






because we had always been taught that freshman English was a burden
and not something we should get terribly excited about. ... But you could
tell some people were just inventing themselves, reinventing themselves,
inventing a discipline. So it was sort of exciting.... But by the early BOs it
had gotten too complicated. You couldn't do both [literature and compo
sition].

In spite of his interest in composition studies, he chose literahtre, the area his
doctorate degree had prepared him to teach.

The increased emphasis on specialization and research meant that even
some faculty in rhetoric and composition did not feel qualified to teach first-year
composition. A member of the rhetoric and professional communication area
who has specialized in professional communication theory admitted, "I don't
really know how to teach it [composition] any more.1J Another full professor in
literature summed up the irony that became part of the professionalization of
composition studies:

It was crucial for the life of the department that we be able to say that just
not anybody can teach freshman writing because there is a body of theory
and knowledge here that is enabling, and that is part and parcel of the
tendency toward increased professionalization of the department. And
we tum right around and dump most of the teaching of freshman writing
on the least professional group [teaching assistants] we could imagine.

Why Upper Administration Is Mandating Tenure-Track
Faculty's -Return to the First-Year Composition Classroom

For political and disciplinary reasons, tenure-track faculty at Iowa State
left composition in the hands of teaching assistants and temporary instructors.
Now at Iowa State new factors have prompted a reconsideration of first-year
composition. This reconsideration began approximately five years ago when
administration at the dean and provost level began asking tenure-track faculty
across the university to teach "frontier courses"--courses that first-year students
take or that introduce undergraduates to a specific discipline. Reasons that are
both economic and political have prompted administrators' attention to who
teaches these frontier courses.

Tuition is an economic incentive. From 1986 to 1995, the annual number
of incoming undergraduate students at Iowa State dropped by approximately
2,300. In terms of current tuition rates, that decline equals a loss of nearly 2.7
million dollars in tuition per semester. Administrators speculate that one reason
for this loss of revenue is that the public is disenchanted with universities where
the research mission is perceived to dominate at the expense of educating
undergraduates. Certainly, private colleges in Iowa are using as a selling point
the attention students will receive from tenured faculty. This claim is not lost on
students and parents, nor has it been overlooked by the state's Board of Regents.
The recent Kellogg Commission on the Future of State and Land-Grant Universi-
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ties, a group of twenty-five university presidents including Iowa State's Martin
Jischke, highlights the problem of the public's view of universities: 1/A skeptical
public appears convinced that students are ignored, that research is more
important than teaching, and that we have built a research-driven faculty that
knows more and more about less and less." Iowa State is particularly vulnerable
to criticism that it has abandoned its undergraduate mission because recent years
have been dedicated to obtaining Research I status, which was granted by the
Carnegie Foundation in 1994.

Dean Elizabeth Hoffman justified. the new emphasis on having tenure
track faculty teach frontier courses: "Freshmen [will] get better connected with
the university if they take courses from regular faculty as soon as possible ...
This is not to put down TAs ... but the fact is students and their parents don't
view them in the same light as they view the tenure-track faculty." The Dean
argued that "when word got out that this was the way university faculty felt
about teaching [that it "didn't countJl

], people got really angry and they went to
their state legislatures, and they went to their boards of regents, and they said
this is not acceptable." Provost John Kozak concurred: UIn the private institutions
these students are exposed to the best, the brightest of the faculty. You are really
placing our kids at Iowa State at a competitive disadvantage.... I think that we
do not market as well as we should."

Because composition is one of only two university-wide required courses
(the other is a one credit course in library science), it is an obvious place for the
university to make a statement about commitment to undergraduate education.
However, some faculty are highly resistant to the efforts of the Provost and other
top administrators to "market" first-year composition specifically or higher
education in general. Dale Ross, for example, stated, "The notion of the student
as a consumer is crazy. When consumers buy a car, they have a notion of what
kind of car they want. But when a student comes to college, she's not in a
position to say what a baccalaureate degree should be. We now find ourselves
catering to what students want, rather than teaching them." Thus, the struggle
over first-year composition is part of a larger struggle over the very nature of the
university: Is the university a corporation following capitalistic practices, a
humanistic enterprise practicing the principles of progressivism, a combination
of the two, or something else?

Fiscal responsibility and an accompanying utilitarian emphasis, charac
teristics of the corporate model of higher education, have also influenced the new
attention to undergraduate teaching. Retiring department chair Dale Ross
confirmed "a greater demand for accountability through legislative mandates of
one sort or another,JI while Provost Kozak acknowledged that university
administrators must make decisions based on interaction with a "wide constitu
ency... tak[ing] the temperature of regents, legislators, and parents." The
political climate surrounding universities' relationships to the public and
legislatures has, according to Steve Richardson, Director of the Center for
Teaching Excellence, a "dark side" because "when people call for accountability,
it means they don't think we're doing a good job."
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One reason the public may think we are not doing a good job has been
recently articulated by J. Hillis Miller. The political climate has shifted as the
West has moved away from the cold war mentality to utilitarian and capitalistic
concerns. In this new climate, corporate officers who are increasingly involved in
the ftmding of universities "as well as university bureaucrats who govern for
them may have a predisposition to think that the humanities are primarily of use
to teach 'communication skills'" (12). Only those English departments that can
prove "indispensable utility" are "likely to flourish in the new conditions" (13).
Although Miller is more interested in finding ways to prove the utility of Beowulf
and Toni Morrison, a new attention to first-year composition is an obvious way
to demonstrate utility.

Dean Hoffman argues that the new direction administrators are taking is
an ethical one because it is in the best interests of our students. She talked at
length about her own commitment to teaching in the field of economics and her
push to have full professors, including herself, teach frontier courses in the
Department of Economics. She stated, "It's important to establish the ethic that a
faculty member has responsibility to teaching at alllevels. JI An associate profes
sor in the English Department voiced her support for upper administration's
actions: I/[Some faculty woulq] like to think that they [upper administration] had
some nefarious, darker motive.... Could it be that possibly they think this is a
good idea? That teaching is important? .. Maybe I'm being duped, but maybe
they could have good. motives for it." Other faculty in the English Department
are more skeptical, referring to the new initiative as "purely political" or "just
some sort of publicity sttmt. 1J

Why the Department of English Is Cooperating

Although for several years the Department of English has resisted upper
administration's plan to return tenure-track faculty to first-year composition,
change is at long last occurring. In a time of declining enrollment and decreasing
budgets, there are economic pressures that Tom Kent believes the chair of the
English Department can no longer ignore: "There are realities to running a
department; you've only got so much money.... I think that by appearing to be
and trying to be cooperative ... it opens up gates instead of closes them." Kent's
observation seems to confirm Zack Bowen's point in ADE: "though common
place and mundane, the budget is as fundamental to the psyches of department
administration as the mirror image to Lacanians, or dialogics to the Bakhtinians"
(11).

Dean Hoffman suggested the consequences to the English Department if
compliance was not forthcoming: ''Frankly, by refusing to teach freshman
English the department was putting itself in severe political jeopardy in the long
term" (emphasis hers). Departmental resources that upper administration conh"o}
include travel allowances, new hires, and salary increases. Although Kent
acknowledged the political situation between the department and the university,
he objected to seeing departmental cooperation as a kind of surrender. To the
contrary, he asserted that "we fall too easily I've discovered into this kind of
binary thinking-that's us and them, that's administration and the department,
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and somehow how there aren't mutual goals."

Faculty in the English Department are more willing to pursue these
mutual goals in a time of economic difficulties. The lower enrollment at Iowa
State has affected the English Department, resulting in the cancellation of courses
for undergraduate majors and graduate students. Faculty members cannot easily
resist teaching first-year composition when their courses do not make enroll
ment.

Disciplinary shifts within English studies also seem to have played a role
in moving tenure-track faculty from all areas of the department back into the
first-year composition classroom. Kent, himself a member of the Rhetoric and
Professional Communication area, does not define first-year composition as the
exclusive turf of rhetoric specialists: nMaybe ... we take it to be an academic
writing course, an introduction to academic writing. Some other universities
don't take it that way. They take it as an introduction to critical thinking, or they
take it in some cases as an introduction to cultural studies, or ... an introduction
to literary studies. So that first-year writing courses can be made into lots of
things, I think legitimately so."

Kent also observed that he can accept the inclusion of all English faculty
in the first-year composition classroom because he can separate research from
teaching: "I would make a distinction, perhaps, between teaching and conduct
ing scholarship in writing.... I don't think necessarily that you have to be a
composition scholar in order to be a good undergraduate teacher of writing.... I
know I could teach courses in nineteenth-eentury American literature ...
although I'm not a scholar in nineteenth-century American literature."

In the 19605 and 1970s, when composition and rhetoric studies seemed
defined e.xclusively by pedagogy, there was an important need. to stake out the
first-year composition classroom as belonging to composition experts. Kent's
comments on the difference between teaching and doing research suggest that
need may no longer exist. Today the vitality of research in rhetoric (e.g.,
dialogism, narrative studies, hermeneutics) extends far beyond the composition
classroom. In fact, Kent stated that he thought the proposal to have faculty from
all areas teach composition could help end the turf wars in the English depart
ment because it would help "the distinctions between discourse production
[composition] and discourse reception [literature] close." Kent's argument has
carried weight in departmental debates about first-year composition because of
his rhetoric expertise. As editor of Journal ofAdvanced Composition and author of
Paralogic Rhetoric, which won a NCTE award for best book, Kent can not be
dismissed as an administrator who does not understand the disciplinary issues
involved.

Other members of the English Department share Kent's inclusive view of
rhetoric. One TA working on a master's in literature identified rhetoric as the
core of all of English studies: "Rhetoric is the taproot all the rest springs from.
That's the core of how we make language and literature....The main point
ought to be ... to give our students the tools they'll need to communicate, the
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most important of which is rhetoric." Similarly, an associate professor specializ
ing in writing-across-the-curriculum identified "rhetorical issuesl/ as the main
emphasis of composition, an emphasis that faculty in each area of English studies
can contribute to: "One of the great virtues of bringing people together and
having them see what the others are teaching and what the students are writing
and reading [is that it ] will help to sort of demystify the [act of] writing ...
potentially./I

Potential Risks in Cooperating-Or Not Cooperating

At the same time that there are advantages to bringing tenure-track
faculty back into the first-year composition classroom, there are also political
risks. Tenure-track faculty's escape from first-year composition two decades ago
was seen as symbolic of the professionalization of English studies. Thus, to focus
on first-year composition may be to redefine English as a "service department," a
designation identified by many as low status. An associate professor in literature
commented, iiI feel like the attempt to re-emphasize it [teaching first-year
composition] is an attempt to return us to a service department...." Sharon
Crowley makes a similar point in her essay, "Composition's Ethic of Service,"
where she argues that a program whose mission is to provide ucontinued
surveillance" for "the unentitled" (229) will not garner status within the acad
emy.

Faculty also commented on the risk individual faculty might take because
teaching first ...year composition would divert them from other enterprises
research and graduate teaching-that are more likely rewarded in the academy.
An associate professor of rhetoric and professional communication commented,
"There has to be some professional reward-some intellectual and human
reward--for doing this." An adjunct instructor noted, "Classroom teaching,
particularly undergraduate, in-the... trenches kind of work, hasn't been seen as all
that important."

Dean Hoffman refuses to accept these arguments. She asserted that being
a service department is not necessarily negative. In fact, because in a university
of science and technology like Iowa State, the College of Liberal Arts and
Sciences is often called to playa service role, she believes U service" has a positive
designation: "Let's look at the great departments of this college. Chemistry is a
service department. More than ninety percent of chemistry student credit hours
are service courses ... service to [the College of] Engineering, to the biological
sciences, to the College of Agriculture ... and they have full professors teaching
all of those courses.... [The Department of] Statistics too ... almost all of their
student credit hours are service." Dean Hoffman further argued that being
designated a service department has granted the English Department advantages
rather than disadvantages: "The reason you have sixty-two tenure-track faculty
members is because you're a service department. IT you weren't a service
department, you'd have ten faculty members, let me guarantee it."
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An associate professor who has held administrative positions shared this
reasoning: "I don't know how that [offering service courses] hurts English
studies, per se. For example, in our department it only helps them because if we
didn't have the composition program, we wouldn't have TAs. If we didn't have
TAs, we wouldn't have a graduate program.... It would be a much smaller}'
downsized operation."

Indeed, in a time when decisions about the academy are driven by data
and dollars, the service designation, although traditionally troublesome, may
become increasingly beneficial. Ross observed, IJH numbers are going to drive
[the academy], then departments with more numbers are going to do better than
those with lower numbers-in terms of enrollment and dollars generated and
credit hours and research grants." The "ethic of service" that Crowley laments
rn_ay be transformed into the IJeconomics of service."

Kent said he understands the historical reasons Jlservice" has been
problematic to composition specialists and described the IJpolitical position of
writing programs" as being IJrelegated to the basement." He insisted, however,
that service should not require a loss of disciplinary status: "We [the Department
of English] are professionals, we are the experts, I think, about composition and
writing. We should be calling the shots." Still, he accepts the role service courses
offer in the university. lII'm not adverse to the idea that somehow the English
Department should be 'serving' the rest of the university. I see it as an ethical
task ... to help in the liberal education of students./I

Dean Hoffman admitted that universities have traditionally undervalued
teaching, particularly at the undergraduate level, but she believes that has
changed. She suggested, IIParticipating in the teaching of freshman English
should be viewed as a positive part of your [tenure-track faculty's] teaching
portfolio.... As we recruit new faculty, as we go through the promotion and
tenure process, we ought to be looking to the long-term goal that every faculty
member can and does participate in the teaching of freshmen." Although
research is still necessary, Dean Hoffman has encouraged and supported cases
for tenure and promotion to full professor where the primary criterion is
excellence in teaching.

The quality of instruction to students in first-year composition is another
potential risk. One associate professor in rhetoric and professional communica
tion observed: "I view this program [Le., the plan to have faculty from all areas
teach first-year composition] as simply a departmental administrative response
to an uninformed demand by central administration. We're kidding ourselves if
we think otherwise, since the program itself is based on a cynical if not degrad
ing perception of what the teaching of writing is all about." TAs are also skepti
cal that tenured faculty will address upper administration's concerns about
retention, recruitment, or better service to our undergraduates. One TA won
dered about the value of having first-year students taught by "unwilling or
uninvolved or bored or smug tenure-track faculty." Another said, "I don't think
tenure-track people teaching comp will necessarily increase retention.... Maybe
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they're better teachers and maybe not. l1 A third TA agreed: lilt blows my mind to
hear people talking about the importance of getting tenured faculty back into the
composition classroom because I start thinking, what if they don't want to be
there? What parents would want their children taught that way?l1

Other members of the English Department, however, are more sanguine
about faculty from all areas teaching first-year composition. An associate
professor in creative writing noted, lilt's not brain surgery.... If people don/t do
a good job, nobody dies." An adjunct instructor, who described composition
instruction as IIcentral to her career," had a similar response when asked about
non-specialists teaching composition: "We/re not teaching rocket science here. I
do feel that it's important for the people who take on the job to educate them
selves about composition pedagogy... but I think [for] lit people that's not a very
big step.l1 As this and another adjunct instructor who teaches first-year composi
tion regularly pointed out, tenure-track faculty in the area of rhetoric have rarely
taught first-year composition, so it is difficult to defend the idea that the plan
deprofessionalizes first-year composition instruction.

Looking Ahead

In the fall of 1995, only one of the sixty-eight instructors teaching regular
first-year composition was a tenure-track faculty member. One year later the
proposed change went in effect, and nine tenure-track faculty (from creative
writing, literature, rhetoric and professional communication, and linguistics)
taught first-year composition. In the fall of 1997, the second year of the tenure
track faculty's regular participation has begun.

As a case study, the specifics of this research cannot be generalized to
other universities. Nonetheless, the political and economic factors that precipi
tated the changes at Iowa State University are national, and English faculty at
other institutions should heed the warning implicit in this statement by the
university presidents who wrote the Kellogg report on state and land-grant
universities: "In the next century, a new kind of university will be in place. Most
of us are already in the process of inventing it. 1I

Thus, one lesson of this cautionary tale is that departments of English
must be sensitive to economic and political pressures if they are to address
potential problems before someone outside the department does it for them.
Despite faculty's complaints about upper administration's intervention in
curricular matters, the fact remains: By abandoning first-year composition to
teaching assistants and temporary instructors, the Department of English at Iowa
State became vulnerable to intervention. The department could not reconcile the
need to have a large number of tenure-track faculty because of service responsi
bilities and at the same time tum over those responsibilities to others. The
English chair and Dean of Liberal Arts and Sciences believe this vulnerability
exists at other universities as well. "Rethinking what the role of the English
department should be," Kent noted, "is a national phenomenon.1/ Dean Hoffman
put it more bluntly: "Somehow, at some point, English departments, frankly in
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my opinion, started. to get away with murder.... English departments that don't
take back freshman English will find themselves getting downsized."

Another lesson is that cooperating with upper administration may lead to
other benefits. At Iowa State, agreeing to upper administrators' request has
garnered their cooperation in restructuring our TA training program. For the
past several years, TAs were required to teach two courses in their first semester
of their masters program, a condition faculty objected to as exploiting new
graduate students. Because of department's cooperation, upper administration
worked with the department to restructure the number of courses taught in the
fall so that TAs no longer teach until their second semester of graduate school.
The Center for Teaching Excellence also awarded the first-year composition
program a $25,000 grant to improve our TA training program, and Dean
Hoffman grants an honorarium to tenure-track faculty who teach first-year
composition and work with new TAs.

This newfound cooperation between the department and upper adminis
tration does not necessarily mean a happy-ever-after-ending. For example, we
cannot yet determine how the curriculum is changing now that tenure-track
faculty are regularly teaching first-year composition. Faculty are provided some
of the same materials (e.g., readings on theory and practice, and descriptions of
course objectives and assignments), but they expect and receive much more
autonomy than graduate students and temporary instructors do. We do not yet
know if this autonomy will produce a better and more vital first-year composi
tion program or lead to a program in disarray. It is also too soon to judge the
department's status within the university or the reaction of students, parents,
and legislatures. And it would be naive to ignore the possibility of future
mandated changes for departments across the campus or the English Depart
ment specifically.

In this time of restructuring and reinvention, administrators and faculty
in English departments and first-year composition programs who recognize how
political and economic pressures affect departmental and disciplinary structures
may be best able to position themselves to shape or contest the changes that are
coming.

Notes

1. Subjects were asked to discuss what advantages and disadvantages they
perceived in the new program, why they thought the new program was created,
and what effects the new program might produce. Interviews lasted. from 30 to
60 minutes. We are grateful for the interviews granted us, and we especially
appreciate the administrators' permission to use their names.
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