentially 
stressful administrative meeting, I try to imagine myself at the meeting 
from beginning to end, confidently offering ideas and asking questions, lis-
tening, taking notes, and responding patiently� If it’s a particularly impor-
tant meeting, I will sometimes visit the assigned room beforehand in order 
to better envision myself in the context� While it can also be helpful to pic-
ture everyone else in a meeting listening and responding with goodwill, I 
try to remind myself that, as with the uncertain future, I have no real con-
trol over others’ interpretations or responses; I can only “take each moment 
as it comes and [be] with it fully as it is” (Kabat-Zinn 28)� Like wait time, 
visualization can be readily explained in a variety of mentoring contexts, 
practiced, and then evaluated for usefulness�

Some forms of stopping or non-doing are more accurately thought of 
as different-doing—engaging in activities that provide a break from work 
to allow space for rest, contemplation, and renewal� From a mindfulness 
perspective, any activity will do, as long as the beneficial effects are regis-
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tered and greater awareness inspired� To prompt “heightened consciousness 
and self-communication” among students, for example, Moffett suggests 
a range of absorbing physical activities, including “pleasantly monotonous 
craft movements like knitting and weaving or work activities like hauling 
a rope or wielding a pickaxe or shovel or thrusting seedlings into mud” 
(“Writing” 245)� Writing, too—particularly personal or unstructured writ-
ing—can offer refuge from daily stresses if its primary purpose is to be 
present and attentive to one’s life (Kroll 73); experience “emotional excite-
ment” (Schmidt 68); or to see the subject at hand differently (Murray 19)� 
The more the activity feels like a “creative intervention,” offering new space 
for “the growth of intuitive erudition,” the more transformative it can be 
(Musial 224–25)�

Importantly, mindfulness practitioners, within and outside our field, 
recognize that no single form of non- or different-doing works to raise self-
awareness for everyone� Which is why they encourage teachers to “create 
a space” for students to discover those things that will “nourish an inner 
life” (O’Reilley 2–3)� In my experience as a mentor of administrative col-
leagues who are feeling frustrated or burned out, I have found that in order 
to inspire others “to stare out the window, to stay in bed, to have lunch, to 
have tea, to walk the dog, to fingerpaint,” (O’Reilley 15), I had to first “fol-
low the deepest leadings of [my] own heart” (14)� I had to “get a life” that I 
could model for others—a process facilitated by observation and reflection�

Observing

As suggested above, many of the methods used in mindfulness-oriented 
writing classrooms are prevalent in writing classes, generally� One such 
method is close observation, especially of places, people, and events that 
serve as subjects or contexts for student writing� What makes observation 
different within a mindfulness framework is its purpose, which expands 
beyond the production of detailed, vivid, interesting papers to develop-
ing the capacity to notice, to “be awake” (O’Reilley 10)� As Mary Rose 
O’Reilley explains, “Precise details open a window in the spaces where spirit 
abides and plays; our attentiveness to them measures the extent to which 
we are present” (12)�

Writing teachers who take a mindfulness approach to instruction often 
invite students to keep observation journals—of the world around them 
but also their “inner state” (Woodward 81)� As a method for enhancing 
“insight, intuition, and awareness” among her basic writing students, for 
example, Angela Woodward experimented with asking them to note when 
they felt happy in the class and when they felt unhappy� Regularly noting 
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how they were feeling about class activities and then discussing the source 
of those feelings inspired students to “bring more of themselves, including 
their resistance [to writing and reading] into the classroom” (81), which 
enhanced trust and classroom community� Similarly, Donald R� Gallehr 
introduced various methods of “witnessing” thoughts and emotions into his 
writing classes, including, for example, a “worry sheet” exercise, in which 
students “map and discharge thoughts that bother them” and interfere with 
their work as writers� By concretizing and then “sitting with” troubling 
thoughts, as if they are “old friends rather than enemies,” students learned 
to “disarm them” (25)�

With respect to mindfulness-oriented WPA mentoring, Robert Trem-
mel offers a model for awareness-raising observation in his discussion of 
how he helps new TAs to “pay attention in the midst of all of this confu-
sion” (including, e�g�, the “contradictory demands of teaching itself” that 
are “compounded” by demands of their “academic work”) (57)� For his 
“slices of classroom life” activity, Tremmel asks TAs to first write a narra-
tive of “some specific and limited ‘event’ in school” and then reflect on “the 
thoughts, feelings, and speculations that arise during and after the event” 
(58–59)� According to Tremmel, this activity prompts beginning teachers 
to understand how their “actions and perceptions” of “what is happening 
in [the] classroom” are “strongly conditioned” by how they feel and what 
they “make of” those feelings (60)� As a result, they begin to “know their 
students and in the process come to know themselves and how they func-
tion as teachers” which, in turn, can immediately impact their teaching 
practice (61–62)�

A “slices of administrative life” mentoring activity, based on Tremmel’s 
model and engaged in through either informal writing or conversation, 
offers potential for heightened awareness as well as acceptance that “it is 
the quality of [one’s] consciousness at this moment that determines the 
future” (Tolle 60)� Mary Pinard’s reflection on her first year as a WPA dem-
onstrates as much by highlighting how her creative writing background, 
which emphasized careful observation and the ability to “stare something, 
anything, into meaning,” allowed her to more readily “take risks and to tol-
erate [the] ambiguity” that comes with WPA work (61)� Quickly recogniz-
ing the need to “slow down [and] take note of the issues [she] was encoun-
tering” with greater awareness made it easier to achieve a balanced view of 
the strengths and weaknesses, the “imminent disaster (or triumph)” in each 
issue she faced (61–62)�
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Reflecting

Beyond providing examples of how observation might be used in an 
administrative mentoring context, Tremmel and Pinard both highlight the 
natural connection between observation and reflection� Though it can be 
beneficial to simply observe, the possibilities for mindful action in response 
to observation come from reflection, especially reflection without judg-
ment, for “what you judge you cannot understand” (de Mello 37)� As with 
observation, reflection is so prevalent in our discipline as to be considered 
part of our DNA, a threshold concept of our field, “critical for continued 
learning and participation” in our “community of practice” (Adler-Kassner 
and Wardle, “Naming” 2)� Reflection from a mindfulness perspective, how-
ever, is meant to enhance not only the “ability to theorize and question” the 
“processes, practices, beliefs, attitudes, and understandings” about a partic-
ular realm of doing (writing) (Taczak 78), but to inspire self-awareness that 
informs all areas of one’s life�

While reflective practices such as keeping an administrative journal or 
annotating meeting agendas can help raise awareness of the multiple pos-
sible sources of WPA-related stress, I have found two exercises particularly 
beneficial for increasing broader self-awareness and self-efficacy� The first, 
included in Kabat-Zinn’s groundbreaking Full Catastrophe Living, is the 
“Awareness Calendar,” various versions of which are used frequently in 
stress-reduction mindfulness workshops� Whether focused on daily events 
or interpersonal communications, the calendar requires noting what hap-
pened, describing associated feelings and thoughts, considering reasons 
for any gaps between expectations and outcomes, and, if applicable, deter-
mining possible resolutions (Kabat-Zinn 612–16)� The second method, an 
administrative ways-of-being statement, is modelled after the now-ubiqui-
tous teaching philosophy statement, but goes beyond articulating the values 
that inform one’s practice (e�g�, honesty, transparency, generosity, collabo-
ration) to include the habits of self-care needed to maintain commitment 
to those values without compromising psychological or physical health� 
While my administrative work has always been guided by a set of well-
articulated administrative principles, it wasn’t until I began to engage in 
awareness-enhancing activities on my own and discuss their benefits with 
close administrative colleagues, that I recognized that the very activities I 
was not making time for (daily walks, lunch with friends, writing and read-
ing for pleasure) were standing between the present, patient, kind adminis-
trative self I wanted to be and the stressed-out, short-tempered, bone-tired 
administrative self I had become�
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Embodying

Though the term mindfulness might suggest otherwise, developing self-
awareness requires attention to both mind and body, particularly the links 
between them� This attention involves “feeling the body from within,” 
observing emotions, considering their sources, and reflecting on how and 
why they influence perceptions and reactions (Tolle 26–27)� It is through 
“honoring the body” and “listening to the messages it is trying to give” 
that the full range of psychological and physical health benefits associated 
with mindfulness can be experienced (Kabat-Zinn 353–60)� Some of the 
best strategies for hearing what the body has to say are focused breathing, 
meditation, and yoga�

Writing teachers who work from a mindfulness perspective are aware 
that one of the easiest ways to “get in touch with the inner body” is through 
what spiritual teacher Eckhart Tolle calls “conscious breathing” (125)� They 
often incorporate breathing exercises into their curricula in order to help 
students slow down, attend to what they are experiencing in “the here-and-
now,” recognize the “close connection” between thoughts and feelings, and, 
with that recognition, develop ways of interpreting and changing them 
(Moffett, “Writing” 244)� Such exercises range from “simply attending to 
breathing without altering it” to “some of the most powerful consciousness-
altering exercises [that] entail slowing, holding, or patterning the breath” 
(244)� Mindful breathing, especially when combined with other mindful-
ness practices, is also used in classrooms to inspire “inventive” thinking 
(Peary 31) as well as a sense of connection with others, leading to greater 
empathy and “ethical practice” (Mathieu 18)� The air we breathe, after all, 
is, quite literally, one thing we share with every other human being� Fur-
ther, because breath is a constant as long as we are alive, but “responds to 
our emotional state by changing its rhythm, sometimes quite dramatically,” 
simply noticing how they breathe can help students “get comfortable with 
change” (Kabat-Zinn 41)�

One of the most widely recognized methods for attending to breath, 
in the moment, is meditation, which mindfulness practitioners identify as 
an important “way of ‘re-minding’ ourselves” of who we are beyond our 
intellect, of “who is doing the doing—or, put otherwise, with the world of 
being” (Kabat-Zinn 56, 55)� Meditation’s familiarity as a means of inspir-
ing “embodied awareness” (50–51) is likely why it shows up so frequently 
in discussions of efforts to bring mindfulness practices into the writing 
classroom� In addition to offering students “an opportunity to concentrate, 
to allow their minds to be quiet and aware,” “to be in the moment,” and 
achieve “clarity and insight” (Kroll 76), meditation, when practiced regu-
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larly, decreases the performance anxieties of otherwise “apprehensive or 
blocked writers” (Campbell 246)�

For many, the term meditation calls to mind sitting on a cushion, legs 
folded, hands resting upright on knees, with incense burning in the back-
ground� In actual practice, however, it can be more or less formal and take 
place in brief periods throughout a day or in longer sessions� It can be done 
sitting in a chair “with feet on the floor” and “backs balanced” (Gallehr 24), 
standing, lying down, or even walking with awareness of “the experience of 
walking itself” (Kabat-Zinn 124)� While the meditating mind is most typi-
cally focused on the breath, it can have as its focus a posture (as with yoga), 
a significant object, or “thoughts and feelings as they arise” (Gallehr 26)� It 
can be practiced as an activity unto itself or usefully combined with other 
physical activities, including writing, as long as those activities enhance the 
ability to “witness,” direct, or silence the mind (Moffett, “Writing” 246), or, 
perhaps, more accurately, to detach from thoughts or “let go” (Gallehr 27)� 
In fact, engaging in what Moffett describes as a gamut of activities, includ-
ing “focusing, meditation, yogic stretching, fasting, breathing, and chant-
ing � � � alternating abruptly with talking, thinking, reading, and writing,” 
can, according to him, be especially valuable by “tend[ing] to rearrange 
the inner furniture and � � � reconnect thoughts and feelings in new ways” 
(Moffett, “Women’s Ways” 260)�

A similarly transformative practice—and one often productively com-
bined with meditation, as suggested above—is yoga� As Jennifer Musial 
outlines, the practice of yoga can enhance understanding of basic mindful-
ness precepts which, for her, are foundational to a “feminist heart-centered 
pedagogy” (224)� These include presence, “sitting with” discomfort, mutual 
trust and respect, compassion, and “letting go” (223–26)� Though yoga, 
like meditation, calls to mind unhelpful stereotypes (e�g�, spandex-clad 
bodies in intense pretzel-like poses), the type of yoga most often incorpo-
rated into classrooms is typically limited to breath-focused balancing and 
stretching exercises—what yoga studios often label as restorative yoga�

All of these embodied practices are adaptable to a WPA mentoring con-
text, particularly a professional development workshop, where they can be 
introduced through assigned readings or brief presentations; discussed as 
part of a continuum (i�e, from basic to more advanced); and, most impor-
tantly, practiced� Harvard’s Mindfulness for Educators institute, which 
I recently attended, provides a helpful model� Over eighty teachers and 
administrators, from across the country and representing all educational 
levels, read and discussed current research on the benefits of mindful-
ness and then engaged together in various forms of meditation, focused 
in multiple ways—on breathing, but also on projected quotes and images, 
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self-composed short mantras (e�g�, “I am peaceful, I am kind”), and on 
emotional changes prompted by first imagining a sad experience and then 
dancing to “Rock around the Clock�” These meditative moments were 
interspersed with both seated and standing neck rolls, arm and shoulder 
stretches, and gentle torso twists� While there was recognition among the 
regular meditators and yoga practitioners in the group that deeper, more 
sustained practice leads to more obvious results, all participants noted in a 
final reflective session how the brief embodied activities helped minimize 
distractions from “the outside world” and enhance their sense of well-being� 
Additionally, those new to such practices echoed a sentiment captured by 
Sheryl Fontaine in her discussion of learning karate as an adult: that the 
“beginners mind” required for fully engaging in an unfamiliar “art and tra-
dition” raises awareness of how our students feel, especially at the beginning 
of a new semester� “From the beginner’s mind,” she explains, “I have seen 
my respect for students grow, my understanding of their feelings deepen” 
(221)� Such a perspective is invaluable for WPAs, whose success depends on 
mutual respect and empathy not just for students but for faculty, staff, and 
administrative colleagues faced with unfamiliar problems�

Considering the Challenges

Beyond the obvious conceptual obstacles to mindfulness mentoring, nego-
tiating logistics—the how, when, and where of engaging WPAs in aware-
ness-building practices—can seem difficult� Is mindfulness best invited by 
slipping an article on self-awareness under an office door? By demonstrat-
ing focused breathing in a one-to-one meeting? Through group meditation 
at a professional development workshop? Having myself experienced all of 
these methods, as either the mentor or mentee, I have concluded that, as 
with effective teaching, the answer depends on what’s needed and what’s 
possible, given levels of openness and trust as well as personal and profes-
sional resources (e�g�, time, money for faculty development workshops, 
etc�)� Mindful mentoring, like all good mentoring, requires an awareness 
that one size definitely does not fit all�

With respect to specific elements of mindfulness practice, there are 
numerous potential challenges� First, pausing at all, let alone pausing to 
fully consider the present moment, is tough� As Belanoff reminds us, our 
teaching and administrative contexts are part of “a society that values get-
ting from one place to another in as straight a line as possible with no 
pauses in liminal spaces and no wonderings along the way” (417)� Our 
notions of success, within and outside academia, are based on a concept of 
agency that emphasizes doing (over being) and quick decision making (over 
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thoughtful deliberation)� Few academics experience both the expectations 
and stresses of nonstop doing as much as administrators� With respect to 
writing program administrators, in particular, Laura Micciche argues that 
“attentiveness to the moment requires a kind of pacing and ethos that � � � 
seem largely unavailable to WPAs on a daily basis” (75)� The “felt experi-
ence of being physically and mentally over-taken by the enormity of the 
job” has become so normative that those who attempt a “slow agency,” 
allowing time for “thinking, being still, and processing,” can experience 
uneasiness and even guilt in contexts where deferred action is interpreted as 
inaction or “dereliction of duty” (73–74)� Kabat-Zinn frames this guilt in 
terms of the legacy of “the Puritan ethic” in the United States—a mindset 
which sees self-care as selfish or undeserved (35)�

Additionally, common awareness-enhancing practices bring with them 
their own challenges� Practices that incorporate purposeful silence, like wait 
time, require both a willingness to rest in the discomfort of silence which, 
as a culture, we are “fearful of” (Belanoff 400) as well as a surrendering of 
control over what might be said or proposed by others if space is allowed� 
Administrators from historically marginalized groups also must negotiate 
the benefits of purposeful silence with various forms of cultural silencing—
what, with respect to women, O’Reilley calls “the Tillie Olsen silence, when 
you don’t have a voice, when you are discounted, marginalized, standing 
there ironing” (7)� Further, while observation and reflection are now stan-
dard pedagogical fare, encouraging attention to feelings still pushes the 
boundaries of academic appropriateness, particularly when enhanced by 
meditation and yoga, which, for many, call up additional and sometimes-
problematic religious associations as well as the notion of a “‘deep’ self, so 
often sought” by meditators but seemingly at odds with postmodern theory 
(Campbell 249)� JoAnn Campbell’s worries, as an untenured faculty mem-
ber, about bringing meditation from “the fringes of our discipline” and the 
margins of academia into her writing classroom in the early 1990s seem as 
relevant today as they did then�

Carefully framing activities and defining terminology are key to increas-
ing openness to mindfulness practice and its many benefits� Suhor offers 
a helpful way of approaching the use of purposeful silence, specifically, by 
acknowledging that “the systematic suppression of language” is never good 
and highlighting the importance of “a dynamic interaction  �  �  � between 
talk and silence” to teaching and learning (24)� Similarly, O’Reilley offers 
silence as the space within which we make potentially life-altering choices 
about how we will respond to students and colleagues:
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In academic culture most listening is critical listening� We tend to 
pay attention only long enough to develop a counterargument; we 
critique the student’s or the colleague’s ideas; we mentally grade and 
pigeonhole each other�  �  �  � Seldom is there a deep, openhearted, 
unjudging reception of the other� And so we all talk louder and more 
stridently and with a terrible desperation� By contrast, if someone 
truly listens to me, my spirit begins to expand� (19)

In terms of alleviating discomfort with unfamiliar activities like focused 
breathing, meditation, or yoga, recent mindfulness-oriented pedagogical 
literature can be most helpful� Composition and rhetoric colleagues who 
write about integrating mindfulness practices into their classrooms can now 
support empirical claims of the many benefits with mounting scientific evi-
dence (see, for example, Mathieu)� Also, since Moffett published his foun-
dational and oft-cited “Writing, Inner Speech, and Meditation” in 1982, 
much thought has been devoted to making such practices less threatening 
to both students and teachers alike� In terms of meditation, in particular, 
those who mentor WPAs can follow the lead of O’Reilley and Belanoff in 
demonstrating the ways in which practices typically associated with East-
ern religions, like Buddhism, are actually apparent in all religions� One of 
the most instructive aspects of O’Reilley’s Radical Presence, for instance, 
is the manner in which she makes her case for contemplative classroom 
practice by weaving together aspects of multiple spiritual traditions within 
Christianity (e�g�, Catholicism, Quakerism) as well as Judaism and Bud-
dhism� Against a similar spiritual backdrop, Belanoff uses the Oxford Eng-
lish Dictionary to trace an etymological path from reflect to meditate and 
then to contemplation (405–06), through the acts of studying or pondering 
(407), and then, from there, notes the similarities with metacognition, thus 
further broadening the scope of the practice, its associations, and potential 
for action (411)�

Our mindful teaching colleagues also offer methods for negotiating 
the privileging of mind over body in academia by embracing “both/and” 
thinking and redefining narrowly conceived terms� As Angela Woodward 
describes the contemplative pedagogy she uses with basic writers, it is “con-
cerned with ways of being, for both students and teacher” (78) and allows 
for integration of “clarity, logic, and reasons” with “insight, intuition, and 
awareness” (81, 80)� Along the same lines, Alexandra Peary and Erec Smith 
reconceive kairos in ways that require attention to both intellectual and 
physical experiences (Peary 31), to both “cognitive and spiritual faculties” 
(Smith 36), and a sense of self-actualization that enhances, rather than 
conflicts with, the “ability to understand and construct appropriate subject 
positions” for the benefit of effective argument (38)�
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Even when ready solutions to challenges posed by mindful teaching 
seem unavailable, the scholarship uniformly suggests that the potential 
personal and professional benefits are well worth negotiating possible obsta-
cles� Mindful teachers generally agree that awareness-building activities 
reduce anxiety, improve focus and creativity, enhance feelings of empathy, 
and increase (physical, intellectual, and emotional) stamina—not just for 
students but for themselves� As students become more comfortable with 
uncertainty and more aware of who they are and what they are doing in 
the present moment, so, too, do their teachers, who often gain new profes-
sional and personal insights� When transferred to an administrative con-
text, mindful practice promises similar results for WPAs and the people 
with whom they work� As Micciche found, for example, simply slowing 
down the administrative decision-making process engendered a range of 
“regenerative returns” (74), from new opportunities for productive collabo-
ration to reduced stress levels� Perhaps even more important, within the 
mandate-driven context of higher education, where it’s easy to feel our “pro-
fessional agency erode” (Scott and Welch 5), stopping to “be in the moment 
[and] puzzling through” challenges with enhanced awareness (Micciche 83) 
can expand a WPA’s sense of where and how she might effect change� As 
Wenger explains, mindfulness 

better positions WPAs � � � to be aware of the emotional and physical 
management of writing programs and people, to resist our construc-
tion as an exploitable presence and to carve out new possibilities for 
how we might become effective change agents within our programs 
and campuses� (122)

Far from just serving the WPA’s own interests, mindful practice is, at its 
base, a practice of considered compassion for both self and community—a 
purposeful attention to the part of oneself and others that when really lis-
tened to, without judgment, inspires bolder, braver, stronger (and less stress-
ful) personal and professional commitments (O’Reilley 20–21)�
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Plenary Address

Innovation through Intentional 
Administration: Or, How to Lead a Writing 
Program Without Losing Your Soul

Susan Miller-Cochran

Abstract

Writing program administrators work in a conflicted, liminal space. For 
example, they sometimes are asked to enforce language norming that they don’t 
support, and they often must facilitate labor practices that they also fight. In 
spite of the transformations they advocate for, the long histories and stubborn 
practices of writing programs reflect and enact privilege. WPAs often have little 
control over the fiscal decision-making that impacts the instructors and stu-
dents in their programs. Yet that conflicted space is also complex, for even as 
these issues likely sound familiar to many program directors, they manifest in 
vastly different ways in the broad range of institutional contexts and job titles 
that WPAs work in. Our rhetorical training, however, prepares us well for the 
spaces in which we work, especially when we continually allow clear, consistent 
principles and values to guide us. When we understand our institutional con-
texts and remain focused on our guiding principles and values, we can inten-
tionally, strategically move toward change. In this plenary address, I argue for 
the importance of knowing our guiding principles to shape decision-making in 
the conflicted spaces where we work, and I describe my approach of compassion-
ate administration.

I know this isn’t news to anyone, but writing program administrators work 
in a conflicted, liminal space� We’re (often, but not always) in multiple 
roles� In my case, I am both administrator and faculty� Some WPAs are 
both students and administrators, and others are both staff and adminis-
trators� Some of us wear more than two hats, and many of us work in more 
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than one unit� That means that we answer to multiple groups, and those 
groups often have conflicting goals� When I encounter these kinds of con-
flicts, sometimes they’re minor; at other times, they are so intense that I 
am left feeling angry, sad, guilty, and confused� I would like to illustrate a 
few examples of how those conflicts have manifested in my own adminis-
trative experience�

Conflict 1. Even though I’ve explained many times to people across cam-
pus that first-year writing is not an inoculation against what many faculty 
and administrators see as writing “error,” I have struggled for over twenty 
years now with an existential sort of crisis: trying to understand how to rec-
oncile that I spent six and a half years in graduate school studying, writing 
about, and celebrating the importance of language variation, yet I work in a 
system that often expects me to enforce language norming� As the director 
of a writing program, I am now the default figurehead of language norm-
ing on my campus, regardless of how nuanced I may try to make the goals 
of a writing course� 

Conflict 2. In one of my WPA positions, we had a potential budget reduc-
tion nearly every year� Even if it wasn’t certain that we would actually 
receive a budget reduction, the dean asked us to participate in the “exer-
cise” of coming up with possible scenarios to deal with different percent-
age decreases in our budgets� Since our writing program budget was 98% 
personnel, that meant that I was expected to do the unthinkable—go 
through a list of faculty and determine who would be let go if our fund-
ing was reduced by, say, 3%, 5%, or 7%� And nearly every year, I would 
avoid answering the question of what to cut by coming up with various 
alternative solutions for saving money without cutting faculty lines� Or, if 
I had no alternative ideas, I would argue for why we couldn’t cut anything� 
My blood pressure would rise and I would feel indignant as I responded� 
And as I wrote those emails and made those arguments, I felt the very per-
sonal conflict that one of the people who has consistently helped me think 
through the ethics of labor issues—my husband, Stacey—is also one of 
the faculty members off the tenure-track� Yet even though I struggled each 
year to find new, airtight ways to make untenured faculty positions stable, 
I couldn’t escape the fact that the unethical hierarchy of the university had 
put one person (me) in a position to make decisions that affected so many 
others� It was unconscionable that colleagues with decades of teaching 
experience and multiple degrees beside their names (in some cases the exact 
same degrees I had) were in such precarious positions while I enjoyed secu-
rity� The guilt and shame that accompanied those moments were intense�
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Conflict 3. As a WPA, one of my primary goals is to be as transparent, 
democratic, and inclusive as I possibly can be with the teachers in our writ-
ing program, even with some of the kinds of situations I’ve just mentioned� 
Yet there are times when I have to decide how much to share� It is these 
moments where I feel the internal conflict of being both a faculty member 
and an administrator most, and I have to decide where my alliances fall 
and where the lines are drawn between being wise, being compassionate, 
and being transparent� Most often, the crisis isn’t resolved, but I still have 
to figure out how to move forward�

While my observation that WPAs work in conflicted, liminal spaces is 
fairly obvious, it’s one of the primary lessons that I’ve learned as a WPA� 
Indeed, one of the first lessons I learned about being a WPA might have 
been when I read Laura Micciche’s (2002) article in College English, “More 
than a Feeling: Disappointment and WPA Work�” In that article, Mic-
ciche wrote that from the outside, “the WPA seems to occupy a powerful 
location� The truth, however, is that the WPA’s authority and power are 
challenged, belittled, and seriously compromised every step of the way” (p� 
434)� I’ve found that often those challenges to power and authority come 
from the conflicted spaces in which we work, and at least for me, I find I 
am challenging my own decision-making and positionality� The challenge 
is not just external—it is also internal� And sometimes those conflicts can 
hit very close to home—in my own experience, they can be personal, and 
they can be extraordinarily challenging as I weigh options with aspirations, 
reality with hope� I’ve just finished my 11th year of directing a writing pro-
gram (at two different institutions), and the implications of this lesson are 
always becoming at the same time clearer and also more complicated� It’s 
how to navigate (and perhaps not only survive but thrive in) this conflicted 
space that I want to talk about this evening�

I also want to acknowledge that I don’t claim to have all of the answers� 
The title of my talk, which seemed both amusing and an act of adminis-
trative desperation at the time that I wrote it, makes the grandiose claim 
that I am going to give definitive answers� But I am fully aware that my 
experiences are not identical to anyone else’s, and that we all live and work 
in unique institutional contexts� With that said, and with humility, I want 
to share some of what I have found that grounds me in the moments when 
those competing interests and demands seem more than I can handle� How 
do we innovate in the midst of conflict and move from where we are to 
something new and better?
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Intentionality

I find that much of the conflict we deal with comes from the fact that 
WPAs are in unique administrative positions� Our positionality is an inter-
section of interests and commitments, based on the liminal space in which 
we live� Yet we are also uniquely prepared for the administrative work that 
we do� As Doug Hesse (2005) pointed out, “No other administrative posi-
tion so commingles agency with disciplinary knowledge” (p� 503)� Osten-
sibly, we do our administrative work in programs where we can focus 
exclusively on the kinds of things that we studied as graduate students and 
that we research and write about as faculty� But it is also this personal and 
scholarly investment that we have in our administrative work that can make 
dealing with the conflicts so challenging� What we decide and how we solve 
problems can have implications on our scholarly work and our relationship 
to the work of our colleagues in the discipline� These are, at the same time, 
some of the reasons why the CWPA conference has always felt like a home 
to me; it’s the one place where I know other people understand the conflicts 
and challenges that I’m dealing with� It’s a safe space to vent, seek advice, 
and understand that you’re not alone� It’s also a space where I can think 
through how I want to respond to some of the bigger challenges I know I 
will be facing in the coming academic year�

This brings me to what I see as perhaps the most important word in 
my title: intentional� What does it mean to respond to administrative 
challenges with intentionality and to engage in what I am calling “inten-
tional administration”?

Let me start with an example of what I mean� In February 2017, I met 
virtually with Elizabeth Wardle’s WPA graduate seminar at Miami Univer-
sity of Ohio� In preparation for the conversation, Liz sent me some notes 
about what the class had been reading and what she hoped I would share 
with the students� Specifically, she asked me to share any guiding prin-
ciples that inform my decision-making as a WPA� Liz’s prompt was an 
important one, and it points to one of the most important things I believe 
a WPA needs to know: What are your guiding principles? This is the key 
to intentional administration and to navigating the conflicts that we inevi-
tably experience� To determine how to move forward, we have to know our 
guiding principles�

One of the ways that I encourage the students in my own WPA graduate 
seminars to identify their guiding principles is to start with a related ques-
tion: What is your metaphor for administrative work? One of my former 
colleagues at North Carolina State University, Casie Fedukovich, uses the 
metaphor question when she teaches pedagogy courses for graduate stu-
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dents (Fedukovich, 2013)� I learned by adapting her activity that starting 
with metaphors can help us dig beneath the surface to understand what our 
own guiding principles are�

Another powerful example of metaphors in composition comes from 
Jay Dolmage’s (2007) chapter “Mapping Composition: Inviting Disability 
in the Front Door�” In that chapter, Dolmage introduces the metaphors of 
steep steps, the retrofit, and universal design to help readers understand 
how composition excludes, how it can be redesigned, and how it can be 
more inclusively conceived from the beginning� Metaphors can help us 
understand concepts—and ourselves—on deeper levels�

So what is your metaphor for administrative work?

Compassionate Administration

My administrative metaphor shifts over time, but the one that I often come 
back to is a rocking chair� Some of you have heard the story of how I inher-
ited a rocking chair for my first WPA office from Michael Carter at NC 
State, and I used to joke that I would offer the rocking chair to people when 
they would come to my office to vent—about a grade, about a classmate, 
about a teacher, about a policy� Rocking chairs are soothing� But the rock-
ing chair really had meaning to me� Perhaps part of its meaning originated 
in the fact that it was given to me by one of the kindest, most generous col-
leagues I’ve ever worked with� The rocking chair reminded me that one of 
my biggest responsibilities as an administrator is to listen to others while 
they share with me their thoughts, ideas, and concerns� When I listen, I 
understand more� And as I listen, I might see possibilities for convergence 
that I hadn’t seen originally� I grow, change, and innovate by listening� And 
sometimes I need to just sit with the discomfort that I’m feeling and think 
through how to respond—quietly, and sometimes slowly—which can be a 
difficult thing for a generally impulsive extrovert like me to do� Rocking 
chairs are good for that, too� And that metaphor connects with one of my 
guiding principles as an administrator: to act with compassion� The only 
way I can act with compassion is if I am listening to and paying attention 
to a range of perspectives�

Ultimately, I believe it is important to know your guiding principles 
and to set strategic plans and make decisions accordingly� Our rhetorical 
training prepares us well for the conflicted spaces in which we work—we 
know how to pay attention to context, audience, and to focus on our pur-
pose� And that rhetorical training really pays off if we allow clear, consis-
tent principles to guide us� When you are in the midst of a moment where 
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competing interests make it difficult to figure out how to move forward, 
your guiding principles can point the way�

When we understand our context and remain focused on our guiding 
principles, we can intentionally, strategically, move toward change�

Saying that my guiding principle is compassion isn’t really sexy or dra-
matic� But then again, my favorite movie so far this year has been the 
documentary about Mr� Rogers (Neville, 2018)� I find that compassion 
provides a compelling way to move forward—to work toward equity and 
understanding� As a teacher, I have also been drawn recently to instruc-
tional approaches that showcase compassion, or what Carson and Johnston 
(2000), Jansen (2008), Patel (2016), and others call a “pedagogy of com-
passion�” Compassionate administration also aligns with how Linda Adler-
Kassner (2008) described the “activist WPA” as having 

a commitment to changing things for the better here and now 
through consensus-based, systematic, thoughtful processes that 
take into consideration the material contexts and concerns of all 
involved �  �  � and a constant commitment to ongoing, loud, some-
times messy dialogue (p� 33)�

Compassionate administration doesn’t mean always seeking easy consensus 
or avoiding conflict� The conflict and discomfort are sometimes essential 
to figure out how to move forward� And compassionate administration 
doesn’t mean being quiet or taking a back seat� Sometimes it means being 
the squeaky wheel and making people uncomfortable� It means listening, 
but it also means acting�

Acting on what is compassionate, fair, and equitable is part of how I 
address the subtitle of my talk� I invoke the soul, and I imply that doing 
administrative work can potentially put you at risk of losing yours� Talking 
about the soul is far more touchy-feely than I usually get in my own schol-
arly writing, but I’m learning that it is something that is incredibly impor-
tant for me to address� I have to align what I say I believe as a WPA with 
what I do as a WPA� When these are in conflict, I experience cognitive dis-
sonance, and I am uneasy� But when I can align them, I can move forward�

One Example of Intentionality

It might help if I provide an example of the kind of conflicted space I’m 
talking about� Our writing program is housed in a large department of 
English, and one of the conflicts that has circulated for a long time—and 
that is likely unsurprising to many of you—is what the content of the first-
year writing course should be and how to prepare graduate students to 
teach that course when rhet-comp is not their area of interest� I myself was 
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a graduate student who was assigned to teach first-year writing without ever 
having taken it, and I came to graduate school to study applied linguistics, 
not rhet-comp� I empathize with multiple sides in the conflict�

Yet as the director of the writing program, I have fairly well-formed 
(and what I believe are well-informed) ideas about what the content of the 
class should include, what the goals of the course should be, and how to 
prepare new teachers of writing� We have a large administrative team and 
faculty in the writing program with a wealth of experience in teaching and 
studying writing, and I’m following in the footsteps of a line of writing 
program administrators in the same program who have been active in the 
field of rhet-comp� Yet one of the first conflicts I dealt with on campus was 
the question of whether graduate students could teach literature in their 
classes (in other words, teaching what they had come to the University of 
Arizona to study) and why they had to read composition theory when this 
was not what they were interested in� Part of what puzzled me was that I 
had not banned literature from writing classes; rather, we had begun to 
move toward a much more open approach in the curriculum that focused 
on outcomes and allowed instructors to use a multitude of ways to reach 
those outcomes� Yet while I firmly believe that a range of different kinds of 
literature can be used to teach students principles of writing and meet the 
outcomes of our courses, I would have protested a class that had essentially 
turned into an introduction to literature�

The conflict came to a climax in the spring of 2017, when I and one of 
our associate directors were called to a meeting with the literature faculty in 
the department to discuss the writing program� At first I refused to attend 
the meeting, but I was convinced by my department head that it would be 
in the best interests of resolving the conflict if we were willing to respond 
to questions and explain our perspective�

When we arrived at the meeting, we found a standing-room only crowd 
of faculty and graduate students� We were given seats at a conference table 
in the middle of the room, surrounded on all sides in what felt—to me—
like an antagonistic space� The director of the program began the meet-
ing by saying that the literature and writing programs had long enjoyed a 
good relationship under the direction of the four former WPAs (whom he 
named), but for the past two years (which incidentally coincided with my 
arrival on campus) GTAs were reporting more distress in their work with 
the writing program and that faculty find their distress understandable 
and justifiable�

I was, to put it mildly, caught off guard�
We had just conducted a CWPA consultant-evaluator visit the semes-

ter before, and we had made a point of having a time when GTAs could 
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meet with the consultant-evaluators to share their perspectives� I had to work 
very hard not to be reactionary and defensive in that moment� Instead, after 
very briefly highlighting some of the things we had accomplished to support 
teachers in the program, I responded that the associate director and I would 
listen carefully and take notes�

Among other things, we were told at the meeting that:

• We should fire any faculty mentoring GTAs who seemed to 
be anti-literature�

• The writing program should be designing its curriculum to recruit stu-
dents into the major�

• The writing program needs to get back to basics, to include more of an 
emphasis on grammar and on literary texts�

• Graduate students shouldn’t have to take a rhet-comp theory course 
when their workload is already too high�

• The writing program requires too work much in the annual self-assess-
ment and review of GTAs�

• Any change in the writing program’s curriculum must be approved by 
the Department Council (which at the time had no mandatory rep-
resentation from the writing program, but did from the four gradu-
ate programs)�

• And ultimately, administrators in the writing program were anti-literature�

After an hour and a half of listening to complaints and being asked almost 
no questions, the meeting was dismissed� I felt as if we had just survived 
an ambush� I was angry following that meeting� Indignant� My emotional 
response was intense� But how was I going to respond?

I can’t say I was 100% consistent, but compassion compelled me to 
try—as best I could—to understand the perspectives of my colleagues and 
their students� Granted, the compassionate response wasn’t my first impulse, 
and my fellow administrators in the program can certainly attest to that� 
But when I tried to look at the issues through the lens of empathy, I could 
see that:

1� the numbers in the major were dwindling;

2� the faculty who were retiring in their program weren’t consistently 
being replaced;

3� the workload for GTAs was far too high; and

4� the department wasn’t offering literature courses for GTAs to teach 
(for a range of complicated reasons) and they desperately wanted 
some experience teaching what they were studying�
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To be fair, I was very clear with my department head and upper administra-
tion that the way the concerns were brought to me and the associate direc-
tor was inappropriate and unproductive� But ultimately, what could we do 
to respond to the actual issues?

Personally, I had to figure out how to resolve how I felt about what had 
happened and what I could learn from it� So in an effort to experience more 
alignment between what I believe and what I do—in essence, to be mindful 
and pay attention to my soul—I made a set of “Academic New Year’s Reso-
lutions as a WPA” at the beginning of the following school year (2017–18)� 
I wanted to set specific intentions for my administrative work� They were to:

1� Practice radical transparency�

2� Demonstrate strategic incompetence� You really can’t do more 
with less, and sometimes that needs to be visible�

3� Practice self-care�

4� Be proactive, not reactive�

5� Listen more than I speak because I’ve got a lot to learn�

During the following academic year, following that spring 2017 meeting, 
our administrative team tried to focus on what we saw as the causes of the 
problems instead of the symptoms (which seemed to be primarily the things 
being voiced at the meeting)� We worked on streamlining the GTA self-
evaluation process and reducing teacher workload (both for GTAs and our 
faculty)� We reduced GTA teaching loads during their first semester, and 
we reduced course caps across the board to 19� We also tried to communi-
cate more clearly the ways that disciplinary and scholarly interests could be 
incorporated into the curriculum, and we paid a small group of graduate 
students (with equal representation from each program in the department) 
over the summer of 2017 to develop curricular outlines using all of the 
textbooks on our lists that provided examples of how to meet the outcomes 
through a range of approaches� I conducted a workshop with those gradu-
ate students at the beginning of that effort to talk to them about construc-
tive alignment and reinforce that we wanted to provide them the space to 
innovate in the classroom� The undergraduate program director has also 
worked to find ways to provide teaching opportunities for GTAs outside of 
the writing program, so it has certainly been a team effort�

I wish I could report that we all lived happily ever after, but that is never 
reality� What I can say is that there have been no conflict-driven follow-up 
meetings about these issues, and the new graduate literature program direc-
tor has reached out to me with specific ideas about how she would like to 
work together in the coming year to help graduate students see the value of 
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the work they are doing in the writing program� In that last example, she is 
also extending compassion, and I honor that�

There have certainly been other conflicts that have come up over the 
past year, primarily dealing with issues of labor in the writing program 
and the rights of faculty off the tenure-track� In many ways, 2017 and the 
spring of 2018 were the most challenging, heart-wrenching semesters I’ve 
ever experienced professionally� Did identifying my intentions through 
those resolutions make the year easier? No� Did it matter that I set inten-
tions ahead of time? Absolutely� I am convinced that, as I had named in 
my resolutions, being intentional in administration means being proactive, 
rather than just reactive�

Innovation through Compassionate Administration

But what might (in my case) being an intentional, compassionate adminis-
trator look like on a day-to-day basis? If I pay attention to the research in 
our field and listen wholeheartedly to voices such as Sharon Crowley, Seth 
Kahn, Tony Scott, and others about the problematic and often unethical 
hiring practices in writing programs; to Asao Inoue, Collin L� Craig and 
Staci M� Perryman-Clark, and others about racism in writing programs, 
curricula, and CWPA itself; and to Melanie Yergeau, Jay Dolmage, Mar-
garet Price, and Amy Vidali about ableism in WPA work, then how do I 
respond in my day-to-day decision-making as a WPA?

In my experience, I have identified three broad approaches to adminis-
trative work that are grounded in compassion and that are intentional and 
proactive� I have found that they can help shift the atmosphere of a writing 
program to be intentionally inclusive and open, laying the groundwork for 
solving some of the big challenges we face�

First, I advocate letting instructors and students lead and guide as much 
as possible, facilitating their leadership and supporting their ideas� In a 
publication I co-authored with Maria Conti and Rachel LaMance (2017), 
we called such initiatives “grassroots efforts,” specifically in the context 
of developing an assessment plan� Most recently, we have tried to provide 
more autonomy to instructors in our curriculum at the University of Ari-
zona, and we have taken a hard look at the opportunities that we provide 
for instructors at different ranks (both faculty and graduate students) to 
participate in decision making� We have included an undergraduate stu-
dent on our writing program advisory and policy-making committee� These 
kinds of initiatives aren’t necessarily efficient; it’s much more expedient to 
just make decisions in a hierarchical manner, following the authoritative 
WPA model� But the payoff of a grassroots approach is incalculable� The 
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ideas circulating around the program are better because more perspectives 
are included, and instructors and students are naturally more invested in 
the work that they do when they know their voices and experience matter�

A second strategy that I rely on is related to the first, and that is fol-
lowing a model of collaborative, distributed administration� Many scholars 
have both advocated for and critiqued a range of collaborative administra-
tive models, perhaps most notably Jeanne Gunner (1994; 2002)� Eileen E� 
Schell (1998) also complicates the responsibilities and roles in a collabora-
tive administrative structure for untenured faculty and graduate students 
in her article about the “possibilities and pitfalls” of collaborative admin-
istrative structures� These critiques offer important guidelines for embark-
ing on collaborative administration, and I remain convinced that a truly 
collaborative model that distributes authority instead of merely flattening a 
hierarchy or rotating the “boss compositionist” (Sledd, 2000) can be a com-
passionate move� Similar to grassroots initiatives, collaborative administra-
tion incorporates a range of perspectives, histories, and experiences, leading 
to more informed decision making and leadership� And if we think about 
self-care, the collaborative structure also gives everyone the opportunity to 
take space to breathe and recharge, something that is impossible to do if 
you are always the one on call�

A final strategy that is essential to compassionate administration is hav-
ing clear boundaries� Compassion does not mean an absence of boundar-
ies; rather, it involves at least two kinds of clear boundaries: boundaries 
that preserve time and energy for the things that are important instead of 
always bowing to “the tyranny of the urgent” (a phrase I first heard from 
David Schwalm) and boundaries that maintain integrity by standing up to 
practices that are unreasonable and unethical� Sometimes it means setting 
protective boundaries necessary for the program itself, for the curriculum, 
for the teachers, or for the students� And at other times the boundaries need 
to be for the WPA, to self-preserve and continue on� Sometimes I have to 
verbally remind myself not to jump into an issue or initiative and not to 
take responsibility for problems, initiatives, or challenges that are not mine�

I am convinced that we can work toward innovative approaches that 
can transform our programmatic spaces� But compassionate administra-
tion also means that the conflict that I mentioned at the beginning of my 
talk doesn’t necessarily go away just by listening, or by being inclusive and 
collaborative, or by setting boundaries� Even though you may work toward 
equity, social justice, and well-being, being a compassionate administra-
tor also means that you will recognize—vividly and clearly—the moments 
when those values are not realized, especially when it seems there is noth-
ing you can do to change the circumstances� Those realizations are painful, 
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and they can be disheartening� I have found, though, that they can also 
be galvanizing�

Setting Your Administrative Intention

So perhaps my own answers to Dominic DelliCarpini's engaging confer-
ence theme are these:

• What if we tried leading not just with our heads, but also with 
our hearts?

• What if we were guided not just by our research but also by compassion?
• What if we could find ways to bring research and compassion togeth-

er to come up with answers to questions that we have not yet been 
able to answer in writing program administration?

• In other words, what if we engaged in compassionate administration?

Administering with compassion and intentionality is not simple, though� 
What does it mean, for example, to be a compassionate administrator in a 
context where so many faculty are treated as second-class citizens? Where 
students are subjected to deficit-based models of instruction, even when 
we teach with the best of intentions? When faculty and student well-being 
come second to an administrative bottom line, especially when those fac-
ulty and students are people of color; or have physical, mental, or neurologi-
cal differences; or speak varieties of English that have been marginalized; 
or are faculty who have not been offered the security of being on the tenure 
track? Although I certainly don’t have all of the answers to these questions, 
I am convinced that a focus on compassion can help us do better than we 
have been� And being a compassionate WPA also means recognizing that, 
while our power and authority may be compromised in the kinds of ways 
that I referenced from Micciche (2002) at the beginning of this talk, we 
also have a position of influence that compels us to speak out for equity, 
even when it is uncomfortable and painful�

This past week, I was taking a hike in the Colorado mountains with my 
husband, Stacey� I kept rewriting parts of this plenary in my head and talk-
ing through ideas with him to seek his feedback� During that hike, I came 
across a cluster of wildflowers in the middle of the trail somewhere above 
12,000 feet of elevation (see figure 1)�
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Figure 1� A cluster of Colorado wildflowers� (Courtesy of the author)

I was struck by them—by how they are at the same time vulnerable and 
fragile yet also tough survivors� People who are compassionate are some-
times mistaken for being weak or fragile, but the opposite is often true of 
them: they possess a quiet, enduring strength that comes from a clear sense 
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of who they are and what they value� Opening yourself up to compassion, 
and to compassionate administration, requires equal parts vulnerability and 
resilience� What I am calling for is at odds with a system of academic capi-
talism that does not generally reward selflessness and service�

Some of the most effective examples I have seen of academic leadership, 
though, have reinforced this guiding principle for me� I can’t help but won-
der what kind of a difference it could make if our programs, departments, 
universities, and professional organizations were consistently guided by 
compassion and by a concern for the well-being of others� In our current 
political climate, and given the current state of higher education, it seems 
downright revolutionary� How might compassionate administration help us 
think through solutions to some of the big, persistent challenges we face in 
writing programs? Continuing to work through this question has been my 
way to continue to do administrative work without losing my soul�

For me, intentional administration is compassionate administration� So, 
I invite you to set your intention as you think about and listen to innovative 
approaches at the conference over the next few days� What matters most to 
you? And what does intentional administration look like for you?
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Review

Languages and Literacies in Motion: Transnationalism 
and Mobility Matters in Writing Studies

Nancy Bou Ayash

Fraiberg, Steven, Xiqiao Wang, and Xiaoye You� Inventing the World Grant 
University: Chinese International Students’ Mobilities, Literacies, and Identi-
ties� Utah State UP, 2017� 279 pages�

Lorimer Leonard, Rebecca� Writing on the Move: Migrant Women and the 
Value of Literacy� Pittsburgh UP, 2018� 182 pages�

Writing teacher-scholars and WPAs have recently centered their atten-
tion on the nature and implications of a nascent trans turn (translingual-
ity, transliteracy, transmodality, transculturalism, and transnationalism, to 
name a few), which pushes the field into sustained, perpetual questioning 
and rethinking of the ontologies and epistemologies on which its definitions 
of and normalized assumptions about core constructs, such as language, lit-
eracy, modality, culture, and nation-state rest� At heart, this move in writ-
ing studies toward the various terms with the “trans” prefix signals a fun-
damental shift away from the commonly taken-for-granted stabilities and 
boundedness of these social categories and instead draws attention to their 
dynamic making and remaking as deeply entangled with ever-changing 
contexts, physical bodies, subjectivities, resources, and ecologies without 
losing sight of historical relations of domination and difference� As these 
emerging “trans” orientations continue to gain momentum and visibility 
in the field, there is an exigent need to come to terms with what Adey has 
referred to as the “relational politics” (82) of mobilities and immobilities, 
which takes into account the variability, contingency, and inconsistency of 
movement within and across categories of “nations and cultures, spaces and 
places, modes and semiotic resources, and autonomous named languages” 
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and academic literacies in them (Hawkins and Mori 1)� In its theme of 
“Mobility Work in Composition,” the 2016 Thomas R� Watson Conference 
on Rhetoric and Composition has brought the concept, theories, and prac-
tices of mobility—the defining feature of contemporary literate life—to the 
forefront of scholarly deliberations over potential consequences for teach-
ing, scholarship, service, and program administration� Anis Bawarshi, in a 
response essay to the conference theme and keynote papers, has urged us 
to approach mobility and the concrete labor it demands in writing studies 
as “not only boundary crossing but also boundary marking and boundary 
moving,” always organized, regulated, and brokered through global-local 
economies, histories, “affordances, politics, materialities, embodiments, 
tools, media, technologies, and affective factors” (2)�

Though explored in unique ways, from diverse standpoints and based on 
different research designs and methods, the complex negotiation, transgres-
sion and reinvention of (national, social, cultural, and language) borders 
and boundaries in light of macro- and micro-regimes of language and liter-
ate mobility is a common and consistent theme taken up and further devel-
oped by the two engaging transnational ethnographies I review here� Taken 
together, Inventing the World Grant University by Steven Fraiberg, Xiqiao 
Wang, and Xiaoye You and Writing on the Move by Rebecca Lorimer Leon-
ard successfully bring into life the material, social and historical situated-
ness of transnational writers’ language and literate resources and practices 
and the “profoundly relational and experiential” (Adey 83) nature of their 
mobility and immobility� While Fraiberg et al�’s study focuses on tracking 
and tracing the language and literate trajectories of Chinese international 
students as they shuttled back and forth between the US and mainland 
China, Leonard investigates the rich language and literate repertoires of 
twenty-five migrant women in the US Midwest and how the differential 
social and economic values attributed to them shape whether or not these 
move across real or imagined borders and boundaries�

Starting from the image on its cover with a multiplicity of language and 
semiotic resources as dynamic records of mobility and sociohistorical trajec-
tories tattooed on bodyscapes to the several case studies unpacked through-
out its pages, Fraiberg et al�’s book sets up a “transliteracy” approach to 
conceptualizing and studying language and literacy as mobile, deeply 
embodied, and performative� The opening chapter in this book does a 
very good job of foregrounding the combination of transliteracy, network, 
and mobility theories underpinning the structure and analyses across the 
individual chapters� Despite the continued use of the slippery, polysemous 
notion of multilingualism (and its variant “multilingual”), often inter-
changeably with the more heuristically powerful notion of translingualism, 
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Inventing the World Grant University will be of interest to WPAs at small 
and large, public and private universities across the country who are con-
stantly navigating the phenomenal influx of international students to their 
campuses, programs, and classrooms as a means at the upper administra-
tive level “to offset decreased national and state funding in an era of neo-
liberal reforms and privatization” (5)� In light of the internationalization of 
higher education, an overarching question regarding student (im)mobilities 
and literacy practices that drives the entire book and that the authors keep 
alluding to throughout the various chapters is one of what and/or “who is 
able to move, how they move, when they move, and to what effect” (4)�

In this multi-sited, mixed methods ethnography, chapters one through 
four are situated at Michigan State University (MSU), and chapters five, 
six, and seven transport readers to the local sociolinguistic landscapes at 
Sinoway International Education (SIE), a private study-abroad program in 
Guangzhou, China designed mainly for Chinese students at US universi-
ties� At educational landscapes where, as Fraiberg et al� put it, the linguisti-
cally and culturally diverse “minority becomes the majority” (40), the first 
chapter unpacks the tensions and contradictions inherent in discourses of 
and responses to diversity and internationalization at US university cam-
puses generally and MSU more specifically� According to Fraiberg et al�, 
while dominant institutional discourses and inventions of a world grant 
ideal at MSU seemed to nurture diversity and foregrounded a global out-
look, those clashed starkly with actual efforts at administrative and struc-
tural levels to “fully tame” (49) and quarantine Chinese international stu-
dents’ “underground literacy practices,” activities, identities, and mobilities� 
Despite various official policies and practices of containment, the unofficial 
language and literate mobilities of the Chinese-speaking students partici-
pating in this study are, as depicted by the authors, constantly and strate-
gically dis-inventing and reinventing the very economies of language and 
writing at the university designed to “regulate and contain” them in the first 
place (39)� Further attending to students’ active resistance to and transfor-
mation of wider institutional hierarchies and structures, subsequent chap-
ters unpack a set of interlocking guanxi networks of social relationships and 
activities within the Chinese student community through which multiple 
practices, ideas, meanings, texts, and knowledges get unevenly exchanged, 
taken up, and reconstituted at the world grant university in relation to 
time and space� We are specifically offered a detailed description of this 
complex constellation of literate transactions and movements within and 
across transnational social fields—largely overlooked by and “less visible 
to administrators and instructors” (55)—through the telling cases of two 
transnational entrepreneurs in the second chapter who nimbly mobilized a 
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wide array of sociocultural and material resources at their disposal and of 
an avid English major in chapter three whose in-school and out-of-school 
linguistic, disciplinary literacies and identities were deeply intertwined and 
complexly negotiated� Chapter four uniquely features how these unofficial 
networks and economies contingently shaped, both enabling and con-
straining, student mobilities and the development of their academic and 
disciplinary literacies and identities as they traversed digital and physical 
spaces of composing�

The second half of the book takes readers on a journey into the heart 
of the sociocultural, linguistic, and politico-economic landscapes at SIE 
summer school, which is uniquely positioned at the intersection of US and 
Chinese higher education culture and deeply entangled in struggles over 
its status, legitimacy and recognition in the globalized educational mar-
ket� A detailed analysis of the specific configurations of the administrative 
and curricular infrastructure at this US style business-oriented program is 
offered throughout chapter five� In chapter six, we get a glimpse of the chal-
lenges both SIE students and teachers faced in cultivating cosmopolitan 
dispositions and relationships amid ideological and social class differences 
while deliberately negotiating the defining principles of socialism sponsored 
by the Chinese government and those of Western capitalist regimes� Like 
much of the ethnographic perspectives from MSU, the complex interaction 
between students’ academic, classed, and national identities both inside and 
beyond the classroom at SIE remains a common thread that runs through-
out chapter seven with its primary focus on transmodal literacies in gaming 
and other online activities�

In their concluding chapter, Fraiberg et al� bring together the results 
of their ethnographic work across multiple transnational sites and social 
actors� With an eye toward the complex politics of negotiating official and 
unofficial “ways of thinking, doing, and being at the university” in the 
twenty-first century (238), their mobile literacies and languages approach 
emphasizes the need to be mindful of not only the exponential language 
and sociocultural differences in local educational landscapes, but, more 
importantly, to the unequal relations of power that are entangled with 
such differences and often render them invisible, hence inconsequential, 
to international students’ language and literacy education� For that matter, 
the key question for WPAs and writing teacher-scholars, according to Frai-
berg et al�, should no longer be “whether to change or not” (244) since the 
“complex flow of students, pedagogies, ideologies, policies, and practices” 
(239) at a local, regional, national, and international level, have made “such 
changes largely inevitable” (244) and much more urgent now than ever�
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Lorimer Leonard’s work similarly provides insights into the complexity, 
messiness, and contradiction inherent in transnational writing in light of 
shifting social, cultural, economic, (geo)political and institutional contexts� 
Her study contributes to our growing understanding of the varied perspec-
tives and lived experiences of female migrant writers constantly on the 
move and on the front lines of transnational and translocal processes and 
of what exactly becomes of the totality of the language and literate practices 
and resources they have accumulated over the course of a lifetime� Focus-
ing on the hows and whys of language and literate movement among her 
participants, Lorimer Leonard explores “the ways in which literacies move, 
the agents of that movement, and the fluctuating values that mediate it” (5)� 
Chapter one introduces the fieldwork methodologies informing this book 
and describes some of the unique potentialities and challenges of studying 
literate mobilities variously located in and mediated across time, place, and 
space� Rather than over-romanticize and subsequently fetishize the fluidic, 
free-flowing character of transnational language and literate work, Lorimer 
Leonard’s study is of great significance in that it makes more visible the 
complicated realities of meaning negotiation and construction as transna-
tional migrant writers navigate their ways through the simultaneity of fluid, 
fixed, and frictive mobilities (correspondingly addressed in chapters two, 
three, and four)�

Drawing on extensive ethnographic interviews, chapter two offers a 
fine-grained account of how migrant writers in her study moved fluidly 
and meaningfully when the socioeconomic values they covertly or overtly 
ascribed to their language and literate resources and practices closely 
aligned with the actual value of those in the global linguistic market� From 
Nimet’s back and forth translations across Azerbijian, Russian, and English 
with the assistance of dictionaries to ESL teacher Alicia’s messy reworking 
of Hebrew, Spanish, English, Arabic, basic French, and Portuguese, these 
are all important reminders of transnational writers’ fluid and dynamic 
movement within, between, and across the language and literate resources 
within their reach� However, coexisting side-by-side with such literate flu-
idities and successes, as Leonard so aptly reminds us, were contrastive pat-
terns and types of literate movement, i�e� “stalled movement” (67), that 
also deserve much of our attention� In this sense, the extended accounts 
in chapter three highlight transnational literate experiences of being “lost”, 
“stuck” (67), and “frozen” (84) as previously valued and respected language 
and literate repertoires — both socially and professionally— became deni-
grated and marginalized after migration to the US� In chapter four, Leon-
ard addresses a third and final feature of transnational literate movement, 
that of “friction”, which she describes, quoting anthropologist Anna Tsing, 
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as “the awkward, unequal, unstable, and creative qualities of interconnec-
tion across difference” (92)� More specifically, Lorimer Leonard explores 
the degree to which her participants experienced the uneasy dissonance of 
having to make sense of “the simultaneous mobilizing and fixing” (115) of 
their language and literate repertoires as they moved within and across the 
literate contexts of “work, community, school, and family” (93)� Attend-
ing to both the successes and struggles of the transnational female migrant 
writers in this study as they dynamically negotiate the fluctuating, often 
conflicting, valuation of literacy, chapter five concludes with some poten-
tial implications for designing and redesigning more responsive pedagogies 
and policies�

Ultimately, Fraiberg et al�’s and Lorimer Leonard’s contributions dem-
onstrate that there is a lot of work still to be done when it comes to under-
standing the politics of mobility in language and literacy learning and 
development among the increasing numbers of international and (im)
migrant writers in our institutions, programs, and classes and subsequently 
deciding on how to most effectively address the linguistic and “literate 
speed-ups and slow-downs” (Leonard 68) they will encounter along the way 
in their academic, professional, and civic lives� Destabilizing and rewriting 
our usual views and treatments of language(s) and literacy/ies as neutral, 
autonomous, and self-contained entities “ontologically distinct from mobil-
ity,” these rich transnational ethnographies prompt much needed and sus-
tained reflections on what it means to consistently reimagine and engage 
written English, including its study and teaching, “as of mobility � � � consti-
tuted by mobility and as a construct of mobility” (Stroud and Prinsloo xi), for 
whom, toward what effects, at what cost, and under what conditions� Such a 
mobility-oriented shift in language and literacy research and education will 
without doubt add considerable messiness and unpredictability to already 
over-worked WPAs, contingent writing faculty and graduate students who 
continue to staff writing courses� However, addressing the increasing com-
plexity of the role and labor of the transnational WPA in response to the 
changing realities of higher education both nationally and internationally, 
Martins has emphasized the significance of emic, locally-driven knowledge 
and awareness beginning with increased, sustained “interactions of students 
and faculty across normally conceived borders � � � between languages, cul-
tures, economies, and institutions” (15–16)� Following this line of thought, 
“thinking big” in relation to mobile languages and literacies while “acting 
small” through making local and gradual changes to policies and practices 
in writing programs and individual writing classrooms—changes which 
are within the scope of our own power and attentive to the affordances of 
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our local material realities—seems to be a viable and productive way to 
approach the challenging yet necessary mobility work ahead of us�
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Review Essay

Rewriting Labor in Composition

Meridith Reed

McClure, Randall, Dayna V� Goldstein, and Michael A� Pemberton, eds� 
Labored: The State(ment) and Future of Work in Composition� Parlor Press, 
2017� 344 pages�

Labor issues are integral to composition as a field� In many ways, the 
practice of teaching writing has been defined by the labor conditions in 
which the practice occurs� In her 1991 book, Textual Carnivals: The Poli-
tics of Composition, Susan Miller traces the ways in which composition’s 
origins as a female-dominated “service” discipline have shaped composi-
tion’s attempts to re-identify itself as masculine and scientific� The field 
has worked to move past the image of the “sad women in the basement” 
(Miller 121) to a new image of professionalized, tenured, research-focused 
scholars who are shaping a serious academic discipline� And yet, the gen-
eral trend in higher education towards more and more contingent faculty 
and composition’s ongoing need to staff many sections of writing courses 
means that exploited contingent laborers still permeate the field of com-
position� Randall McClure, Dayna V� Goldstein, and Michael A� Pem-
berton’s edited collection Labored: The State(ment) and Future of Work in 
Composition addresses these concerns directly and proposes ways to update 
our field’s professional statements to respond to current trends like adjunct 
online teaching, diverse institution types and student bodies, and fewer 
tenured and tenure-track lines� 

The chapters in this collection are all built around the 1989 Statement 
of Principles and Standards for the Postsecondary Teaching of Writing, which 
argued for improved labor conditions for college writing instructors, par-
ticularly contingent faculty and graduate instructors� The Statement was a 
response to the 1986 Wyoming Conference on English, where a graduate 
student stood and described the ways she and her first-year students were 
oppressed; then, she asked, “Why aren’t you all talking about this?” (8)� 
Her emotional question struck a chord, and soon attendees of the confer-
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ence had drafted the Wyoming Resolution, a statement advocating for fair 
pay and working conditions for contingent faculty, avenues for exploited 
instructors to share grievances, and censures for noncompliant institu-
tions� Three years later, CCCC developed their 1989 Statement of Principles 
and Standards for the Postsecondary Teaching of Writing, a statement which 
was immediately met with controversy� As Jeanne Gunner writes in her 
chapter, “Elegy for a Statement,” many “whose voices the Resolution rep-
resented” were angered by the Statement which they felt was “a revisionist 
document—already, in fact, a recension—that served the professional self-
interest of the academically privileged” (54)�

Although the Statement was updated in 2013, McClure, Goldstein, and 
Pemberton argue the update “deemphasizes labor issues and focuses instead 
on pedagogical best practices” (xix), thus moving away from the purpose of 
the original statement and the Wyoming Resolution which sparked it� The 
hope of their collection is to “open up this discussion” and “lead to improved 
working conditions for all writing teachers” (xix)� And, indeed, this collec-
tion is not timid about addressing the ongoing labor issues in composition, 
including working conditions for contingent faculty, the lack of recognition 
of writing center professionals (see chapter 3 “My War on the CCCC State-
ment” by Valerie Balester), and the challenges inherent in being a junior 
writing program administrator (see chapter 6 “The jWPA: Caught Between 
the Promises of Portland and Laramie” by Timothy R� Dougherty)�

The book is divided in three sections: the first recounts and reflects on 
the creation of the Statement, the second explores how the Statement mea-
sures up (or not) with current labor conditions in the field, and the third 
explicitly examines ways to revisit and revise the Statement now� The collec-
tion contains a variety of perspectives on composition’s complicated labor 
issues, creating a productive tension that is perhaps best exemplified in an 
early chapter by Chris Anson, entitled “I Stand Here Ironing�”1 He writes 
an imaginary dialogue formatted as an exchange between two competing 
voices as the speaker “stands here ironing�” Both voices are Anson’s in the 
sense that they draw on his personal knowledge and experience of the field, 
but the tormented and often sharp dialogue makes clear just how com-
plex the issues of labor are in composition and emphasizes the professional 
divide between tenured and non-tenure track faculty’s concerns, situations, 
and identities�

The competing voices of the collection are also apparent in two chapters 
that appear side-by-side in the section on current labor conditions in the 
field� In their chapter, “A State of Permanent Contingency: Writing Pro-
grams, Hiring Practices, and a Persistent Breach of Ethics,” Casie J� Fedu-
kovich, Susan Miller-Cochran, Brent Simoneaux, and Robin Snead argue 
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that the CCCC Writing Program Certificate of Excellence, by “awarding 
the status of ‘Program of Excellence’ to schools that still rely overwhelm-
ingly on underpaid, time-poor contingent labor,” ultimately “normalizes 
and promotes practices against which many in the discipline are stringently 
fighting” (139)� For Fedukovich et al�, the solution may be a “path to tenure 
for faculty with a focus on teaching” (143) and “a move away from a state 
of permanent contingency” (144)� In contrast, in “Contingency, Access, 
and the Material Conditions of Teaching and Learning in the Statement,” 
Holly Hassel and Joanne Baird Giordano believe that “the Statement is out 
of line with the practical realities of modern American writing instruction” 
(147–48)� They propose that the field recognize the reality that most gradu-
ates of MA and PhD programs in English who stay in academia will end up 
teaching writing courses in the two-year college system where contingency is 
the norm� Rather than emphasizing the unlikely and idealized standards of 
wide-spread tenure lines, Hassel and Giordano argue that the field’s organi-
zations should instead create standards that professionalize non-tenure-track 
and part-time positions and address the realities of the working conditions 
of most of the field’s writing instructors� They also note the importance of 
effective graduate pedagogy education and ongoing professional develop-
ment for writing instructors� Since most graduate students, whether their 
emphasis is in American literature, creative writing, film, or folklore, will 
end up teaching writing courses in their academic careers, Hassel and Gior-
dano encourage us to ask how well our field is preparing them for the work 
they will actually do� It is an important and underexplored question�

One of the most compelling pieces in the collection is the first chapter 
by Susan Wyche, the anonymous graduate student who stood at the Wyo-
ming Conference and shared her powerful tale of exploitation at her insti-
tution� In this chapter, Wyche recounts the difficult labor conditions that 
drove her to tearfully share her experiences in Wyoming, including low pay, 
a course overload without appropriate compensation, lack of resources and 
support, and unhelpful administration� After existing in the field’s con-
sciousness for so long as the “anonymous graduate student,” Wyche’s per-
spective and voice are a welcome addition to the conversation� She writes 
that working conditions “must be re-engaged as a mainstream issue for all 
campuses, and all disciplines” (12) and notes that it may be “time for the 
‘anonymous’ teachers of institutions today to speak out about the new reali-
ties of teaching and learning in postsecondary writing, in league with their 
fellow workers in other disciplines” (13)� Her call for composition teachers 
to speak out about the realities of their teaching environments is an impor-
tant one in a scholarly discipline whose published scholarship and adminis-
trative decision-making come primarily from tenure-line faculty�
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A key theme that emerges across the collection is the need for profes-
sional development for writing faculty, including adequate training in the 
teaching of writing for graduate students and ongoing engagement in the 
field’s research and conversations for experienced writing faculty� As Barry 
Maid and Barbara D’Angelo write in their chapter, “Recognizing Realities,” 
writing teacher “expertise must be dynamic” and involve a “continuous cycle 
of professional development” as well as “regular review” (197)� They propose 
an accreditation approach that articulates outcomes for working conditions 
that can be externally evaluated and assessed (206)� Alice S� Horning, in 
“A Focus on Reading as an Essential Component of the Next Statement,” 
argues that composition instructors are reading teachers as well as writing 
teachers, and, as such, even “graduate students, part-timers, and untenured 
faculty who teach writing need professional development equivalent to that 
provided for full-time faculty” (220), especially in teaching reading skills� 
In the afterword to the collection, Joseph Harris emphasizes that “sweeping 
calls for tenure are less realistic than nostalgic” and that writing programs 
must acknowledge that they “depend on the good work of teachers who will 
never be considered for tenure” (286)� This means fair wages, appropriate 
resources, and ongoing professional development for the instructors who 
provide the bulk of undergraduate writing instruction in the US�

Importantly, several authors also point to the changes in labor condi-
tions wrought by technological advancement� In her chapter, “Rethinking 
the ‘Legitimate’ Reasons for Hiring Adjunct Faculty,” Evelyn Beck points 
out that online courses have allowed online adjunct faculty to adopt a 
more entrepreneurial and independent spirit, having the freedom to choose 
when and where to work� The growing demand for online writing instruc-
tion also presents some of these faculty with the ability to negotiate some 
aspects of their working conditions� Beck acknowledges that there are still 
unresolved labor issues for online adjunct faculty (including institutional 
isolation) but suggests that revisions to the Statement should recognize 
that “some adjunct faculty view themselves as entrepreneurs and have fash-
ioned a flexible professional life worthy of respect” (183)� Beck’s argument 
is reinforced by another chapter in the collection: in “Going Digital” James 
P� Purdy notes that digital scholarship and digital pedagogy constitute 
an important subfield of composition, and yet online writing instruction 
itself is often marginalized and seen as “peripheral to the field�” He pro-
poses that a revised Statement account for “how digital technologies have 
changed and enhanced opportunities for widespread, instantaneous, and 
global written communication” (239), and that both students and instruc-
tors be adequately prepared and supported for learning and teaching in 
digital environments�
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One weakness of this collection is also a weakness of research through-
out our field: although some of the authors here come from the ranks of 
contingent faculty and graduate students, the majority of the essays are 
authored by tenured faculty� The Statement came to be because a gradu-
ate student shared publicly how she was being exploited by her institution; 
in the spirit of that original exigence, this collection would have benefit-
ted from more research, stories, and arguments by contingent faculty and 
graduate instructors� At the same time, Labored does acknowledge the 
difficulty inherent in marginalized faculty speaking out on labor condi-
tions� Susan Wyche emphasizes that her identification as an “anonymous 
graduate student” in the original discussions swirling around the Wyoming 
Resolution and the Statement was an attempt to protect her from facing 
negative consequences from her institution if she were identified by name� 
Fedukovich et al� also acknowledge the risk that contingent faculty may 
face by participating in “Explicit, public, detailed discussions of salaries 
and working conditions” and that “Anonymity is crucial in situations where 
employment can be terminated at-will” (140)� Besides this risk, there may 
be other reasons why more contingent voices are not present in the current 
volume, including the fact that contingent faculty often face lack of time 
and resources for research writing, carry heavy teaching loads, and have a 
sense of not being a professional in the field (see Penrose)� Whatever the rea-
son, the absence of their individual voices is felt as contingent faculty again 
become primarily a group that is written about rather than a strong voice 
in their own conversation�

Despite this flaw, the collection is a significant and needed contribution 
to the literature on labor issues in composition� Perhaps the greatest con-
tribution of this collection comes in the closing chapter and appendix by 
the editors, McClure, Goldstein, and Pemberton, who examine why a long 
history of conversations and statements in the field about labor conditions 
have not, by and large, resulted in improved working conditions for contin-
gent faculty� They propose that the problem lies in composition’s reliance on 
qualitative research and resistance to quantitative research, a problem that 
has been identified by many other scholars in the field (see Anson; Haswell; 
Howard)� This preference for the qualitative over the quantitative “has left 
the discipline vulnerable to legislative and administrative decisions that tend 
to be based largely on quantitative data” (McClure, Goldstein, and Pember-
ton 271)� Writing as a discipline must use the most persuasive means and 
data to enact the working conditions that we know lead to better outcomes 
for both instructors and students� McClure, Goldstein, and Pemberton 
demonstrate with exhaustive annotations to the Statement that much valu-
able quantitative data already exists: data that could help make arguments 
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in favor of improved working conditions� But they note that further quan-
titative work, especially work on the relationship between contingent labor 
working conditions and quality of instruction, remains to be done�

Another valuable contribution of this book is its clear call to action� In 
addition to the editors’ call for more quantitative data that can be used to 
argue for better working conditions, nearly every chapter makes specific 
recommendations for changes to the wording and content of the Statement 
(some even drafting sample paragraphs of what these revisions might look 
like)� At the end of an early chapter, one voice in Chris Anson’s dialogue 
asks another to “stop reflecting, back and forth with the iron, and do some-
thing!” This collection is a clear call to do something about the pressing labor 
issues that continue to haunt our work as researchers and teachers of writ-
ing� One hopes that this fine collection will result in the kind of changes 
to labor conditions for marginalized faculty that have so far largely eluded 
composition as a field�

Note

1� The title is a reference to the Tillie Olsen short story, “I Stand Here Iron-
ing,” about a mother grappling with her guilt over whether she could have been 
a better parent to her oldest daughter� The story ends on a hopeful note that the 
daughter will find her way despite the mistakes and regrets of her mother�
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Review

Viewing Directed Self-Placement 
Through a Multilingual, Multicultural, 
Transdisciplinary, and Ethical Lens

Marie Webb

Saenkhum, Tanita� Decisions, Agency, and Advising: Key Issues in The Place-
ment of Multilingual Writers� UP of Colorado / Utah State UP, 2016� Avail-
able in ebook, PDF, and paperback editions� 168 pages�

In 2001, the CCCC Statement on Second Language Writing and Writers was 
released; it was revised in 2009 and reaffirmed in 2014� The newest addi-
tions to the statement address the placement of multilingual students in 
first-year composition (FYC) with a specific section supporting directed 
self-placement (DSP)� Even with substantial calls in the past two decades 
to address the needs of multilingual writers, at many institutions little 
has changed with regard to placement of multilingual writers� Decisions, 
Agency, and Advising by Tanita Saenkhum addresses the 2009 CCCC posi-
tion statement and fills a void in empirical research by offering a microanal-
ysis of seven multilingual writers’ FYC placement experiences at Arizona 
State University (ASU)� Saenkhum focuses on students’ perspectives, which 
are often neglected in placement research�

The book is intended for first-year English (FYE) directors and writing 
across the curriculum (WAC) directors who are curious to learn more about 
modified DSP� Teachers of all disciplines who have little knowledge or 
training about the diverse backgrounds and identities of multilingual writ-
ers will also want to read Saenkhum’s piece� Many writing program admin-
istrators (WPAs) “find themselves in unfamiliar territory when it comes to 
assessment work,” and they may have even more unfamiliarity with anti-
racist and ethical placement agendas (167)� Extending Miller’s argument, 
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many WPAs and writing instructors do not have sufficient understanding 
of assessment and placement of multilingual writers� Decisions, Agency, and 
Advising explicitly addresses the 2009 Second Language Writing (SLW) 
statement’s call for instructors who are sensitive to the needs of multilingual 
writers� The statement reads:

Any writing course, including basic writing, first-year composition, 
advanced writing, and professional writing, as well as any writing-
intensive course that enrolls any second language writers should be 
taught by an instructor who is able to identify and is prepared to 
address the linguistic and cultural needs of second language writers�

Saenkhum extends the SLW Statement’s call for teacher preparation to 
not only writing instructors and WPAs, but also to placement advisors� 
Interviews demonstrated that most ASU placement advisors were not pre-
pared to address the rich linguistic and cultural backgrounds of multilin-
gual advisees�

Therefore, Decisions, Agency, and Advising is one of the most current 
resources for advisors, WPAs, and teachers who need additional training 
working with multilingual students� The book is also one of the first exten-
sive, qualitative documentations of DSP’s viability among multilingual 
writers� The 2009 SLW Position Statement states that writing programs 
need to provide resources for teachers who are working with second lan-
guage writers, and that teachers also need encouragement and incentives for 
additional training� Saenkhum’s book is a resource that teachers and WPAs 
can be excited about; there is no longer an expansive gap in research sur-
rounding the effectiveness of DSP among multilingual students�

Additionally, the 2009 SLW Statement recognizes the need for long-
term support via WAC and graduate student writing support� Although 
no graduate students were interviewed, multilingual students in the study 
reported wanting further writing support after FYC� Furthermore, a host 
of unique questions about writing support are raised concerning students 
entering or returning to the U�S� from other undergraduate and graduate 
level programs with English medium instruction� One student in the study 
graduated from an English medium high school in Dubai, Jasim� He is a 
proficient speaker of Arabic and English, and received an A+ in multilin-
gual composition� Struggling to maintain enthusiasm for the course, Jasim 
perceived his classmates as being unmotivated and the course as fairly easy 
(66)� He might have had more satisfaction in a non-multilingual writ-
ing course; he mentioned that he was considering a mainstream second-
semester FYE course� Yet, as Saenkhum noted in her interview with him, 
Jasim believed international students could take only the multilingual sec-
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tion of composition in their first semester (66)� Jasim’s case represents a 
nuanced perspective of the challenges that multilingual writers from Eng-
lish medium international high schools face in the United States�

Several important reviews of the literature on multilingual writers are 
highlighted in Chapter One� For readers who may be unfamiliar with ethi-
cal terminology for multilingual students, Saenkhum provides a detailed 
list of resources and reasons to support using the term multilingual to 
describe the diversity of her participants, who include United States citi-
zens, permanent United States residents, and international visa students�1

Chapter one frames the book around Saenkhum’s prior experiences as 
a graduate teaching assistant at ASU who knew very little about the place-
ment processes of her multilingual student writers� The study grew out of 
her teaching experiences as she discovered that her students also knew very 
little about why they were taking a particular writing course� Seeking to 
fix the problem of a lack of shared knowledge among multilingual students 
and teachers regarding writing placement, Saenkhum traveled back to ASU 
to conduct the study after receiving a tenure-track position at the Univer-
sity of Tennessee, Knoxville� Seven student placement experiences are pre-
sented via detailed portraits in which direct quotes are utilized� Saenkhum 
shifts between descriptive content and quotes with her analytical discussion 
because she wants the voices of multilingual writers in her study to pre-
vail (25)� Each portrait spans a period of time over one year and captures 
student’s experiences before, during and after placement� Not only does 
Saenkhum intertwine her critique and discussion with direct quotes from 
students, but she also provides a section at the end of each portrait outlin-
ing students’ recommendations for placement changes�

For readers who may be unfamiliar with placement methods involving 
student agency, Saenkhum consolidates placement processes into two cat-
egories in chapter one: methods that “interfere” with student agency such 
as standardized test scores, timed writing samples, and portfolios (unless 
students retake tests or have a placement choice offered to them) and meth-
ods that “are designed to maximize student agency” such as DSP and the 
Writers Profile (16)� Royer and Gilles’ founding philosophy of DSP is that 
students have the ability to take an active role in selecting FYC courses� 
Therefore, it is ethical to honor student’s autonomy, as they often know far 
more about their writing experiences and needs than administrators�

Student agency is realized when students act on their own terms and 
beliefs about their writing� A drastic departure from traditional placement 
requires a change in attitude among placement committees and requires 
students to think critically about their writing experiences and skills in 
relation to specific course offerings (61)� Saenkhum describes her theory 
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of agency in chapter two as “acts of agency” comprised of five conditions: 
entailing students’ negotiation of placement, choosing to accept or deny an 
original placement decision, self-assessment of proficiency upon choosing 
a writing course, questioning placement, and planning for placement (37)�

Chapter three presents detailed portraits of two students’ placement 
experiences with the ultimate argument that more detailed placement 
information better equips students to “exercise agency” (40)� One of the 
major findings in chapter three reveals that a type of modified directed self-
placement option that still incorporates the use of standardized test scores 
can be very promising for large universities� At the time of the study, ASU 
was using test scores to help guide students with placement options while 
highlighting a student’s freedom to make the final placement decision� Stu-
dents were able to take another placement test if they were not happy with 
their previous test scores, and the alternative was to be provided to students 
by advisors�

The modified DSP option at ASU seems to have worked successfully 
in Saenkhum’s accounts because of the combination of test scores and self-
assessment practices as compared to a recent online, pilot DSP project at 
large university in California� Ferris, Evans, and Kurzer report that multi-
lingual writers voices may play a role in placement, but that self-assessment 
alone is not enough for accurate placement into a complex sequence of four 
courses (1)� Several students interviewed in Saenkhum’s study believed they 
made successful placement decisions based upon not only their test scores, 
but also other information provided to them by the program, advisors, 
friends, and family� The major differences between both studies are the 
humanistic and nuanced reports from Saenkhum in addition to her consid-
eration of student’s long-term success rather than a comparison of students’ 
initial self-assessment questionnaires and test scores�

However, not all students felt so positively about the modified DSP 
system� In chapter four, Saenkhum presents portraits of two students who 
were less satisfied with their placement decisions, and therefore she argues 
that self-assessing as a crucial aspect of placement� One of the students in 
chapter four, Pascal, claimed that his advisor had told him that taking mul-
tilingual composition would help him avoid extra work (53)� Saenkhum 
highlights that Pascal and another student named Jonas both did not 
receive accurate information from placement advisors�

Regardless of their positive or negative placement experiences, stu-
dents reported a desire for additional placement information� During an 
interview, two students explained to Saenkhum that the university should 
have provided models of writing assignments� The students also wanted 
to see more details about activities and assignments in each course level� 
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Several students discussed in chapters three and four also noted that they 
were unaware that they had a choice in their placement decision, which 
Saenkhum explains was a major program failure as the program had 
intended for them to have a choice�

Chapter five provides evidence of students’ second-semester place-
ment decisions as being heavily influenced by other outside factors� Stu-
dents’ exercised agency by questioning various second-semester placement 
options, and by planning whether or not to postpone a multilingual sec-
ond-semester placement course� The key finding in chapter five is that stu-
dents had an “emerging condition” such as a change in major or decision to 
transfer to another institution that initiated what they deemed as a success-
ful negotiation of placement�

After discussing the nuances of students in her study, Saenkhum moves 
on to discuss her interviews with advisors in the program in chapter six� One 
of the major findings of the study is that students are heavily influenced by 
academic advisors’ recommendations and that academic advisors were the 
worst source of quality placement information (37)� If academic advisors 
were not clear that students had a placement choice, then students lacked 
agency� Saenkhum defines acts of agency as the ability for students to negoti-
ate placement, make an informed choice to accept or deny placement (being 
aware that they have a choice), self-assess in relation to a course, question 
placement, or plan for placement (37)� For example, Jasim reported that he 
wished his advisor had been clearer after finding out from Saenkhum dur-
ing an interview that he should have been given a choice in his course place-
ment� Not receiving accurate and informed placement information from 
advisors was an additional major finding that was confirmed with interviews 
from advisors� Some advisors focused more on discussing courses required 
for students’ majors rather than English placement� Saenkhum explains that 
while some advisors were generally concerned with students’ understanding 
of the English placement process and the many placement options available, 
most advisors needed more training on working with multilingual students; 
she discovered that advisors falsely viewed multilingual students as interna-
tional visa students via their accents or TOEFL scores, and such views may 
have led to less satisfactory advising (78–79)�

In chapters seven and eight, Saenkhum provides recommendations for 
writing teachers’ roles in placement as well as practical recommendations 
regarding the role of student agency in placement decisions� Saenkhum’s 
final recommendation is for writing instructors to have more training and 
involvement in student placement� Her recommendation aligns with the 
advice and experiences of students in the study� My only critique of the 
methodology is that future researchers may be wise to observe academic 
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advisors during their placement conversations with students and obtain 
e-mail or recorded phone conversations for further data analysis and valid-
ity� Saenkhum offers some short comparisons among advisors and teachers 
perspectives with student experiences in chapters six through eight, but she 
solely relies on reported information�

For researchers seeking to operationalize the variable of student agency, 
Saenkhum’s detailed description of her coding process in appendix C is rel-
evant to scholars in many fields� Saenkhum establishes her own credibility 
as well as the study’s reliability by providing examples of codes that were 
combined and collapsed� She also shared coding negotiations that took 
place with her trained coding partner� In addition, Saenkhum outlines the 
failures of her original coding process that ultimately led to well-justified 
coding changes for successful operationalization of student agency� Addi-
tional tools are the interview guides for students, writing teachers, and aca-
demic advisors provided in appendix B�

One of the most interesting recommendations Saenkhum makes is for 
required L2 writing courses� I feel her statement on teacher training seems 
like a hidden treasure in the book� She states that programs “in rhetoric 
and composition, applied linguistics, and TESOL, among others, should 
offer a course in teaching L2 writing and make it a requirement for gradu-
ate students” (62–63)� There will likely be substantial changes in program 
evaluation and placement in coming years as a result of the nuanced find-
ings presented in Saenkhum’s work, but changes can and should take place 
in the realm of writing teacher education�

Although it is not an explicitly stated intention of the book, there are 
also connections between Saenkhum’s focus on student agency that strike a 
very similar resemblance to discussions among current writing transfer the-
orists and researchers� One of the major tenants of DSP is to help foster and 
utilize students’ self-efficacy for long-term academic success� Similarly, one 
of the major influences of writing transfer success stories is a student’s self-
efficacy� Driscoll and Wells write about the important role of the individual 
for long-term writing success (9)� Wells found that students with a positive 
self-efficacy were able to write with persistence in various unfamiliar genres 
(165)� Some of the students interviewed in Saenkhum’s book show power-
ful examples of how promoting student self-efficacy starting directly during 
the placement process can lead to positive experiences with writing place-
ment� Perhaps future FYC researchers should pay critical attention to how 
DSP may impact writing transfer among their students�

As the field of second language writing (SLW) continues to grow, it is 
clear that writing teachers are more frequently engaged with transdisci-
plinary work� Paul Kei Matsuda characterized the field of SLW as being 
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transdisciplinary because the field “transcends various disciplinary and insti-
tutional structures addressing issues surrounding second language writing 
and writers” (448)� Decisions, Agency, and Advising is one recent example of 
a transdisciplinary study concerning the long-term effects of student writing 
placement� Writing teachers, FYC directors, writing program administra-
tors, and professors alike in a variety of educational contexts and disciplines 
will benefit from having read this well-crafted, empirically informed book�

Note

1� I use the term multilingual because it most accurately represents the 
diversity and fluidity of identities among multicultural, multilingual, and multidi-
alectal students�
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Writers show their strengths and struggles long before the final draft. Their 

engagement in feedback and reflection indicates if they are on track to revise 

well. Instructors who tune in early can intervene sooner and more effectively.  

Eli Review is a peer learning app for revision and feedback that helps 

instructors coach students’ engagement in write-review-revise cycles. 

Because Eli’s focus is on formative feedback, the system offers student 

engagement data relevant to:

Do you want to quickly identify which students need help?
How early in a term would you like to know that?

elireview.com
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UNR Graduate Programs in Rhetoric, Writing, 
and Public Engagement

MA in English: Emphasis in Rhetoric and Writing Studies
Explores scholarly and professional contexts for writing

MA in English: Emphasis in Public Engagement
Bridges activism and rhetorical education

PhD in English: Emphasis in Rhetoric & Composition
Features graduate faculty specializing in rhetorics of disability, political economy, 
science policy, complex systems, higher education, student agency, and publics and 
prisons

Visit www.unr.edu/english/graduates/ for more information.
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w r d . d e p a u l . e d u

Graduate Certificate in TESOL

Combined BA/MA in 
Writing, Rhetoric, & Discourse 

Master of Arts Degree in 

Writing, Rhetoric, & Discourse
with concentrations in 
Professional & digital Writing

Teaching Writing & Language

Chicago, IL

D e p a r t m e n t  o f

W r i t i n g ,  R h e t o r i c ,  
&  D i s c o u r s e

Graduate Faculty

Julie Bokser
Antonio Ceraso
Lisa Dush
Timothy Elliott
Jason Kalin
JJason Schneider
Peter Vandenberg
Erin Workman
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Our X-Series for Professional Development offers peer-reviewed scholarly 
articles regarding the most pressing issues facing Composition faculty. 

Writing in Transit focuses on transfer-based learning and includes cross-disciplinary, 
scholarly readings. 

Writing Moves constitutes a sustained inquiry into what it means to become a writer 
who is rhetorically aware and who can deploy a variety of strategies to compose 
effectively in print and digital contexts. 

Our best-selling Praxis offers the principles of historical rhetoric and the writing 
process while maintaining maximum flexibility for instructors.

Active Voices seeks to provide student agency through insights into the structure 
and language of academia. AV’s primary goal is to support the efficacy of writing 
instruction and help students move from passive recipients of instruction to active 
voices in their own educational careers.  

Fountainhead Press is a unique, independent publisher concerned with producing 
innovative, low-cost textbooks and custom products. Our mission focuses on working 
with universities to create ideal, program-specific texts. Importantly, we prioritize 
sustainable printing practices, using only FSC certified printers and printing on 30% 
post-consumer waste, recycled paper.

Fountainhead Press content represents the most 
recent conversations in teaching Composition.

www.fountainheadpress.com

Four popular titles in our 12 title series
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B
w. w. norton & company  
independent and employee-owned • wwnorton.com

The Norton Field 
Guide to Writing 
fifth edition
richard bullock,  
maureen daly goggin,  
francine weinberg

The best-selling, most 
flexible rhetoric that lets 
you teach the way you 
want to teach. With new 

readings, advice for identifying false news, and 
help for writing across disciplines. Available 
with a handbook, additional readings, or both. 
Package InQuizitive for Writers with any 
version at no additional charge.

DIGITAL.WWNORTON.COM/FIELDGUIDE5 

E EBOOK AVAILABLE

HIJK  
for writers

An adaptive and game-like tool that helps 
students learn to edit what they write. 
Assign as homework, use for group work, 
or inserts links to InQuizitive in students’ 
papers for “just in time” help with the errors 
they’re making. NEW for Fall 2019: Activities 
to help students work with sources

INQUIZITIVE.WWNORTON.COM

“They Say/I Say”:  
The Moves  
That Matter in 
Academic Writing
fourth edition

gerald graff,  
cathy birkenstein

“They Say/I Say” shows 
students how to engage 

with the ideas of others—in sciences, social 
sciences, and literature. With new guidelines 
for Disagreeing Respectfully and Entering 
Online Conversations. Just $22 net or $5 when 
bundled with most other texts.

DIGITAL.WWNORTON.COM/THEYSAY4 

E EBOOK AVAILABLE

The Little Seagull 
Handbook
third edition
richard bullock, 
michal brody, 
francine weinberg

The pocket-sized 
handbook that does the 
work of a full-sized one. 

Covers the kinds of writing college students 
need to do in an easy-to-use format. Only $10 
when packaged with any other Norton book. 
$15 digital, with 4 years of access.

DIGITAL.WWNORTON.COM/LITTLESEAGULL3 

E EBOOK AVAILABLE

the norton 
writer’s 
prize
Nominate your 
students’ best writing 
for a chance to win 
an award of $1,500 
(first place) or $1,000 

(second place). Deadline for submission is 
June 15, 2019. 

WWNORTON.COM/NORTONWRITERSPRIZE

COMING 
JANUARY 

2019

Everyone’s  
an Author
second edition,  
mla update
andrea lunsford, 
michal brody, lisa ede, 
beverly moss, 
carole clark papper, 
keith walters

The rhetoric that shows students that the 
rhetorical skills they already use in social media 
and in other contexts are the same ones they’ll 
need to succeed in college. Available in a version 
with additional readings and with a companion 
Tumblr site that is updated monthly.

DIGITAL.WWNORTON.COM/EVERYONE2

E EBOOK AVAILABLE
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New, in Living Color!
Type Matters: The Rhetoricity of Letterforms ed. Christopher Scott 
Wyatt and Dànielle Nicole DeVoss (BEST DESIGN AWARD-Ingram)

Rhetoric and Experience Architecture ed. Liza Potts & 
Michael J. Salvo

Suasive Iterations: Rhetoric, Writing, and Physical Computing
David M. Rieder

New Releases
Networked Humanities: Within and Without the University edited 
by Brian McNely and Jeff Rice

The Internet as a Game by Jill Anne Morris

Identity and Collaboration in World of Warcraft by Phillip Michael 
Alexander

Best of the Journals in Rhetoric and Composition 2017

Rhetorics Change / Rhetoric’s Change edited by Jenny Rice, Chelsea 
Graham, & Eric Detweiler (Rhetoric Society of America

Congratulations, Award Winners!
Strategies for Writing Center Research by Jackie Grutsch McKinnie. 
Best Book Award, International Writing Centers Association (2017)

Antiracist Writing Assessment Ecologies: Teaching and Assessing 
Writing for a Socially Just Future by Asao Inoue, Best Book 
Award, CCCC, Best Book, Council of Writing Program 
Administrators (2017)

The WPA Outcomes Statement—A Decade Later edited by 
Nicholas N. Behm, Gregory R. Glau, Deborah H. Holdstein, Duane 
Roen, & Edward M. White, Best Book Award, Council of Writing 
Program Adminstrators (2015)

www.parlorpress.com
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Kurt Cobain, Writing Program Administrator

Looking through Narrow Windows: Problem-
Setting and Problem-Solving Strategies of Novice 
Teachers

Reclaiming Writing Placement

“Give All Thoughts a Chance”: Writing about 
Writing and the ACRL Framework for 
Information Literacy

Mentoring WPAs for the Long Term: The Promise 
of Mindfulness

Plenary Address
Innovation through Intentional Administration: Or, 
How to Lead a Writing Program Without Losing 
Your Soul
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